Markus Piennisch

LUTHER’S RELATIONSHIP TO ARISTOTLE:
FrRomM LocicAL DuALISM TO THE BIBLICAL-SEMITIC
APPROACH OF UNDERSTANDING

Dear Ladies and Gentlemen!

We want to look at this topic as a very im-
portant way of thinking that has fundamen-
tally shaped our Western world. It is about
the so-called »logical dualism,« which is a
fundamental factor in our approach to the
knowledge of God and the world. Therefore
our topic is:

»The Legacy of reformatory Bible Inter-
pretation: Luther's Interaction between the
Dualism of Aristotle and the biblical-semitic
Approach of Understanding«

We want to consider this question from the
following points of view:

1. Introduction: Aspects of the Lutheran
Reformation

2. Luther's interaction with Socrates,
Plato and Aristotle

3. Luther's interpretation of biblical texts
in contrast to scholasticism

4. Results: Luther's Legacy of reformat-
ory Bible Interpretation

First:

1. Introduction: Aspects of the Lutheran
Reformation

In order to investigate the question of Martin
Luther's reformatory interpretation of the
Bible, it is necessary to arrange the wealth

of literature on Luther and the Reformation'.
Therefore, it seems to be a sensible way to
distinguish at least the following five aspects
of the Reformation:

1. Literary: Luther's translation of the Bible
from the original languages?

2. Theological: Luther's Christ-centered
Doctrine of Justification?

3. Apologetic: Luther's position in relation
to other denominations and religions*

4. Historically: Luther's function in the
context of society and politics®

5. Philosophical-hermeneutic: Luther's
method of Bible interpretation and trans-
lation®

In the context of today's theme, we will only
focus on the fifth aspect of the reformation,
the aspect of philosophical hermeneutics, that
is, the art and scientific method of interpre-
tation.” When reviewing the literature on the
subject of » Luther and the Reformation« it is
striking that there are no discussions in the
current publications on the 500th anniversary
of the Reformation that deal specifically with
the philosophical-hermeneutical significan-
ce of Luther, including his relationship to
Aristotle.® In other words, the philosophical
foundations of Luther's Bible interpretation
are completely neglected.” This applies to
the entire period of the Luther Decade from
2007 to 2017. The only exception to this
research deficit is the thorough study by T.
Dieter in 2001. It bears the title »The Young
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Luther and Aristotle: A Historical-systematic
Investigation on the relationship between
Theology and Philosophy«.'® This book is
his dissertation and habilitation thesis, with a
total of 687 pages. As Dieter aptly notes, the
topic of » Luther and Aristotle« has not been
extensively studied for more than a hundred
years.!! His work already appeared 6 years
before the beginning of the Luther Decade,
so that Dieter's research was not yet under the
influence of the Reformation Jubilee.

But not only in the current publications there
is a lack of reference of Luther to Aristotle.
Also in the relevant theological reference
work for the German-speaking world, the
Theologische Realenzyklopddie, there is in
the article on the theology of Luther in 1991,
no discussion of the influence of Aristotle
on Luther."? Likewise, the important lexicon
Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart in its
current 4th edition in the article on Luther's
theology of 2002, contains no evaluation of
the relationship between Luther and Aristot-
le."® On the basis of this finding, the urgent
need becomes evident to further develop the
question of the relationship between Luther
and Aristotle, in order to continue the legacy
of the Reformation in this foundational and
decisive dimension.'* Here, on the one hand,
the question of Luther's relationship to the
ancient philosophy of Socrates, Plato and
Aristotle is in the foreground. On the other
hand, the question arises as to how far he
demonstrates a difference between these
philosophers and his own biblical-Semitic
approach to understanding, which he initiated
with his Bible translation.!> By »Biblical-Se-
mitic« I mean in relation to Luther that he
emphasizes the physical efficacy of God in
space and time through the power of the Word
of God. In doing so he overcomes the division
of reality that originated in Greek philosophy.
Therefore, let us now turn to the question
of how Luther dealt with the foundational
philosophers of the Occident.
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2. Luther’s Interaction with Socrates, Plato
and Aristotle

In the following, the possible approaches
of a Biblical-Semitic interpretation of the
Bible in Luther are to be worked out. To do
so, it is necessary first of all to identify the
causes of the logical dualism'® that became
apparent in the biblical interpretation in the
scholastic'” period of the thirteenth century.'®
The emergence of the universities in the 12th
Century and the rediscovery of Aristotle
laid the ground for the revival of science
and culture as a hoped-for overcoming of
the rational hardening of the Middle Ages. "’
Importantly, Aristotle's terminology - inclu-
ding the theses and arguments - found its way
into European languages.? This has made
Aristotelian thought »an integral part of the
common heritage of Western culture«*' since
the Middle Ages.

However, Luther already had access to the
biblical-Semitic reality in his early days. This
is evident in the theme of the absolute power
of God, in which he does not ask what God
can do beyond His creation orders. Rather, he
emphasizes what God is doing in his orderly
power in the face of human weakness and
sinfulness. > Against this background, a look
at Aristotle and his predecessors is important
because they have created the philosophical
and cognitive foundations for the Western
world view? of dualism. To assess the phi-
losophy of Aristotle and his predecessors,
Luther had acquired a great deal of compe-
tence. For he had completed a four-year basic
philosophical study at the faculty of arts as
well as at the theological faculty of the Uni-
versity of Erfurt. In it he obtained a thorough
knowledge of the philosophies of Socrates,
Plato and Aristotle. R. Schifer points out that
Luther had to swear in the acquisition of his
first degree in the Erfurt Baccalaureate Oath
in 1502 that he had listened to the interpreta-
tion of some of the basic books of Aristotle.*
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In the field of biblical scholarship, the age of
the Renaissance (»rebirth of antiquity«)* led
to an increased study of the Greek texts of the
Bible, and not only to an interest in the Vul-
gate, the hitherto prevalent Latin translation
of the Bible.?® This concern of the translati-
on of the Bible from the primary languages
Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek was later taken
up by Luther?” with his exploration of the
Hebrew Urtext, which promoted not least his
biblical-Semitic approach to understanding.

