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Introduction 

 

Martin Luther (1483–1546) wrote his marginal notes on Peter Lombard’s Sentences as 

baccalaureus sententiarius during the years 1509–11. He had graduated as master of arts from 

the university of Erfurt in 1505 and in the same year, after some dramatic events, entered into the 

monastery of the Augustinian hermits, where he began his theological studies. After the years as 

bachelor of the Sentences Luther never lectured on the Lombard again, although his later 

marginal notes on Gabriel Biel’s Collectorium reveal some interest in the tradition of the 

Sentences commentary. Because of the discontinuation of the Sentences tradition during the 

Reformation, Luther’s interpretation of the work did not influence any succeeding 

commentators. Yet there is still the interesting question of how the intensive reading of the 

Lombard and his commentators influenced Luther’s later reformatory theology. This has been a 

key question in the studies of Luther’s marginal notes on the Sentences, and it has not yet been 

exhaustively answered.1 

                                                
1 See Josef Wieneke, Luther und Petrus Lombardus. Martin Luthers Notizen anläßlich seiner 

Vorlesungen über die Sentenzen des Petrus Lombardus Erfurt 1509/11 (St. Ottilien, 1994), 7–21, 

for a detailed history of research. See also Karl-Heinz zur Mühlen, “Die Erforschung des ‘jungen 

Luther’ seit 1876,” Lutherjahrbuch 50 (1983): 48–125.  
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 The manuscript containing the marginal notes on Peter Lombard (together with Luther’s 

handwritten notes on some other works) was found in 1889–90, the edition was published 1893,2 

and since then the notes have received the attention of scholars as the earliest witnesses of 

Luther’s theological thinking. Already the earliest interpretations have highlighted themes that 

were to reappear in an important role in Luther’s later reformatory theology.3 Luther’s 

relationship to earlier commentary traditions was likewise a disputed question already in the 

early years of the twentieth century. Generally, scholars have never denied at least some 

influence of the via moderna (or “nominalism” or “Ockhamism”) on Luther’s views in the 

marginal notes, but the significance of these influences has been judged variously. 

 Heinrich Denifle, one of the earliest Catholic Luther scholars, strongly underlined the 

importance of “Ockhamism” for Luther’s views. Since he considered the theology of Ockham 

and his followers as a degenerated form of medieval theology, he consequently blamed these 

influences as the main source of Luther’s erroneous views. Luther’s views were thus viewed as 

the result of a “most unhappy encounter” of Augustine and Ockham, which began already in the 

early marginal notes.4 Protestant scholars adopted, fairly early on, a view of a substantial 

discontinuity in Luther’s theological thinking. This led to a distinction between genuine 

reformatory and pre-reformatory elements in Luther’s theology. The latter were often considered 

as medieval remnants, which were in essential disagreement with Luther’s reformatory 

aspirations. Rudolf Otto regarded Luther’s comments on Trinitarian theology as part of the 

medieval heritage, which had nothing to do with the core of Luther’s theology. The historian of 

dogma Friedrich Loofs detected the influence of Augustine, which to a certain degree surpassed 

the overall influence of the nominalist tradition. Other influential histories of dogma (Otto 

Ritschl, Reinhold Seeberg) developed the view of Heinrich Boehmer, who maintained that 

already in the marginal notes Luther adopted the Augustinian interpretation of the righteousness 

                                                
2 Edited by Georg Buchwald in volume 9 of the Weimar edition of Luther’s works: D. Martin 

Luthers Werke. Kritische Gesamtausgabe (Weimar, 1883–), henceforth referred to as WA 

[volume], [page], [lines]; all references concern the section Schriften, unless indicated otherwise. 

A new edition of Luther’s various marginal notes is currently being prepared by Jun Matsuura. 
3 See Wieneke, Luther, 7. 
4 Cited ibid., 9. 
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of God, which made a definite difference from the medieval scholasticism. Seeberg even 

contended that Luther’s notes reveal an affinity only to philosophical “nominalism,” while any 

theological “Ockhamism” is almost completely absent.5 

 Martin Scheel’s analysis of Luther’s marginal notes in his comprehensive biography 

(1917–1930) constituted a new initiative in the research history. Basing himself on extensive 

knowledge of Luther’s philosophical teachers, Scheel argued strongly for a view according to 

which all Luther’s doctrines during that phase remained safely inside the borders of the via 

moderna. Unlike Denifle, Scheel did not discover much continuity between Luther’s early and 

reformatory theologies, but rather argued for a strong discontinuity, like the majority of the 

Protestant scholars. Scheel admitted that there are certain points where Luther shows a 

heightened interest in Holy Scripture, but these merely indicate a relative independence from the 

scholastic background, which anticipates his reformatory theology to a certain degree.6 

 Another influential study in the first half of the twentieth century was Paul Vignaux’s 

Luther, commentateur des Sentences (livre I, distinction XVII), which according of its title 

concentrates on Luther’s treatment of distinction 17 of the first book, but actually touches on 

other themes like the doctrine of Trinity as well. Apart from having initiated a certain line of 

tradition in Luther research, Vignaux’s study is also an interesting milestone in the research on 

Sentences commentaries in general. Vignaux does not confine himself to studying Luther, but he 

                                                
5 See ibid., 8–12. Similar discussions have taken place later in the form of debates about the 

dating of Luther’s Reformation “breakthrough.” See Bernhard Lohse, Martin Luther’s Theology: 

Its Historical and Systematic Development, ed. and transl. Roy A. Harrisville (Minneapolis, 

1999), 85–95. On Otto see also Pekka Kärkkäinen, Luthers trinitarische Theologie des Heiligen 

Geistes (Mainz, 2005), 5–6. Here it should be noted at once that such evaluations of Luther’s 

relationship to medieval theology reveal as much of their writers’ understanding of Luther as of 

medieval theology. However, the history of research on late medieval theology is outside the 

scope of this article. For the views of such important scholars as Emmanuel Hirsch, Johann von 

Walther, and Karl Holl, see Wieneke, Luther, 10–11. 
6 For a similar approach, see the H. Rommel’s dissertation, discussed ibid., 12–14. 
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analyzes a host of earlier commentators from Scotus to Gabriel Biel in order to compare Luther 

with them.7 

 Since the expansion of research on Luther’s theology after the Second World War, the 

marginal notes on Lombard have only seldom received special attention. Helmar Junghans 

contributed new insights on the sources of Luther’s views by carefully pointing out the 

similarities with contemporary humanist writers. Lawrence Murphy’s dissertation calls for a 

fresh evaluation of the relationship between Luther and the medieval tradition through minute 

analyses of particular questions; Josef Wieneke’s study partially responds to this plea, but ends 

up emphasizing the fundamental difference between Luther and his scholastic predecessors.8 

Other topics of interest have been Luther’s views on theology, Christology, and the doctrine of 

grace.9 

 Luther wrote his marginal notes in the edition of the Sentences printed by Nikolaus 

Keßler of Basel in 1489, which included summaries by a Cologne Thomist, Henry of Gorkum.10 

Luther commented on Books I through III, but for some reason left the last Book almost without 

comments. The notes may be divided into groups according to their length and content.11 There 

                                                
7 See Paul Vignaux, Luther, commentateur des Sentences (livre I, distinction XVII) (Paris, 1935). 

Further analyses on the same passage include Reinhard Schwarz, Fides, Spes und Caritas beim 

jungen Luther (Berlin, 1962), 12–40; Risto Saarinen, “Ipsa dilectio Deus est. Zur 

Wirkungsgeschichte von 1. Sent. dist. 17 des Petrus Lombardus bei Martin Luther,” in 

Thesaurus Lutheri, ed. Anja Ghiselli and Simo Peura (Helsinki, 1987), 185–204; Rosemann, 

Great Medieval Book, 180–3. 
8 See Helmar Junghans, Der junge Luther und die Humanisten (Göttingen, 1985); Lawrence 

Francis Murphy, S.J., Martin Luther, Commentator on the Sentences of Peter Lombard: 

Theological Method and Selected Theological Problems (unpublished PhD dissertation, 

Marquette University, 1970); Wieneke, Luther. On the doctrine of the Trinity in the marginal 

notes, see also Kärkkäinen, Luthers trinitarische Theologie, 47–61. 
9 See Wieneke, Luther, 17–29. 
10 See Wieneke, Luther, 48. Rosemann, Great Medieval Book, 173, provides a picture of a page 

with Luther’s notes.  
11 For the following, see Wieneke, Luther, 52–3; Rosemann, Great Medieval Book, 177–9. 
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are underlinings of the printed text and notes on the structure of Lombard’s text, such as 

divisions of the distinctions into parts, and summaries of the contents. Furthermore, there are 

references to scriptural and patristic quotations. Interlinear and marginal glosses on individual 

words and expressions are reminiscent of those found in Luther’s first lectures on the Psalms and 

the Pauline epistles. There are also several diagrams on the meanings of terms similar to the ones 

frequently found in the outlines of Luther’s later lectures. Similarly, there are lengthier 

discussions on the issues raised by the Lombard which approximate to the scholia of the first 

Psalm and Romans lectures. To some of the discussions Luther attaches a summary with the title 

“corollary.” Similar passages are found in Biel and in Luther’s own lecture on Romans. Even the 

longest discussions are not very exhaustive by comparison to those found in Biel, d’Ailly, and 

Ockham, but it is hard to decide to what extent this brevity is due to the fact that the earlier 

commentators were at that time readily available in printed editions, and to what extent it is due 

to Luther’s new unscholastic style of exposition.12 

 

Luther’s Intellectual Context 

 

It is difficult to make a firm judgment on Luther’s theological position in his marginal notes, but 

there are reasons to believe that he was more or less consciously following the local tradition of 

the via moderna. The most distinctive indication of this kind of orientation is that Luther did not 

hesitate to refer to “modern” authorities such as William Ockham, Pierre d’Ailly, and Gabriel 

Biel. It seems implausible that a writer who identified himself with the via antiqua would refer to 

                                                
12 For an evaluation of Luther’s personal style, a comparison with similar contemporary cases 

would be most helpful. Jun Matsuura (“Restbestände aus der Bibliothek des Erfurter 

Augustinerklosters zu Luthers Zeit und bisher unbekannte eigenhändige Notizen Luthers,” in 

Lutheriana, ed. Gerhard Hammer and Karl-Heinz zur Mühlen [Köln, 1984], 315–32, at 327–8), 

has described three commentaries on the Sentences with marginal notes among the volumes 

surviving from the library of the Augustinian monastery in Erfurt, but they have not been studied 

in depth. See also Matsuura, “Restbestände,” 328–30 for unedited marginal notes from Luther’s 

hand in some of Ockham’s works. 
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these thinkers in a favorable way.13 On the other hand, it has been noted that already in these 

early marginal notes, Luther formulates certain criticisms of authorities of the via moderna.14 It 

is unclear, however, whether such criticisms should be considered as an early departure from the 

via moderna or, more likely, as part of internal discussions that were not uncommon inside that 

tradition. 

It is hardly to be denied that Luther wrote his marginal notes in the context of the late 

medieval via moderna, whether or not he can be considered to have been an orthodox 

representative of that school. More difficult is to show how this fact coheres with Luther’s 

identity as an Augustinian. Earlier research took it for granted that Luther’s monastery was 

dominated by the via moderna, but since the beginning of research of Augustinianism in 

Luther’s time, this view has been severely questioned. Although there is no final consensus about 

the nature of Augustinian theology in Luther’s Erfurt, there seem to be no indications that other 

                                                
13 According to Adolar Zumkeller, Erbsünde, Gnade, Rechtfertigung und Verdienst nach der 

Lehre der Erfurter Augustinertheologen des Spätmittelalters (Würzburg, 1984), 460, Luther 

apparently had great freedom in choosing his sources for the lectures, which would explain why 

his sources were not particularly connected with the theology of the Augustinian order. 

Zumkeller further refers to the statutes of the theological faculty, which required students to 

present drafts of their expositions either to their masters or to the dean of the faculty, whose 

corrections had to be followed. The dean of the faculty at that time was the doctor of theology 

Sigismundus Thomae de Stockheim, under whom Luther received the degree of sententiarius 

and started lecturing on the Sentences (see Erich Kleineidam, Universitas studii Erffordensis, 2nd 

ed., vol. 2 (Leipzig, 1992), 293; see also Luther’s letter of December 21, 1514, no. 10 (WA 

Briefwechsel 1, 30, 18). Sigismundus apparently had no affiliation to a religious order, so that he 

was most likely an adherent of the via moderna as the secular theologians used to be in Erfurt. 

The most remarkable among the secular theologians, Jodocus Trutfetter, was at that time dean of 

the faculty of theology in Wittenberg (see Kleineidam, Universitas, 291), but he returned to 

Erfurt in 1510. 
14 See Lohse, Martin Luther’s Theology, 49. 
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theologians of that order cited authorities of the via moderna to such an extent and as favorably 

as Luther did.15 

 

Humanist or Scholastic? 

 

There are indications that the schools of late medieval theology were not the only frame of 

reference when Luther wrote his marginal notes. Inside the front cover of his copy of the 

Sentences Luther jotted a note that has been read as a programmatic announcement for his 

lectures on the Sentences: 

 

Although I have held that the spoils of philosophy are not to be utterly rejected insofar as 

they are suitable to the sacred matters of theology, nevertheless the prudent restraint and 

unsullied purity of the Master of the Sentences seem extremely proper, in that in every 

respect he so relies upon the lights of the Church, and especially upon Augustine (the 

brightest light, whose praise is never sufficient), that he seems to hold in suspicion, as it 

were, whatever is anxiously explored but not yet known by the philosophers … The 

world is full of Chrysippuses, yes even Chimeras and Hydras! The poets could fashion 

nothing more expressive and humorous to ridicule the quarrels, battles, and sects of the 

philosophers, than such monsters as these: laughable indeed, yet also appropriate and 

most acute in their witty pungency.  