2.1 Socrates (ca. 469-399 BC)

Luther argues at the beginning of his » Lecture
on Romans 1515/1516« that there are people
who represent their justice for good reasons.
It is about people with »love for virtue and
wisdom«, which included Socrates.? In fact,
the search for the moral excellence? of man
was the central concern of Socrates, as F.
Hager aptly noted.*® This shows a funda-
mental recognition of Socrates by Luther,

even if later Luther's criticism of him should
follow. In his 1525 writing »On the Bondage
of the Will« to Erasmus of Rotterdam, Luther
emphasizes that the truth of Scripture and
the Christian faith is higher than the philoso-
phers.’! Luther clearly refers to the Bible as
the foundation of the Christian faith and life.
Nevertheless, Luther knows that the roots of
the argumentation of occidental theology are
based in Greek philosophy.

Socrates already demands the search for
theoretical and practical knowledge.* This
search happens through persistent questions,
thinking and testing, as H. Poller explains.*
In the case of Socrates, man is at the center of
consideration, especially his moral concepts,
such as »justice«, »wisdom« or »the good«.*
Since the moral concepts are alive in all hu-
mans, and since man is good and strives for
virtue® by nature, the highest commandment
for him is to follow his conscience.*® Thus
man sets out on the path of self-knowledge

Dialectical Method of Socrates
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through the means of reason (Logos).”” In his
search for the reason of all that is, Socrates
used his dialectical method. Here we alrea-
dy see the distinction between the essence
(transcendental dimension) and the individual
phenomena (immanent dimension).*

This shows how Socrates seeks the opposite
of physical reality and spiritual reality. This
distinction thus forms the background for the
division of reality in Plato and Aristotle.

2.2. Plato (427-347 BC)

In his table talk on » The New Faith«, Luther
talks about the question of how God can
be known. The revelation of God through
his word and work is the decisive source of
knowledge. It is important to note that man
must understand the word of God in its »outer
clarity«, in order to then come to understand
the »inner clarity«.* This happens through the
free work of God through the Holy Spirit, who
opens up and makes certain the word of God to
man.* In the context of the Word of God and
the knowledge of God, Luther remarks on the
question: »What that is, God is nothing and
yet everything«:

»The Gentile Plato disputes of God that
God is nothing and yet everything. But
so one should understand and speak of it:
God is incomprehensible and invisible,
but what one can understand and see is
not God. [...] He is visible in his word and
work; but where his word and work are
not, there one should not want to have him,
for he can not be found elsewhere, except
as he has revealed himself.«*

This shows that Luther sees the foundational
difference between Plato's view of reality and
the reality of the biblical revelation of God.*
While the biblical-Semitic revelation, as ex-
perienced by the Semitic people of Israel and
communicated to us in writing according to
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the will of God, describes the physical reality
of God's action as a unity with his word, Plato
emphasizes the difference between idea and
appearance as the center of his Philosophy.*
The idea is what is real, it defines the concep-
tual or sensory appearance, it is the general
concept, the eternal truth behind things.* The
idea is a general content that is purified of all
temporal and material peculiarities.*> Poller
rightly notes:

»The ideas are the immutable archetypes,
the perceptible things only their fleeting,
inadequate images.«*®

The idea is thus the reference point of the con-
crete phenomenon, but is itself not limited by
it, but stands above all reality.*’ This shows that
the division of reality into the realm of rational
ideas and physical reality, as already created
by Socrates, continues. As G. Rompp points
out, Plato distinguishes the upper, invisible
realm of the »thinkable« and the lower realm
of the »sensually perceivable«.*® The upper
part, the sphere of ideas, is independent of
anything else.” Consequently, ideas have a
primacy in the order of being by which the
lower realm of sensible objects is devalued.
Rompp aptly states:

»The world of ideas can exist, even if the
world of sensible objects is not there, but
conversely, the world of objects can not
exist without the world of ideas. [...] They
(the ideas, author’s remark) allow us a
higher content of knowledge, because they
represent nothing, but represent the immu-
table reality of what can be understood in
the world of sensory perception only in the
status of the image.«*

For Plato's view of man, this means that the
immortal soul®' should reach the idea of the
good by the elevation into the supersensible
world.*? His teaching on the soul is based on
the three principles of desire, courage, and

XIl (2017) = STUTTGARTER THEOLOGISCHE THEMEN



reason.*® Man, therefore, has the task of gover-
ning, through reason, the lower abilities of the
soul, which cause both virtue and vice, both
well-being and the ruin of life.* Therefore,
the body and the sensuality are like chains that
prevent people from reaching the idea of the
good. Therefore, only through the four virtues
of wisdom, bravery, prudence, and justice can
man approach the goal of elevation.’® This
foundation of the division of reality is now
continued by Plato's student Aristotle.

2.3. Aristotle (384-322 BC)

From autumn 1508 to autumn 1509 Luther
taught at the theological faculty of the newly
founded University of Wittenberg in substitu-
tion of the Augustinian lecturer Ostermair.>
Luther received the lectureship for Moral
Philosophy, became Baccalaureus in March
1509 and Baccalaureus formatus in the autumn
of 1510, whereby he fulfilled the conditions
for the Magister.”” He gave lectures on the

Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle, while he
continued his study of theology at the same
time.*® In his early lectures, he not only cri-
ticized the Aristotelian thought propositions,
but he questioned the theology of his time as
a whole.” Thus, in September 1517 (that is,
before the 95 Theses® on the Reformation)
he published his Disputation Theses against
Scholastic Theology.*' As O. Bayer points out,
Luther sees the nature and task of theology as a
science foundationally different from Aristot-
le.®> For Luther, theology is concerned with an
nexperiential wisdom«®. This kind of wisdom
is grounded in the experience that is unfinis-
hed, it is like a way.* Therefore, theology is
an open story in which experiences - with or
against God - are becoming visible in time.*

This experience is the basis for the biblical-Se-
mitic dimensions of the revelation of God in
the OT, which must be broken down into the
structure of »revelation (word /deed), experi-
ence, and tradition«.*

The Biblical-Semitic World View

REVELATION

(Meta-Physics)
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The knowledge of revelation is embedded in
the experience and ultimately leads to wis-
dom.%” In contrast, Aristotle represents a pu-
rely rational®® understanding of science based
on principles and categories.®” An important
principle is e.g. the principle of consistency”
in the sense of »either - or«.”" However, this
logic™ of »either - or« in Aristotle does not
operate in the experiential world of the Bible.
Because there is the logic of the »both - and« or
the »nonetheless« in the relationship between
God and man. On this fact, three examples
from the OT and NT are mentioned.

(1) Pharaoh™: Paul discusses the power of
God's will over man (Romans 9:14-26) ™

The decision of will of Pharaoh to resist the
command of God was a result of the active
hardening of Pharaoh by God (Rom 9:177
with reference to Ex 9:167). Here, therefore,
the will of God and the will of man enter into
a logical conflict’” which Paul takes up by
rejecting the accusatory question of man to-
ward God as inadmissible (Rom 9:19-207%).7
As O. Pesch aptly remarks, God's action in
man's decision for the »way of life« creates a
problem over which the deciding human has
no power. ** The logic of »either - or« proves to
be unsuitable for determining the relationship
between divine and human action.

(2) Job: The righteous person holds fast to
the »nonetheless« of the faith, despite unjust
suffering. (Job 1:12; 2:3)

Wisdom thinking in the OT assumes that God
has made the world as a good and just order.
In this order man lives in well-ordered condi-
tions for his own advantage and for the benefit
of the community. This so-called »doing-
experiencing-connection« is broken by the
fact that Job, though living without blemish,
is put into a double trial by God - in conse-
quence of two conversations with Satan - in
which he loses everything but his life.?' Job's
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experience of the injustice suffered is based
on the Old Testament view that »man shapes
his destiny with his actions«*?. As J. Ebach
points out, the most important thing in the
doing-experiencing-connection is the hope that
God's righteousness and the love of God will
be realized at the same time in the interplay
between man's activity and the work of God.%*
It should be noted that the action of man has
to be done according to the will of God and
not according to one's own opinion, because
in the biblical-Semitic understanding, action
according to the will of God is decisive for
well-being. Here we see how the Aristotelian
logic of proportionality can fail in the reality
of the work of God in space and time, since it
does not consider the sovereign action of God
as a valid operative factor.3

(3) Paul: God causes the will and the accom-
plishment of man according to his pleasure
(Phil 2:13)%

Here Paul emphasizes the sovereign activity
of God in co-operation with the will of man.3¢
This results in the tension of the union of
indicative (what God does for the Christian)
and imperative (what the Christian is supposed
to do), which occurs in many ways in Paul's
theology®” and which he puts here into a theo-
logical perspective.®® The work of God and the
work of man are equal in extension, and not
assigned to each other according to the divi-
sion of labor, as J. Hellerman aptly remarks.¥
In this sense, also E. Lohmeyer emphasizes
that Paul does not mean here a coexistence of
God's work and the work of man, but that God
is the only reason that makes »the work of the
individual possible and real«”. N. Walter em-
phasizes that God is described as the »agent«
with a creation attribute.®' Paul says that God
is the beginning, the middle and the end of the
world, as well as the faith oft he Christians.”

Here we see how God mysteriously walks a
path with man,” quite unlike Aristotle.” The

XIl (2017) = STUTTGARTER THEOLOGISCHE THEMEN



Aristotelian God does not come out of himself
to turn to the misery of the world. He does not
share himself with man, he does not love and
therefore does not suffer.”” He is immutable,
timeless, and therefore does not intervene in
history.”® Here we see no communication’” and
no gracious condescension of God to man, as
Luther has repeatedly advocated.”® Thus, F.
Hartenstein examines Luther's understanding
of God's saving action in Jesus Christ.”” He
states that for Luther the Trinitarian God steps
out of his inner communion'® in order to live
in relationship with man.'”! Against this back-
ground, let us now turn to some of Luther's key
texts, in which he refers to Aristotle.

The Indulgence Theses and the Resolutions
1517-1518

In his essay »The Indulgence Theses and the
Resolutions«'%? of 1517-1518, Luther discuss-
es the relationship between the good works of
man and the works of Christ. In his view, the
indulgence, that is, the »facilitation and cessa-
tion of penance by church ministers«,'” would
amount to blasphemy, for that would make the
good works of man preferable to the works
of Christ.!™ Subsequently, Luther refers to
»St. Thomas«'% [of Aquinas (ca. 1225-1274);
author’s remark]'® and to Bonaventura (ca.
1217-1274)'". Both would say that the indul-
gence is not commanded and worse than good
works.!® From a hermeneutical point of view,
we see Luther criticizing Aristotelian thought
in that it undermines the exclusiveness and suf-
ficiency of Christ's works through the salutary
contribution of human works. '