Therefore, love sound, faithful, and pure authors, or at least (if necessarily it must be so) 

join them to you in secular familiarity, the philosophers I mean, that is to say, the 

doubters full of opinions.16 

 

Several points seem obvious concerning the ideal of theology that Luther outlines here: (a) 

philosophy is sometimes acceptable for theological use, (b) a good theologian, such as Peter 

Lombard, derives his teaching from the authorities of the Church (above all Augustine), and (c) 

to consider a multitude of (philosophical) opinions in theology is futile. At first glance this kind 

                                                
15 On the Augustinian theology in the Erfurt monastery, see Zumkeller, Erbsünde, 461–5. 
16 WA 9, 29, 1–19; Trans. Rosemann, Great Medieval Book, 179.  
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of approach would seem to contradict Luther’s obvious use of scholastic terminology and 

methods in his marginal notes. Moreover, the disregard of “philosophy,” including the common 

medieval harmony between philosophy and theology, sounds very much like the humanist 

critique of scholasticism. A comparison with some notes found in the printed version of Biel’s 

Sentences commentary from 1501 justifies this observation to a certain extent. At the beginning 

of the volume, the poet Heinrich Bebel encourages the students to study of the Bible and the 

Fathers, whereas Biel himself had expressed suspicion of individual study of the sources in his 

preface, and encouraged study of the commentators whose findings he presented in a digested 

form in his volume.17 However, Luther’s hostile attitude to philosophy seems to be largely 

similar to the theology of the via moderna as expressed in Biel’s prologue to his Canonis missae 

expositio.18 

Apart from the return to the Bible and the Fathers, traces of a humanist influence have 

been seen in the following features of Luther’s marginal notes: use of ancient metaphors, source 

criticism, quotations from humanist authors, and interest in ancient rhetoric. As we shall see in 

the following, Luther’s approach is very much like that of the moderate humanists within the via 

moderna of Tübingen and Erfurt, who did not abandon the use of scholastic methodology, but at 

the same time strove for a return to the sources.19 

                                                
17 See Junghans, Der junge Luther, 106–08. There were also two notable theologians of the via 

moderna in fifteenth-century Germany—namely, John Rucherat of Wesel and Wessel 

Gansfort—who spoke emphatically in favor of the authority of the Scriptures in theology. See 

Heiko A. Oberman, “Luther and the Via Moderna: The Philosophical Backdrop of the 

Reformation Breakthrough,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 54 (2003): 641–70, at 660. For 

possible sources of Luther’s criticism of philosophy, see Zumkeller, Erbsünde, 493–5. On Jean 

Gerson’s similar critique, see Michael M. Shank, “Unless You Believe, You Shall Not 

Understand”: Logic, University and Society in Late Medieval Vienna (Princeton, 1988). 
18 For an analysis and comparison with Luther’s prologue, see Murphy, Martin Luther, 131–96.  
19 Wieneke, Luther, 59, gathers the observations of Junghans, Der junge Luther, 94–239. In 

addition to the topics discussed below, there are some further interesting themes in Luther’s 

marginal notes, but their inclusion would not alter the overall picture. These themes include 

discussions on God’s foreknowledge (WA 9, 57–8), on free will (WA 9, 70–2), and on faith 
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First Book: Theology of the Trinity  

 

Discussions on the Trinity play a prominent role in the marginal notes.20 Luther’s encounter with 

the theology of the Trinity did not take place, as was usual, merely on the basis of Peter 

Lombard’s Sentences and its scholastic commentaries. Already in his early studies he had shown 

enthusiasm toward the Bible itself, and, concurrently with his lectures on the Sentences, he also 

read Augustine’s works. By studying Augustine’s De Trinitate Luther was able to acquaint 

himself with the roots of western Trinitarian theology, as presented by the Lombard and his 

commentators. With the De Trinitate Luther could trace back to Scripture most of the arguments 

for doctrines that the Sentences defended on the basis of the authority of Augustine and other 

Church Fathers. Equipped with this knowledge, it is no wonder that Luther was gradually to 

form a theology of the Trinity that regarded itself as firmly grounded in the Scriptures, but at the 

same time owed much to Augustine. 

Luther’s marginal notes are extremely brief, but they still reveal some distinctive traits in 

his early method of interpreting the theological tradition. The first of these traits is Luther’s 

appeal to scriptural authority.21 On the front cover of his copy of the Sentences he cites a passage 

from Hilary’s De Trinitate which states that God’s own words express most adequately the truths 

about God.22 A similar kind of attitude is reflected in the discussion of individual questions. 

Thus, in his discussion of the emanations of the Son and the Spirit, Luther explicitly rejects the 

                                                                                                                                                       
(WA 9, 90–2). Also, Luther’s marginal notes on Gabriel Biel’s Collectorium, the earliest of 

which were composed in 1516 (WA 59, 29–51), are cited only occasionally in the following, 

since they belong to a later period of Luther’s life when his theological thinking had already 

undergone substantial changes. The most important themes in these notes are Christology, the 

doctrine of grace, and the theological virtues. 
20 For the Trinitarian discussions in the marginal notes, see Kärkkäinen, Luthers trinitarische 

Theologie, 48–61; Wieneke, Luther, 65–160. 
21 On this point, see Wieneke, Luther, 86. 
22 See WA 9, 29, 20–25. Cf. Hilary of Poitiers, De Trinitate, 7, 38. 
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Scotist idea of the divine nature and will as two (formally distinct) principles of emanation.23 He 

argues that such a view destroys the correspondence between the divine persons and the powers 

of the soul, that is to say, the psychological analogy of the Trinity. Luther does not stop here, but 

maintains that such a violation of the coherence of the psychological analogy is actually a sign of 

a neglect of the scriptural authority, since it is stated in the Bible that the “soul is an image of 

God.” Although Luther strongly stresses here the idea of scriptural authority, which was hardly 

questioned by any Western theologian, his argument is focused on the alleged incoherence of the 

Scotist position.24 

Another noteworthy feature in Luther’s interpretation is his moderate criticism of 

Augustine and the Church councils. One may perhaps consider this as a sign of his tendency to 

turn back to the scriptural roots of theology. Moreover, Luther notes inconsistencies among some 

statements in Peter Lombard’s text, but this time this does not lead him to disagreement, which 

was the case in his criticism of Scotus. In one such case Luther questions the internal coherence 

of Augustine’s way of using the notion of relation in Trinitarian theology. Luther presents a view 

according to which the Father is Father only through the Son, whose sonship is constitutive of 

the Father’s fatherhood. This corresponds to the notion that the Father is wise only through the 

Son, who is the wisdom of the Father. Luther is not willing to insist on this position, however, or 

the one following from it, namely, that “being Father differs from being wise,” since he 

                                                
23 Luther does not, contrary to Wieneke’s suggestion (Luther, 144–5), completely reject the use 

of the distinction per modum voluntatis/naturae in Trinitarian matters since he explicitly 

mentions a satisfactory interpretation of the idea of the Holy Spirit’s emanation per modum 

voluntatis. 
24 See WA 9, 45, 37–46, 20. Luther’s inference from the biblical idea of the human being as 

created in the image and likeness of God to the proposition that the human soul is an image of 

the Trinity, is by no means self-evident, even if it is, in the light of the long tradition of 

psychological analogy, not to be considered as far-fetched or at least not unintelligible to his 

contemporaries. On different interpretations of the psychological analogy in the late Middle 

Ages, see Pekka Kärkkäinen, “Interpretations of the Psychological Analogy from Aquinas to 

Biel,” in Trinitarian Theology in the Medieval West, ed. Pekka Kärkkäinen (Helsinki, 

forthcoming). 
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considers the contrary view as being “consonant with the truth as defined by the blessed 

Augustine.”25  

With similar caution Luther presents doubts against the commonly accepted doctrine of 

an infused habit of charity, granting that the Lombard’s rival theory is “not entirely absurd,” 

since the notion of habit derives from “the words of Aristotle, the stinking philosopher.” It has 

been noted that this remark is preceded by a passage where Luther makes use of a standard 

distinction between God as efficient cause and human love as formal cause of neighborly love. 