However, Luther's criticism of Aristotle does
not rule out that a few pages later he criticizes
the scholastics' for not having understood
Aristotle for more than 300 years and there-
fore misinterpreting him in the church.'"
Here Luther emphasizes that he would not try
to reconcile Aristotle with Plato; rather, he
would like to »paint« Aristotle »with his own

colours«''?, that is, to understand them on his
own. An example of a cognitive structure in
Aristotle is provided by Luther in his discus-
sion of the image of God as a theologian who
wants to know the crucified and hidden God.
The cross''® of Jesus Christ documents the
power of sin over man, which also interferes
with his will for good."*

But opposite to the cross of Christ is a »proud
theologian«'!’* who wants to know a glorious
God. On this kind of theologian Luther notes:

»[...] he learns from Aristotle that the will
is directed only to one good, and indeed to
a desirable good, while it hates the evil: so
God be the highest good and the goal of
all endeavor.« '

However, this philosophical presupposition
must be theologically questioned, for man,
who is separate from God, does not necessar-
ily direct his will to a desirable good. Again,
it should be remembered that in the biblical-
Semitic understanding, action according to
God's will is crucial to well-being. Therefore,
the use of this presupposition of Aristotle leads
to a false theological conclusion. Luther did
not shy away from calling the thoughts of
Aristotle »daydreams«!!” in his letter to Pope
Leo X of May 1518.!18

It becomes obvious that the Aristotelian
righteousness of the works as a way to the
knowledge of God stands in contrast to the
biblical revelation of the cross, through which
God communicates himself to sinful man.

On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church
1520

In the treatise »Of the Babylonian Captivity of
the Church«'" of 1520, Luther takes a critical
look at the seven sacraments'?® of the Church
ofthe Middle Ages.!*! Thus, in the section »On
the Sacrament of Bread«, Luther discusses the
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nature of bread and wine in the Lord's Sup-
per.'?? Luther understands the Lord's Supper
as a means of grace, and the reception of
grace is through the Word spoken by God,
thus being revealed through Jesus Christ,
which is thus given to man and received by
faith.'? Luther emphasizes that the church
is Thomistic, coming from Aristotle. Never-
theless, the opinion of Thomas Aquinas and
his followers, the Thomists, is not relevant,
because it is - as just described - »without a
basis in Scripture or said without a proven
revelation«'*. For Thomas wrote many false
beliefs by being seduced by Aristotle and
metaphysics.'? As the opinion of Thomas
also has no rational reason, Luther doubts
that Thomas understood the philosophy and
dialectics'* of Aristotle'”” at all."® Luther
regrets this misinterpretation of Thomas:

»[...] that he (Thomas; author’s remark)
did not hand down his views on matters
of faith solely from Aristotle, but tried to
build something on that which he did not
understand. An unfortunate construction
on an unfortunate foundation!«'?

It becomes clear that Luther attaches great
importance to the correct interpretation of
Aristotle. He wants to avoid that the lines of
thought of Aristotle are improperly misinter-
preted in order to legitimize the church's faith
and doctrinal system.!*° Luther even applies
this criticism of Aristotle to Thomas Aquinas,
the greatest and most respected theologian
and teacher of the Catholic Church in the
scholastic period. As O. Pesch has examined,
however, Luther's critique does not aim only
at Thomas as a person but at Scholasticism's
foundational way of thinking. After his own
study of the works of Aristotle Thomas
was of the opinion that Aristotle can be
reconciled with Christianity.!*! Therefore a
return from philosophical-metaphysical to
apostolic-theological speech is necessary.!*?
Because of this connection, Pesch concludes
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that Luther has no interest in Thomas due to
the Aristotelian background and also had no
reason to develop sympathy for the theology
of Thomas.'?

Especially in the question of the nature of
bread and wine in the Lord's Supper, Luther
turns against the philosophical influence of
Aristotle in the Church during the last 300
years.'** At this point, Aristotle is consis-
tently considered negative because human
doctrine seeks to override the words of
Christ.'*® The words of Christ are legitimized
by the Holy Spirit, which are accepted by
faith in the Word of God.!*¢ Through this, the
authority of the Word of God can be experi-
enced, which transcends the reason of man.
Luther notes aptly:

»And if philosophy does not understand
that, then faith understands it. God's
Word has greater authority than our
minds can grasp! So in the sacrament is
the true body and the true blood.«'"’

On the one hand Luther defends Aristotle
against a false interpretation by Thomas
Aquinas, on the other hand he rejects the
Aristotelian philosophy as a way of under-
standing to explain the Lord's Supper.

On the Bondage of the Will 1525

Although Luther clearly places the priority of
knowledge on word and faith, he does not to-
tally reject the basis of philosophy, referring
to Aristotle.'*® In discussing God's electing
action, he explains that without election, God
must be an ignorant, powerless and passive
God."* In turn, he sets this image of God
in a critical manner in relation to Aristotle:

»Aristotle also draws us such a god who
sleeps, letting his goodness and punish-
ment be used and abused by whoever
wants. «'4
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This shows that for Luther the Aristotelian
concept of God is static and passive. This
God does not actively intervene from the
otherworldly, transcendent into this worldly,
immanent world.'*! In this sense, also S. Menn
emphasizes that Aristotle does not know any
»god« as such, but believes in many gods and
divine things. Therefore, for Aristotle, theolo-
gy'** is the study of the gods and divine things
in general. A personal »unmoved mover«'+
does not exist for Aristotle, because there
are many of them.'** According to Aristotle,
a »god« is »the best eternal living thing«!#.

Luther affirms the belief in the one dyna-
mic-historical God of the Bible who stands
in contrast to the Aristotelian understanding
of the many gods who have no active relation
to creation.

Table Talks: The Word

At the beginning of his table talks, Luther
emphasizes the glory of the Word of God in
contrast to the words of human reason.'*® So
he aptly notes:

»God, the Creator of heaven and earth,
talks to you through his preachers. He
baptizes, teaches, and acquits you of
your sins through his sacraments. These
words of God are not like those of Plato
or Aristotle, but God Himself speaks.«!%’

This emphasis on God’s speaking in the Word
underlines the word-centeredness of faith in
Luther.'*8 At the same time, the Holy Spirit is
linguistically present in the Word and speaks
to the human person.'* This inner unity of
the Holy Spirit and the Word of God in the
physical relation to reality is aptly emphasized
by R. Prenter:

»Only when the Holy Spirit makes Christ
present in the Word does it become God's
own living Word. [...] The incarnate

Logos is the person who appeared in his-
tory, Jesus of Nazareth, who is testified
as the Christ by the scriptures of the Old
and New Testaments. Precisely because
of this, the Spirit can make Jesus Christ
a present reality only through this word
bound to Scripture.«'>°

However, this foundational difference in the
revelatory quality of the Word of God toward
all words of man does not preclude Luther
from positively using certain statements of
Aristotle as a supporting argument for his
table talks - but not as a recognition of truth.
Thus Luther notes: »For, as Aristotle says,
the society of men is not an end in itself, but
only a means.«"! Likewise, he says: »For if
nothing were good, there could be no evil, as
Aristotle says.«!%?

Luther positively uses Aristotle as the source
of earthly wisdom, while as the source of
God's revelation he only allows the Bible to
be valid.

Letters: To Spalatin, October 19, 1516

In the context of his discussion of the relati-
onship between faith in Christ and the righ-
teousness of works, Luther expressly opposes
Aristotle. So he notes:

»For, as Aristotle thinks, we do not be-
come righteous by acting righteously,
not even by hypocrisy, but (to put it this
way) by becoming just and being just we
do just works.«!%

Two years later Luther takes up this train of
thought in his »Heidelberg Disputation 1518«
when he comments on his thesis XXV

»For righteousness before God is not ob-
tained by constant repetition of individual
acts, as Aristotle teaches, but it is infused
by faith.«'
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For Aristotle, the action motivation visible here
is based on man and not on God. In contrast,
in his criticism of scholastic Aristotelianism in
Luther's 25th thesis of the Heidelberg Disputa-
tion, Luther emphasizes that the righteousness
of Christ is the basis for the faith of man.'*
Therefore, the good works of man, which he
performs out of the power of reason, do not
suffice for his own righteousness. Accordingly,
Luther rates the power of faith higher than
the power of reason regarding the redemp-
tion of man, as O. Bayer stresses.'”” Thus, the
philosophy stands in a foundational contrast
to a biblical-Semitic approach to theology
in Luther, for theology proclaims God as the
author of good action out of love!*®, as Luther
explains in thesis XXVIII'**. While in the view
of Luther man can only love what already exists
and what seems to him to be good, beautiful
and therefore lovable, the love of God creates
his loveable counterpart out of nothing.'* This
love of God as creation out of nothing stands
in clear opposition to Aristotle, who always
sees love as directed to something existing.'®!

As E. Jiingel points out, Luther has repeatedly
contradicted the thesis that man becomes righ-
teous by doing the right thing.'*? This is done
on the basis of Luther's understanding of the
justification of the sinner by faith in the Word
of God, which gives or obtains justification.'®?
At the same time, however, Luther challenges
Aristotle's entire understanding of reality.!**
Aristotle had stated in his Nicomachean Eth-
ics'® that righteous deeds'®® do justify'®” man
as an expression of ethical virtue'®®. Thus says
Aristotle in the Second Book, first chapter:

»Likewise we also become righteous
through righteous deeds [...]«.!®

Here Luther emphasizes the faith righteousness
of man as God's gift, from which the deeds of
righteousness follow - thus he opposes Aristo-
tle, who represents a righteousness of man's
works before God.'”

Lecture on Romans 1515/1516

Luther also discusses the issue of works righ-
teousness in his »Letter to the Romans-lecture«
in relation to the »Righteousness of God« in
Romans 1:17. Righteousness is a work of God
and not a work of man. This is in contrast to
Aristotle, for whom righteousness comes from
deeds.!”! In his interpretation of Romans 7:17
(»So do not I do it, but the sin that dwells in
me«)'”?, Luther laments the influence of Aris-
totelian thought on the theologians:

»Did not the deceptive metaphysics of Ar-
istotle and the philosophy of human tradi-
tion cause our theologians to be misled?« !

Accordingly, Luther points out in Rom 8:7
(»For to be carnal is enmity to God, because
the flesh is not subject to the law of God, for
neither is it possible«)!” the priority of the
virtues over the actions, as the tree has priority
over its fruits.!” Also in Romans 10:10 (»For
if one believes in the heart, one becomes righ-
teous, and if one confesses with the mouth, one
will be saved«)!’®, Luther argues against the
works righteousness of those people who still
want to distinguish further the understanding
of righteousness of Aristotle.!”” In the context
of the interpretation of Rom 12:2 (»But let
yourself be changed«)'”® Luther refers to five
levels in the realm of the natural, which he sets
in parallel with the conceptuality of Aristotle.!”
Again, Luther criticizes that Aristotle is not
always understood correctly, and he expressly
confirms the philosopher's conception:

»In this way, Aristotle philosophizes about
the realm of the natural, and that's right,
unfortunately, one does not understand him
accordingly.« %

Atthis point it is helpful to observe how Luther
sees the relationship between faith in the word
of promise and having the »good things«.'®!
The promise is the original word of the Re-
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formation theology of Luther,'®? as O. Bayer

aptly states. It communicates itself in the Word
of God in the form of the name of God: »I am
the Lord your God« (Ex 20:2).'® For Luther
there is a correlation between the sou/ of man
and the words of God. This correlation is logi-
cal, so that the person who believes the word
of God also has the content of the faith. Thus,
the virtues of the Word become the virtues of
the soul.'"® However, this is in strong contrast
to Aristotle and his teachings. For him, the
soul of man has no life of its own, no personal
substance, because it consists only in the abil-
ity to perceive something.'® For Aristotle, the
soul is the cause of life, movement and knowl-
edge. Because it is the cause, it must itself be
unmoved, without perceptible properties.'®