However, it is not clear whether Luther assumes even there any notion of a created habit of love. 

Human love may well be understood as an act, rather than a habit, of love. Interpreting the 

passage in this way would reinforce the view that Luther saw only little use for the concept of a 

created habit of love, which motivated his stance against its theological plausibility. Again, 

however, Luther is not willing to contradict the doctrine accepted by the Church, but rather 

highlights the plausibility of the Lombard’s position.26  

Furthermore, Luther uses a doctrinal formulation of the Fourth Lateran Council which 

states that the essence does not generate, as a basis for disputing the universal validity of a 

semantic distinction between two meanings given to the attributes of the divine essence, one of 

them denoting the essence, the other the persons.27 It is clear, therefore, that Luther, despite his 

programmatic note on scriptural authority in theological matters, in his practice of interpreting 

the Sentences continued to accept the formal authority of the Church and even that of Augustine.  

                                                
25 WA 9, 20, 41–21, 16; 38, 28–37. 
26 See WA 9, 42, 39–43, 8. On the interpretation of this passage, see Saarinen, “Ipsa dilectio,” 

and other studies mentioned above in note 7. Wieneke, Luther, 156 considers Luther’s remarks 

in WA 9, 44, 1–5 as a partial acceptance of the Lombard’s view, but they may equally well be 

read as Luther’s explication of the Lombard’s position without any personal commitment to its 

truth or falsity. Perhaps Luther was merely eager to show the theological genius of the Master in 

solving the apparent contradictions in Augustine, even without the conceptual tools of later 

authors, such as the notion of a created habit and the distinction between created and uncreated 

love. 
27 See WA 9, 34, 35–35, 5. 
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 The majority of Luther’s notes on Book I consist of discussions on Trinitarian questions 

raised by Peter Lombard, which Luther deals with in a similar manner as his scholastic 

predecessors, above all d’Ailly and Biel. The names of God are, according to Luther, derived 

from creatures; they designate God only in an improper manner by means of similarity.28 In his 

notes on De vera religione from the same period of time, Luther discusses Augustine’s view that 

the similarity between God and creation is based on Christ as the creative Logos. According to 

Luther, Christ is the similarity itself that establishes the similarity between God, on the one hand, 

and the image of God in human beings and all the creatures, on the other.29 

In good Augustinian manner, Luther stresses the ineffability of Trinitarian matters.30 

Nonetheless, he is not shy in using the semantic machinery of his predecessors to address the 

problems of Trinitarian theology. That is, for example, how Luther tries to solve the problems 

involving distinction 25, where quotations from Augustine seem to suggest that person is the 

same as essence. Luther notes that “person is a common name (nomen commune), whereas 

essence is a common thing (res communis).” Luther’s wording resembles a distinction made by 

Pierre d’Ailly, according to which certain names of God, such as “person” and “suppositum” are 

classified as “common personal names.” The source of confusion is that such names designate all 

three persons as common nouns and, due to the identity between essence and persons, even the 

divine essence. “Essence” names the divine essence common to all the persons, but does not 

designate the persons qua persons.31  

A noteworthy feature in Luther’s Trinitarian semantics is his interpretation of the 

traditional notion of Trinitarian appropriation (appropriatio). “Love” as a property of the Holy 

Spirit is appropriated to the third person on the basis of the biblical mode of speech; there are no 

logical reasons for such a procedure, so that “love” might as well designate the common divine 

                                                
28 See WA 9, 47, 9–17; 58, 10–12. 
29 See WA 9, 13, 35–14, 10. 
30 See WA 9, 20, 22–28; 47, 9–17. 
31 See WA 9, 48, 23–31. The end of the text (“Non autem sic est omnino de essentia, quia hoc est 

actu significans terminus”) is a bit obscure. Wieneke (Luther, 128) maintains that Luther is 

simply identifying person with essence. 
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essence, which is in fact another acceptable use of the term for Luther.32 He also uses the notion 

of appropriation to substantiate his criticism of Scotus’s notion of formally distinct principles of 

generation and spiration in God. Like Pierre d’Ailly, he solves the related problems with the help 

of the appropriation of the will of God to the Holy Spirit.33 

Luther also devotes considerable attention to another related theme: whether it is 

permitted to use the terms “God,” “essence,” and “wisdom” to denote both divine persons and 

the divine essence. In one case he seems to reject the use of a term “God” to denote the 

individual persons, since that would imply that there are three Gods and three objects of 

adoration. Later on he notes that it is allowed to use “God” in this way, calling on the authority 

of Pierre d’Ailly, who even considers such sentences as “there are three Gods” to be true, 

although he does not allow them to be used because of the possibility of heretical 

misunderstanding. There is also a very strong reason for allowing the application of the term 

“God” to the individual persons: the wording of the Nicene Creed. Without allowing such a use 

of language, the formulation “God from God” would became suspect. In distinction 5, Luther 

notes that on the grounds of such a use of language, one could argue against Peter Lombard’s 

position that the Father did not beget the divine essence: if “God,” “wisdom,” and “light” can be 

predicated of individual persons, why not “essence”? He concludes that the philosophical 

reasons (rationes) are not decisive, but that the theological ones are: in this case the decree of the 

Second Lateran Council must guide the use of the terms.34 

                                                
32 See WA 9, 51, 16–33; Kärkkäinen, Luthers trinitarische Theologie, 50–2; Wieneke, Luther, 

135. 
33 See WA 9, 45, 37–46, 7; Pierre d’Ailly, Quaestiones magistri Petri de Ailliaco cardinalis 

Cameracensis super libros Sententiarum (Strassburg, 1490; reprinted, Frankfurt am Main, 1968), 