Here is the fundamental difference in the per-
ception of the soul in Aristotle and Luther. For
Aristotle, the perception of the soul happens
above all through seeing, for Luther above all
through hearing.'®” Therefore, so to speak, the
soul is a big ear, not a big eye, with which man
perceives. '8

Luther emphasizes the soul as a conscious re-
cipient of the Word of God, which grants man
the care of God - this promise transcends the
philosophical categories of Aristotle, which
can apply only to the realm of natural earthly

life.
Letters: To Johannes Lang, 8. February 1517

Luther's analysis of Aristotle's philosophy oc-
casionally takes on striking expressions. Luther
complains to his friar J. Lang in Erfurt that he

»[...] must always listen and never even at-
tack Aristotle or the Sentenzen with a small
predisposition and be allowed to oppose
them. For what should those who believe
Aristotle not believe, that it is true, what this
chief of all defamers attaches and binds so

absurdly to others, that a donkey and a stone
could not keep silent about it?«!%

In his intense language, Luther continues in
the same letter to affirm his concern for the
refutation of Aristotle:

»1 wish nothing more than to make this jug-
gler, who has so much tapped the church with
the Greek mask, manifest to many and show
all his shame, if only I had time.«'*

After all, in May 1517 Luther again writes to J.
Lang that Aristotle's influence at his university
was on the decline.'”!

Luther emphatically repelled the seductive
power of Aristotle's words, which led to a dark-
ening of the knowledge of the church.

Overall, at least four factors can be noted in
relation to Luther's relationship to Aristotle.

First, Luther sees himself consistently as a true
and reliable interpreter of Aristotle.

Second, Luther consistently sees his opponents
as false and erring interpreters of Aristotle.

Third, Luther confirms and defends Aristotle's
statements in places if they do not concern the
revelation of God.

Fourth, Luther denies and condemns in places
the statements of Aristotle'”> when they concern
the revelation of God.

Consequently, Luther is concerned with the
right order of cognition between God and man.
God's self-proclamation in Holy Scripture is
not due to his perfections (e.g. unity, power,
wisdom). Rather, his self-proclamation is that
God becomes man, is crucified, and raised
again. However, this approach to God's rev-
elation is in foundational opposition to any
philosophical knowledge of God.'”
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The differentiated positioning of Luther
in relation to Aristotle as a literary source
is examined in detail by E. Andreatta.'**
Andreatta explains that Luther understands
Aristotle's statements on the one hand as
being of a specific historical-philosophical
nature, and on the other hand as universal
timeless-wisdom."” Luther testifies again
and again to his appreciation of the great
wisdom of Aristotle.'”® At times Luther even
mixes Aristotle's statements with popular
wisdom. This underlines Luther's apprecia-
tion of Aristotle as a source of anecdotes and
maxims'”’ (principles that can be accepted
without proof).!”® As Andreatta notes, this is
talking about

»[...] a »moral< Aristotle, who delivers
principles that are taken out of their origi-
nal context and serve to substantiate the
principles of the Christian faith from the
outside, possibly being challenged again
if they contradict it.«'*

This is an important aspect of Luther's her-
meneutic approach to Aristotle. Luther, on the

one hand, uses Aristotle affirmatively as the
author of universal principles of moral char-
acter. On the other hand, he uses him criti-
cizing as a philosopher, to show the content
contrast to his reformatory approach of the
biblical-Semitic interpretation of Scripture -
salvation by faith alone, not by reason®.2%!
Both approaches complement each other in
Luther and are not mutually exclusive*? as
long as the quality of revelation of the Word
of God and His deeds is evident. Because
of his thorough philosophical-theological
education Luther aimed to ward off the theo-
logical use of Aristotle. For the educational
focuses of Luther were logic, physics, moral
philosophy and metaphysics, which were
conveyed in the sense of an interpretation of
Aristotle.?”® So A. Beutel aptly notes:

»To an Aristotelian overgrown, philo-
sophical theology Luther opposes a bib-
lically conceived theology: Only from
Scripture, he thought, but not from phi-
losophy the mode of thought and speech
appropriate to theology had to be taken
from.« 2

Luther‘s Relationship to Aristotle

Confirms
Aristotle

True
Interpreter
of Aristotle

Luther

Opponents:

false
Interpreters
of Aristotle

Contradicts
Aristotle
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The study by F. Nitzsch on Luther and Aristo-
tle on the occasion of Luther's 400th birthday
in 1883 comes to a similar conclusion.?®
After Nitzsch presents some unfavorable
judgments by Luther concerning Aristotle,
he contrasts these with Luther's somewhat
milder judgments of Aristotle.?”® As Nitzsch
aptly points out, Luther opposes above all
the »false position of authority«*’ assigned
to Aristotle by the scholastics. Similarly, P.
Aubenque notes that Luther felt that Aris-
totle had taken an »inappropriate place«?®
in church teaching (catechesis)*”.2!%Since
the ethics of Aristotle in scholasticism was
placed above the teachings of Christ, Luther
presented a one-sided negative evaluation of
Aristotle. Only then did he believe he could
defend the cause of the reformatory perspec-
tive. Nitzsch aptly notes:

»[...] by presuming the alternative >Ar-
istotle or Christ«, Luther lost in a certain
sense the uninhibitedness of perspective.
[...] Therefore, Luther felt that he had to
criticize from a protestant religious point
of view as clearly as possible, and in do-
ing so Aristotle had to be smaller than he
was otherwise [...]«.2!!