Book I, qu. 6. 
34 See WA 9, 34, 35–35, 5. It is too much to say, as Wieneke does (Luther, 117), that Luther is 

negating the distinction between essence and person; he merely applies Peter Lombard’s idea 

that the divine essence is present in each of the persons (see Sentences I, dist. 5, chap. 1, no. 1), 

which makes it possible to say that “God the Father is the divine essence” (chap. 1, no. 3). If one 

applied the same idea to the Son, it would be entirely consistent to say that an essence begets an 

essence, although, according to Luther, this is obviously not acceptable. See WA 9, 35, 6–8.  
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 It should be noted that even if Luther did not allow “essence” to be used as a designation 

of the individual divine persons, in another context he notes that the Fathers, such as Augustine, 

sometimes use “nature” in a sense that makes it a “transcendental term.” Luther apparently 

means that it can be used in the same way as res (“thing” or “entity”) and other transcendental 

terms. According to traditional usage, res could be predicated either of the essence or of the 

persons; in this sense nature, too, could then be predicated of the persons. Luther is aware that 

this kind of usage contradicts distinction 5 of the first Book.35 

 Luther is inclined to limit the use of some attributes like “wisdom” and “goodness” to 

denote only the persons of the Son and the Spirit. He is aware that Augustine did not make such 

a restriction, but used those terms as names of the divine essence also. On that matter Luther 

does not dare to contradict the Church Father. Nonetheless, he expresses his own opinion, which 

would be to treat those terms as relational, analogously to such terms as “father” and “son.” This 

would imply that the divine Father could be called “wise” only in regard to having a Son, who is 

the wisdom of the Father. Similarly, the Father would be called “good” only through the Holy 

Spirit, who is his goodness.36  

 On the question of whether the procession of the Holy Spirit from the Father and the Son 

(filioque) is fundamental for the distinction between persons of the Son and the Spirit, Luther 

seems to favor Pierre d’Ailly’s view rather than Biel’s. Luther ties the procession of the Spirit as 

love to the notion of the human soul as an image of the Trinity.37 

 His criticism of Scotus, then, seems to be his only emphatic comment in relation to the 

work of the Trinity toward the world, which was to become the main focus of Luther’s 

Trinitarian theology in later years. Luther considers Scotus’s position, according to which the 

                                                
35 See WA 9, 84, 28–35. 
36 See WA 9, 38, 28–37; see also WA 9, 19, 16–23; 20, 22–21, 16 (marginal notes on 

Augustine’s De Trinitate). Luther argues that there is an inconsistency in Augustine’s wording in 

different passages, but warns about rash statements because of the ineffability of the matter. See 

Graham White, Luther as Nominalist (Helsinki, 1994), 196–200. 
37 See WA 9, 46,9–20; d’Ailly, Quaestiones, I, qu. 8; Gabriel Biel, Collectorium circa quattuor 

libros Sententiarum, ed. Wilfrid Werbeck and Udo Hofmann, 5 vols. and Index (Tübingen, 

1973–1992), Book I, dist. 13, qu. un. A.  
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enjoyment of one Trinitarian person without the enjoyment of another is not contradictory, as an 

almost heretical statement.38 Luther’s own statements on the matter are largely governed by the 

Augustinian principle of the indivisibility of the works of the Trinity ad extra.39 However, this 

principle does not prevent him from ascribing some works of the Trinity to individual persons, 

such as the infusion of charity to the Holy Spirit.40 

 His anti-Scotist tones and use of semantic strategies mark Luther’s notes on the first 

Book as belonging distinctly to via moderna-style commentary. There are nonetheless some 

signs of a humanist return to the sources, above all to Augustine and the Bible. 

 

Second Book: Original Sin 

 

Peter Lombard discusses original sin in distinctions 30 to 33 of the second book. Luther’s 

remarks on this topic are relatively long, which may reflect the general interest in this topic in 

late-fifteenth-century Erfurt. A closer look at some contemporary writers reveals that Luther did 

not formulate his position in a historical vacuum. 

 In his commentary on distinction 30, Gabriel Biel makes a threefold distinction that 

elucidates the problematic Luther is coping with, although he does not explicitly mention Biel in 

this case. Biel presents three views on the nature of original sin. The first is Peter Lombard’s 

position, which identifies original sin with concupiscence or the “tinder of sin.” The second view 

defines original sin in negative terms as a lack of original righteousness, together with an 

obligation to have it. This view is attributed to Anselm of Canterbury and further to Scotus and 

Ockham. Biel himself prefers the third option, which follows Aquinas and Bonaventure in 

combining the two previous views into the following definition of original sin: according to its 

material part it consists of concupiscence, and according to its formal part it is lack of original 

                                                
38 See WA 9, 43, 18–24: “error et heresi proxima sententia Scoti”; 43, 37–42. On this view and 

the related late medieval discussions, see Severin Kitanov, Beatific Enjoyment in Scholastic 

Theology and Philosophy, 1240–1335 (ThD dissertation, University of Helsinki, 2006), 178–

216. 
39 See, for example, WA 9, 39, 21–24; 43, 18–27; 37–42. 
40 See WA 9, 42, 36–38. 
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righteousness. Biel explicates this definition by stating that the expression “original sin” stands 

for (supponit) concupiscence, but connotes the absence of original righteousness.41 

 Luther also adopts the third view when he notes that original sin is a privation regarding 

its form (quoad formale), while regarding its essence (quoad essentiale), it is the flesh that acts 

in concupiscence because of the lack of virtue and grace.42 However, Luther’s wording is 

strikingly different from Biel’s in two respects, namely, in his use of “nothing” in this context 

and in his explicit rejection of the Lombard’s position. 

Luther does not hesitate to use the word “nothing” (nihil) in speaking about original sin. 

He notes that as a privation original sin is “nothing”; this is consonant with Luther’s view that, 

metaphysically speaking, all sin is nothing, since evil qua evil has no positive being.43 If this 

manner of speaking was something that Biel was consciously trying to avoid, as it seems, he had 

good grounds for doing so: the famous Erfurt theologian John Rucherat of Wesel had been 

condemned in 1479 by the archbishop of Mainz, among other things, because of his denial of 

original sin. Wesel had initially built his position on the Anselmian view, from which he deduced 

the thesis that original sin is “nothing.” He further radicalized it by claiming that the distinction 

between original and actual sin is an invention that has no scriptural roots and was not found in 

the Fathers’ writings prior to Augustine.44 Against this background the syllogism in Luther’s 

                                                
41 See Biel, Collectorium, II, dist. 30, qu. 2, art. 1; cf. Sentences, II, dist. 30, chap. 8, no. 2 (500). 

On Biel’s view of original sin, see Wilhem Ernst, Gott und Mensch am Vorabend der 

Reformation (Leipzig, 1972), 316–20; Heiko A. Oberman, The Harvest of Medieval Theology, 

3rd ed. (Durham, 1983), 120–31; John L. Farthing, Thomas Aquinas and Gabriel Biel (Durham, 

1988), 50–1. Farthing notes that Biel conceives of all three positions as acceptable and seems to 

favor the second and the third positions for different reasons. 
42 See WA 9, 73, 31–35. Luther’s wording is not particularly scholastic. 
43 See WA 9, 73, 31–32: “Peccatum originale est nihil seu privatio sicut omne peccatum quoad 

formale.” In his note on distinction 36 of the first book, Luther explicitly connects good and evil 

to being and nothingness; on the convertibility of the transcendentals and evil as nothing in early 

Luther, see further Sammeli Juntunen, Der Begriff des Nichts bei Luther in den Jahren von 1510 

bis 1523 (Helsinki, 1996), 209–28. 
44 See Kleineidam, Universitas, 107. 
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marginal notes: “Every evil is nothing, every sin is an evil, therefore, every sin is nothing” may 

seem rather daring, even if there is no reason here to posit any direct line of influence between 

Wesel and Luther.45 It should be noted, however, that Luther does not deny the presence of 

original sin in unbaptized infants, as Wesel did.46  

 Another difference between Luther and Biel is found in their respective attitudes toward 

the Lombard’s position on the matter. Whereas Biel considered the third view as one that could 

harmonize the authoritative views of Anselm and Peter Lombard, Luther points to an inner 

contradiction in the Lombard’s position. In his notes on distinction 32, Luther comments that 

when concupiscence is understood exclusively in terms of a rebellion of the flesh against the 

spirit, as the Sentences’ wording suggests here, this is not what original sin is, since it is not 

removed in baptism and is not sinful in itself, but only prompts the baptized to actual sins. 

According to Luther, there is also another meaning of concupiscence in Augustine’s texts and 

even in the Sentences. This meaning includes the notion of guilt that consists of absence of 

original righteousness or absence of fleshly obedience; this is the concupiscence as original sin 

which exists in the unbaptized and is consequently removed in baptism. Luther clearly repudiates 

the authority of that part of Peter Lombard’s text, although he does not entirely reject his 

position. Augustine’s authority is affirmed with the help of a distinction between two meanings 

of the term “concupiscence.”47 

                                                
45 See WA 9, 73, 6–10. In his tract “On the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary,” Wesel 

defends a thesis that “original sin is nothing” with three arguments, drawing a conclusion that 

children do not inherit original sin from their parents. The text of the tract is edited in Gerhard 

Ritter, Studien zur Spätscholastik, vol. 3: Neue Quellenstücke zur Theologie des Johann von 

Wesel (Heidelberg, 1927), 86–99; see esp. 88–9. Luther once mentioned Wesel as one “who 

ruled through his writings in the University of Erfurt,” but this has usually been understood as a 

reference to Wesel’s philosophical writings since Luther connects this remark to his studies in 

the faculty of arts. On similarities between Wesel and Luther, see Oberman, “Luther and the Via 

Moderna.” 
46 See WA 9, 73, 31–5. 
47 WA 9, 75, 16–41. 
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 With regard to Luther’s intellectual context, one may note a heightened tendency by the 

end of the fifteenth century to include once again the notion of concupiscence in the concept of 

original sin. In addition to Wesel’s extreme position of the 1470s, Johannes Dorsten, an 

influential contemporary Augustinian in Erfurt, argued for the exclusion of concupiscence from 

the concept of original sin, even against his great authority, Giles of Rome.48 In the 1480s Biel, 

in his commentary on Sentences, adopted a harmonizing position, which affirmed concupiscence 

as the material part of the original sin. Immediately after the turn of the century, the Augustinian 

Johannes Paltz disagreed with his teacher Dorsten and, like Giles and Biel, included 

concupiscence in the concept of original sin.49  

Luther’s remark on the twofold meaning of concupiscence in Augustine, as well as his 

general treatment of the question, fit well with the thought of his closest contemporaries, but do 

not reveal much of his affinity to any particular theological school. His departures from Biel are 

generally less significant than his outspoken disagreement in the case of the question about the 

material inheritance of the body from parents to children. In that question, Luther favors the 

Lombard’s view, which posited a minor continuity of matter among the generations. Biel instead 

adopted the later common opinion that based the propagation of human beings in the mediation 

of the semen, which is external to the substance of the human body. Luther correctly notes that 

Biel based his refutation of Peter Lombard’s position on philosophical arguments; therefore, he 

finds the Lombard’s view more acceptable.50 

 

Third Book: Christology 

 

                                                
48 See Zumkeller, Erbsünde, 320–1. 
49 See ibid., 396–7. The Augustinian John Staupitz does not reveal his position on the matter of 

concupiscence as part of original sin in unbaptized infants. See Zumkeller, Johannes von 

Staupitz und seine christliche Heilslehre (Würzburg, 1994), 34–9.  
50 See Biel, Collectorium, III, dist. 4, qu. un. O. Cf. Murphy, Martin Luther, 56–8. Murphy notes 

that Biel also argues his position on a theological basis, but I cannot find such arguments in his 

refutation of Peter Lombard’s position on the inheritance of the body from the parents. 
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It has been customary to consider Luther’s treatment of Christological questions in the marginal 

notes against the backdrop of the via moderna, particularly that of Pierre d’Ailly and Gabriel 

Biel. Several scholars have agreed that Luther is reacting to the discussions of his predecessors, 

but the overall evaluation of Luther’s contribution varies considerably, particularly concerning 

the question of whether the marginal notes are anticipating his later Christological position.51  

In distinction 6 of Book III Luther uses “human being” (homo), when applied to Christ in 

the Incarnation, as an equivocal concept; this is also how the concept appears in Pierre d’Ailly’s 

commentary.52 The equivocation is due to the difference between the definitions of human being 

in the incarnate Christ and in other human beings, including the human nature assumed by the 

divine Logos in the Incarnation. When applied to Christ as a divine person, “human being” 

denotes a being that is both human and divine; for other human beings it denotes a human nature 

that can be defined as something consisting merely of a soul and a body. By means of this 

equivocation Luther dissolves the incongruities in one of the opinions on the person of Christ 

that Peter Lombard presents in the same distinction 6. Luther does not explicitly say that this 

view would be acceptable to him, but the use of equivocation would, according to Luther, free 

the opinion from the errors that made Biel reject it. Biel, by contrast, does not allow for 

equivocation in the concept of human being, but defines it as “rational animal,” which is true 

both of the incarnate person of Christ and of other human beings.53 

 Another matter of disagreement between Luther and Biel lies in the question of the 

personhood of the human soul, which does not directly relate to the Christology, but rather to the 

metaphysics of the human being. In distinction 5, Biel clearly denies that a soul separated from 

its body would be a person, but in his notes on the distinction, Luther affirms the opposite, 

adopting Peter Lombard’s view on the matter. Furthermore, Luther maintains that a soul, both 

separated and united with the body, should be considered the proper bearer of personhood, so 

                                                
51 See Wieneke, Luther, 174–81.  
52 See d’Ailly, Quaestiones, III, qu. un.; Pekka Kärkkäinen, “On the Semantics of ‘Human 

Being’ and ‘Animal’ in Early 16th Century Erfurt,” Vivarium 42 (2004): 236–56, at 245–6; 

White, Luther, 262–5. 
53 See WA 9, 85, 36–86, 12; Biel, Collectorium, III, dist. 7, qu. un. See also Kärkkäinen, “On the 

Semantics,” 246–8. 
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that the union with the body adds nothing to the personhood of the soul. Luther thus refutes even 

the Lombard’s view, which states that before the Incarnation, the soul of Christ was not a person, 

since it was not yet united with a body. Luther explains that the soul should be considered as the 

principal bearer of human personhood in the sense that its union with the body adds as little to its 

individuality as a garment does to a body. Moreover, the soul carries the body in manner similar 

to the way in which the incarnated Logos carries its human nature.54 

The starting point of Luther’s argumentation is the Lombard’s view that affirms the 

personhood of the soul after bodily death. Biel denies this position with the help of a definition 

of personhood that stipulates an absence of any actual or potential union (privatio 

communicabilitatis) with another substance, including that of a separated soul with a body. At 

the same time, Biel grants the soul, both separate and united with the body, a status of “discrete 

and individual substance, which is really distinct from all other substances.” This kind of entity 

is not a person precisely because of the above-mentioned definition of personhood, which denies 

that separated souls can be called “persons” and, generally, that forms separated from matter can 

be called “individuals” (supposita) because of their communicability. Forms separated from 

matter include the accidents of the sacrament of the Eucharist, which due to the miracle of 

transubstantiation exist without the substance of the bread and wine. According to Biel, these 

accidents should also consequently be called “individuals,” “which nobody does.”55 