We have seen how Aristotle was received
and understood by Luther. Against this back-
ground, the following chapter examines some
biblical texts in response to the question of
how Luther interpreted them in contrast to
the scholastic approach to understanding.??

3. Luther’s Interpretation of Biblical Texts
in Contrast to Scholasticism

In the following we see Luther's biblical-Se-
mitic approach to the interpretation of Scrip-
ture, with some examples from the Psalms of
the OT, the Gospels of the NT and the Epistle
to the Romans and Galatians. Thus, aspects
of Luther's anthropology, Christology and
soteriology are considered.

3.1. The Psalms as a Source of Luther’s
Spiritual Understanding

The following two verses from the Psalms

concern Luther's view of man (anthropology).

Psalm 51:5: »For I know my iniquity, and my
sin is always before me.«*"

In his first lecture on the Psalms, Luther
emphasizes that Ps 51:5 is difficult to under-
stand. Therefore, he explains this verse with
reference to Romans 3:4, where Paul states
that every man is a liar and a sinner, while
God alone is true and just. Therefore sinners
are those people who are not yet justified
by God and connected to God.*'* However,
whoever, like David, expressly confess: »For
I know my iniquity«, he accuses himself and
thus acknowledges God's righteousness.?!
The righteousness of the sinner for Luther,
referring to Romans 3:4, comes about be-
cause he professes to be a sinner before God,
even if he appears righteous to men.?!® This
realization of one's own sinfulness makes the
righteousness of God desirable*’, for man
always has in mind that he is a sinner.'® Thus,
in his interpretation of the seven penitential
Psalms on Psalm 51:5, Luther notes that the
true saints see their infirmities, that they are
not what they should and want to be.?"”

Luther's contribution to a Biblical-Semitic
interpretation of the Psalms is that he takes
seriously the deed-character of sin. Man is a
sinner in his earthly life, he is not what he is
supposed to be and wants to be. He has his
own awareness of his sin, and that realiza-
tion wants him to confess toward God that
he is a sinner.??° »The request for forgiveness
requires the admission of misconduct, as C.
Westermann aptly notes.??! The physical char-
acter of sin, which manifests itself not only in
the actions of man, but also in his thoughts,
is a foundational dimension of the image of
man that Luther draws.??? It is against this
background that the need for salvation in
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Christ also has to have a physical character
in order to overcome the power of sin.

Psalm 33:9: »For when he speaks, it happens,
if he commands, it is there.«**

Luther explains this verse in the context of
his sermon on the healing of a deaf and dumb
man (Mark 7:31-37). In terms of the healing
power of the Word, Luther emphasizes that
Christ must speak only one word for what
he wants to happen.??* This power of action
of the Word of God describes Luther aptly:

»Just as God makes all things out of noth-
ing and makes the light out of darkness,
so does his Word that in death there must
be nothing but life. Therefore, whoever
cleaves to the Word of God and follows
it, at last, learns what David says in Psalm
33:9:»If God speaks, it is done, and if he
calls it, then it is there.¢ «***

The appropriate response to this realization
of the power of the Word of God in creation
is the praise and gratefulness of man.??* Here
Luther emphasizes the aspect of the unity
of word and deed, which is foundationally
important from a Biblical-Semitic point of
view.?”” This unity is summarized in the hb.
Term dabar, which is effective both in the
creation of the cosmos and in the salvation
of man through Christ.””® In Luther's view,
creation is determined by the almighty, effec-
tive word which God speaks.?” This means
that creation is not eternal, but has a begin-
ning - against Aristotle, who proceeds from
the eternality of the world. Likewise, it means
that creation happens out of nothing - against
Plato, who presupposes an eternal matter ac-
cording to the eternal idea.”*° The word-deed
of God creates the world out of nothing,
and from nothing it creates healing for man.
Concerning the central meaning of the word
of God for creation, H. Kraus aptly notes:
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»The word [...] is addressed as the only
continuity between Yahweh and the
world, but also as the only cognitive
medium of creation.« !

In summary, it should be noted that the
Psalms are an important source of spiritual
knowledge for Luther. On the one hand,
they show man that through his actions he
confirms that he is a sinner. On the other
hand, the Psalms show the way of salvation
for man. It is faith in the Word of God that
becomes action and creates new life.

The anthropology of Luther in the Psalms
is characterized by the fact that man is
addressed by the word of God. This is done
on the one hand by God's word of creation,
which becomes action, on the other hand by
God's redemptive word that becomes action.
For through faith in God, man receives the
righteousness that frees him from the power
of sin.

3.2. The Gospels - How Did Luther Process
the Historical Jesus?

The following three verses from the Gospels

concern Luther's view of the person and the

work of Jesus Christ (Christology).

Matthew 17:5: »This is my beloved son, in
whom I am well pleased; you should hear
him!«*3?

Listening to the Son of God is for Luther a
sacrifice that pleases God, for this sacrifice
is faith in Christ.?** He emphasizes that man
should not listen to the saints of the church,
but to Christ, the dear Son of God, what he
says.?** The authority of the Word, which the
Son speaks, lies in the motive of the heavenly
enthronement as Lord of the world, as the ref-
erence back to Ps 2:7 makes clear.?> Luther
sees this verse as God's command, which is
parallel to John 14:24: »The word that you
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hear is not my word, but that of the Father
who sent me.« He aptly remarks:

»You should not listen to another ser-
mon, read, teach, learn anything, but
everything should go out of this man's
mouth. [...]Therefore, it is impossible to
hear God or to come to his love, whoever
does not love and hear Christ alone.«?*°

Luther emphasizes the basic incarnational
structure of the revelation of God through the
Son. The only begotten Son of God became
man, in all things equal to man, but without
sin. So the Son dwelt among us to reveal the
Father's heart and will.**’ Foundational to
Luther is the hearing of man, out of which
faith grows. Therefore, listening should
be directed to the word which God spoke
through his Son. For only in his Son Jesus
Christ is the word of the Father available,
who sent him to men. This word reveals the
heart of the Father, which is characterized
by love** and which can only be known
through faith.