Luther does not address the last argument in his early marginal notes, but he returns to 

the subject in his later remarks on Biel’s Collectorium, which date from his time at Wittenberg 

(perhaps even as late as the 1530s). There he notes that Biel’s arguments are “arbitrary.” On the 

argument on the accidents of the Eucharist he remarks: “This is nothing. Why so? If you 

maintain this [i.e., that the accidents are communicable in the same manner as substantial forms], 

                                                
54 See WA 9, 85, 6–28. Murphy (Martin Luther, 51 n. 25) calls Luther’s ontology here 

“Platonist.” It is to be noted that, despite his rejection of Biel’s and Peter Lombard’s arguments, 

Luther does not seem to think that the second person of the Godhead assumed a human person 

rather than a human nature. I will return to this point below. 
55 Biel, Collectorium, III, dist. 5, art. 3, dub. 1 D. 
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concede also the consequence. Why then are the accidents not substances? However, it is stupid 

to infer natural things from miracles.”56 

One should not hastily overstate the metaphysical implications of Luther’s position in 

contrast to Biel’s, since even Biel grants that a united soul is an individual and really distinct 

from matter, although he does not want to call a soul “person.” This may be due to Luther’s 

general attitude toward the problem that the Lombard and Biel tried to solve. Their purpose was 

to show that the human soul that Christ assumed was not a person, although Peter Lombard 

thought that in its union with the body a soul receives some permanent property, due to which it 

is a person even after the separation of soul and body in death. 

Luther appears to think that the answer to the question of whether the divine Word 

assumed a person or not, does not depend on whether there was a human person to assume or 

not. His attitude resembles that of Pierre d’Ailly, who posited several hypothetical cases about 

the Incarnation, including cases where there was clearly a human person whose nature the Word 

assumed. Against this background it might have seemed irrelevant to Luther to construct any 

limitations for the personhood of Christ’s human nature before the Incarnation, since it could be 

stated simply that Christ did not assume a human person, but only the human nature of that 

person. The loss of individuality of the human nature at the Incarnation would be a sufficient 

reason to say that after the hypostatic union there is only one person, who is both human and 

divine. 

However, neither d’Ailly nor Luther discusses the problem of whether the assumed 

human nature, being a rational individual nature, was a person before the Incarnation or not. On 

the basis of his equivocal concept of human being, d’Ailly conceded that a divine person 

assumed a human nature, while denying that a divine person assumed a human person in the 

Incarnation.57 Luther reveals his primary concern in a reference to the biblical mode of speech 

which refers to the body as “the garment of the soul.”58 He also expresses abhorrence at speaking 

of personality as a property of the soul, as though personality were a mere addition to the essence 

(merum accedens) of the soul resulting from its union with the body, as it might seem to be 

                                                
56 WA 59, 31, 37–9. 
57 On Pierre d’Ailly, see White, Luther, 262–7. 
58 WA 9, 85, 25: “Corpus autem vestimentum animae est secundum scripturam.” 
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according to the Lombard’s view. There is something genuinely dualist in Luther’s position, but 

his reasoning does not really go beyond the boundaries of the via moderna.59 Perhaps Luther’s 

remarks anticipate something of his later uneasiness about the Aristotelian hylomorphic view of 

the human being, which led him to reject the notion of the soul as a substantial form of the body 

in his Heidelberg disputation (1518). In his early marginal notes, however, we do not find traces 

of such a suspicion; after all, the view that the human soul is a substantial form of the body was a 

doctrine canonized by the Council of Vienna in 1312.60 

The via moderna has also been seen as the source of statements by Luther that allow the 

human nature to be predicated “accidentally” of the person of Christ. Several studies have 

criticized Luther’s use of the substance/accident distinction in the definition of the relationship 

between Christ’s two natures; these studies have argued that the distinction derives them from 

the (allegedly bad) influence of Ockham and his followers.61 On the basis of Theobald Beer’s 

observations, Josef Wieneke has argued that Luther pushed the approach of his scholastic 

teachers to an extreme. In particular this applies, according to Wieneke, to Luther’s treatment of 

the designation “Christ.” Wieneke considers such formulations as, “‘Son of God’ and ‘Christ,’ 

although they are the same, have different connotations, like ‘Peter’ and ‘white’” to be extremely 

problematic. In his eyes this formulation and similar ones indicate that Luther considered Christ 

as an accident of the second person of the Godhead (“Son of God”), which is even worse than 

the nominalist application of the substance/accident distinction to the relationship between the 

Christ’s two natures. 

                                                
59 Cf. Luther’s remarks on Christology in his late disputation on the divinity and humanity of 

Christ (WA 39/2, 115, 31–116, 13). There he explicitly denies that the Word assumed (suscepit) 

a human person, since this would have involved a duality of persons in Christ. Luther bases his 

position clearly on d’Ailly’s views. For an interpretation of the passage, see White, Luther, 281–

2. 
60 On this discussion in Luther’s teachers and on Luther’s later stance toward the doctrine, see 

Pekka Kärkkäinen, “Nominalist Psychology and Limits of Canon Law in Late Medieval Erfurt,” 

in Lutheran Reformation and the Law, ed. Virpi Mäkinen (Leiden, 2006), 93–110. 
61 See Wieneke, Luther, 172. 
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Graham White has attacked Reinhard Schwarz’s view according to which Biel’s 

Ockhamist manner of using the concept “accidental” implies that he considered Christ’s human 

nature as an accident in a metaphysical sense. The source of the confusion lies, according to 

White, in the inability to distinguish between syntax and semantics.62 Furthermore, it seems 

unlikely that Luther would have substantially changed his attitude toward this kind of 

Christology later in his life, as Schwarz suggests.63 Even the manner in which Luther considered 

the designation “Christ” does not seem radically different from the language of his predecessors, 

since even Biel defines “Christ” as a term that designates a person having a divine and a human 

nature, unlike such terms as “Word” or “God,” which connote only a divine nature.64 Understood 

in this way, it is logical to point out, as Luther did, that “as the logicians say: Christ was from 

eternity,” that is to say, the person who is presently Christ (both God and human being), is the 

same person as the second person of the Trinity, who has been eternally, “but he was not 

eternally Christ,” that is, he is not to be designated as Christ before the Incarnation, in a proper 

manner of speaking.  

Nevertheless, there may still be a difference between Luther and Biel, since Biel was 

careful in stressing that human nature is not an accident of the divine Word, although it is 

something that is not necessarily part of the divine person, since it is united with it at a certain 

point in time; Luther, on the other hand, calls the designation “Christ” an accidental (as opposed 

to substantial) name and states that “just as ‘white’ is in relation to human being, so is ‘Christ’ in 

relation to the Son of God.”65 However, the placement of terms into categories was not a trivial 

task even for Biel. He was familiar with the usual manner, practiced by the via moderna, of 

considering terms belonging to the category of substance as absolute, whereas those belonging to 

                                                
62 See White, Luther, 271–80; White is commenting on Reinhard Schwarz, “Gott ist Mensch,” 

Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 63 (1966): 289–351, quoted also by Wieneke, Luther, 174. 
63 See White, Luther, 287–93. 
64 See Biel, Collectorium, III, dist. 22, puncta summaria; see also III, dist. 6, qu. 2 C, and dist. 

22, qu. un. F, where Biel states that in its descent into hell the person of the Word could not 

properly be called “Christ.” As he was reading Biel in later years Luther underlined these words 

(WA 59, 40, 3). 
65 Biel, Collectorium, III, dist. 6, qu. 2 C; WA 9, 87, 33–39.  



 24 

other (accidental) categories were connotative. In his discussion of whether the term “human 

being” fits into this classification as a substantial term, he ended up providing two possible 

answers: the first one is to include certain connotative terms, such as concrete terms for 

substance, among the substantial terms; the second one is to consider concrete terms for 

substances as absolute, despite the fact that they connote some substantial disposition, such as 

being an individual. Regardless of the answer, it would not have been unnatural for Biel to 

consider such a term as “Christ,” which is clearly connotative and affirmed and denied of the 

same person at different moments of time, as an accidental term, just as Luther did.66 If this kind 

of reasoning lies behind Luther’s short note, it shows that he was deeply involved in semantic 

considerations like Biel’s and perhaps drew some conclusions not found in the previous 

commentaries; but he did not do so in an extraordinary or extreme way. 

The same can be said of Luther’s further considerations of the designation “Christ,” 

which are obviously based on an understanding of the term as connotative. Luther denies that the 

human and divine natures can properly be designated as parts of the divine person of the Son of 

God, or that the Son of God is composite rather than constituted of these natures. However, it 

seems logical to him to say, concerning the nature of the concept “Christ,” that the divine and 

human natures are parts of Christ, even though Christ and the Son of God are identical in reality. 

The analogy to concrete terms for accidents lies basically in their nature as connotative concepts: 

“Peter” designates an individual who is not composed of a human substance and whiteness, but 

“white” is something composed of a substance and whiteness. Luther’s motivation still turns out 

to be mainly semantic rather than metaphysical, although he finds a way here to justify John 

Damascene’s “heretical” mode of speaking as cited by the Lombard.67 

                                                
66 On Biel, see Kärkkäinen, “On the Semantics,” 246–8. 
67 See WA 9, 86, 26–87, 1. It may also be possible to read Luther’s note as an explication of the 

further consequences of a heretical mode of speaking, without his own consent to these 

statements. This reading would be more consonant with his overall tendency in the marginal 

notes to avoid doctrinally suspect opinions. Generally speaking, the above analysis of Luther’s 

Christological remarks calls for a thorough comparison between Luther and his predecessors, 

particularly the commentaries of Ockham, d’Ailly, and Biel, which exceeds the limitations of 
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Conclusion: The “Sentences” and Luther’s Later Theology 

 

On the basis of the questions analyzed above it appears obvious that Luther commented on the 

Sentences as both a scholastic and a humanist. He shows deep familiarity with the commentary 

tradition of the via moderna, particularly in the form represented by Biel. At times he clearly 

favors the “unsullied purity of the Master” and of Augustine; many times he attempts to establish 

a firm basis for theological doctrine in the Scriptures. 

During the years following his notes on the Sentences several topics discussed above 

underwent radical transformation in Luther’s theology. As early as 1515–1516 he explicitly 

rejected both the doctrine of original sin as a privation of original righteousness, and the view of 

the virtue of righteousness as an infused habit.68 Due to his gradual rejection of the formal 

authority of the pope and the councils, Luther considered himself not to be obliged to affirm all 

the doctrines included in the books of canon law, unlike the majority of late medieval 

theologians who considered these to demarcate the line between orthodox and heterodox 

teaching. A symbolic culmination of these developments was the burning of several books of 

canon law together with the papal bull Exsurge Domini, which Luther carried out in Wittenberg 

in December, 1520.69 

However, his interest in the tradition of the Sentences did not come to an end. As Leif 

Grane has shown in detail, Luther’s criticism of scholastic theology during the years 1516–1517 

took shape while he was reading Biel’s commentary on distinctions 27 and 37 of the third 

Book.70 However, the practice of lecturing on the Sentences was discontinued at Wittenberg in 

                                                                                                                                                       
this contribution. Such a study would also benefit from a truly reliable edition of Luther’s 

marginal notes, since minor inaccuracies here may cause severe problems of interpretation. 
68 See Simo Peura, Mehr als ein Mensch? Die Vergöttlichung als Thema der Theologie Martin 

Luthers von 1513 bis 1519 (Mainz, 1994), 113–15. 
69 On this event, see Martin Brecht, Martin Luther. Sein Weg zur Reformation 1483–1521 

(Stuttgart, 1981), 403–06. 
70 See Leif Grane, Contra Gabrielem. Luthers Auseinandersetzung mit Gabriel Biel in der 

Disputatio Contra Scholasticam Theologiam 1517 (Copenhagen 1962), 348–68. 
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the early sixteenth century; gradually Philipp Melanchthon’s Loci communes and similar works 

took its place in universities following the Lutheran Reformation.71  

 This change in literary forms, however, did not cause a complete discontinuation in the 

doctrinal tradition. Especially the reintroduction of scholarly disputations at the university of 

Wittenberg in the 1530s brought back some medieval discussions. In the records made of these 

disputations, we find Luther once again condemning Scotus’s view on the inner-Trinitarian 

relations. Luther’s attitude oscillates between rejection and preservation of the tradition: in 

rejecting the notion of a created habit of charity, he stresses the importance of distinguishing 

between created and uncreated love; in disfavoring the Lombard’s canonized view that the divine 

essence does not generate, he uses the logical analyses learned from Pierre d’Ailly; and finally, 

in his late disputation on Christology, Luther joins the discussion of his nominalist predecessors, 

but with an even more cautious tone than in the early marginal notes. These instances indicate 

the need for a detailed comparison between late medieval Sentences commentaries and early 

Reformation theology. Such a comparison would greatly contribute to a proper evaluation of the 

theological continuities and discontinuities between the late Middle Ages and the Reformation.72 

                                                
71 See Thomas Kaufmann, “Martin Chemnitz (1522–1586). Zur Wirkungsgeschichte der 

theologischen Loci,” in Melanchthon in seinen Schülern, ed. Heinz Scheible (Wiesbaden, 1997), 

183–253, at 183–91. 
72 On Luther’s late disputations, see White, Luther, and Stefan Streiff, “Novis linguis loqui.” 

Martin Luthers Disputation über Joh. 1, 14 “Verbum caro factum est” aus dem Jahr 1539 

(Göttingen, 1993). 