Matthew 26:28: »This is my blood of the
covenant, which is shed for many for the
forgiveness of sins.«**

Luther emphasizes the forgiveness of sins
through the purity of the blood of Christ, re-
ferring to Heb. 9:14: »How much more shall
the blood of Christ cleanse our conscience«.
The blood of Christ, however, only becomes
effective when the heart of man believes
that the blood is shed for the forgiveness of
sins.?* In Reformation theology, the blood of
Christ is closely related to terms such as suf-
fering, cross, and death. It denotes the totality
of Christ's redemptive work and is therefore
reflected in the doctrine of the Lord's Supper
in a special way.?*! It is important for Luther
that the blood is given not only to the priests,
but also to the laity,?** that is to all those for
whose sin it is shed.?** Salvation through the

death of Jesus for the forgiveness of sins is
prepared and accessible to all people.*** Lu-
ther believes the Word of God, even though
he can not understand how the bread can be
the body of Christ.>** However, with refer-
ence to Paul, in 1 Corinthians 10:16 (»The
bread that we break, is it not the fellowship
of the body of Christ?«), he aptly notes:

»He does not say that there is in the bread,
but that the bread itself is the communion
of the body of Christ. What does it matter,
if philosophy does not understand that?
The Holy Spirit is more than Aristotle.«**

From the biblical-Semitic point of view, the
forgiveness of man's sins through the phy-
sical blood of Jesus Christ is central. For in
the blood of Christ is the New Covenant of
God with the Christian who believes in the
sacrifice of Christ. This faith receives its
physical expression in the Lord's Supper,
which Luther sees as a mystery of the com-
munion of the body of Christ in the bread.
Here is revealed the mysterious character of
the Word of God, which is far superior to the
knowledge of the philosophy of Aristotle.

John 14:6: »I am the way and the truth and
the life; no one comes to the Father except
through me.«*

Luther uses this verse to emphasize the
foundational importance of faith, that is, the
recognition of the invisible things that are to
be believed. Faith is a »hidden understand-
ing, because it refers to the things that man
can not know by himself«**®. The way to the
knowledge of God, Luther emphasizes, is
achieved by the knowledge of the humanity
of Jesus Christ. In order to experience the
knowledge and love of God, man must rec-
ognize the human nature of Christ**’, because
God has humbled himself to become discern-
ible.?° This humanity of Christ reveals itself
in a central way in his passion, because for
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Luther, in Christ the Crucified the true theol-
ogy and knowledge of God is avaiable.?! On
this, U. Wilckens aptly notes:

»This radical exclusivity, in which all
faith in God is integrated into the faith
in Jesus, is rooted in the radical devotion
of God to the people in his Son who has
become human.«?*

From the Biblical-Semitic point of view, the
anchoring of faith in Luther is very important.
On the one hand, faith refers to the realization
of the invisible reality as an understanding in
secret. But this knowledge is only obtained
through the knowledge of the visible human-
ity of Jesus Christ. Therefore, the love of God
for man can be experienced only through the
knowledge of the human nature of Christ. For
Christ's humanity is revealed, according to
Luther, in the crucified Christ, who embodies
the true knowledge of God.>*

Luther’s Christology in the Gospels is cha-
racterized by the fact that God reveals himself
in his Son Jesus Christ. Therefore, listening
to the Word of Christ is crucial to obtaining
forgiveness of sins through the obedience of
faith. Forgiveness takes place in the sacri-
fice of Christ, accomplished in the unity of
divinity and humanity. Therefore, Christians
participate in the Holy Communion, which
physically expresses the New Covenant in
the blood of Christ.

3.3. Luther’s Understanding of Justification
in the Letters to Romans and Galatians

The following two verses concern Luther's

view of salvation in Paul (soteriology).

Romans 3:28: »So we now consider™* that
man becomes righteous without works of the
law®>, by faith alone®®.«>’

In his lecture on the Epistle to the Romans,
Luther emphasizes that the consideration
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of man at this point does not just describe a
human opinion. Rather, it is about a secure
knowledge, which receives the person who
has been justified by faith.?*® Luther empha-
sizes that man can not find God on a path of
his own choosing, but only as God wants to
be sought and found. He presents the Incar-
nate Word as the bearer of the revelation of
God. If the word, Christ, had not revealed
himself - unsought - no one would have
sought him.?** Here Luther aptly emphasizes
the incarnational structure of God's revela-
tion. Through faith in Christ, man receives
the righteousness of God, which has no end
and consumes all sins.?® Accordingly, man
knows that his works contribute nothing to
his justification. In contrast, his works, which
he does by faith, are not his own, but God's
works.?! In this sense, Luther emphasizes
that grace?® is not grace if one can acquire it
through works.?%

From the Biblical-Semitic point of view,
it is important that Luther emphasizes the
incarnation of Jesus Christ as the central fac-
tor of salvation. Thus salvation is concretely
located in space and time and in the bodily
existence of man. This incarnation of Christ
is an act of the revelation of God, and only in
this way God wants to be sought and found.
The redemptive work of Christ must be
recognized and accepted solely?** and exclu-
sively by faith?**in order to impute to man the
righteousness before God.?*® P. Stuhlmacher
rightly emphasizes the importance of God's
grace for the faith of man:

»Reason and realization of justification
are in the grace of God alone, as mani-
fested in Jesus Christ, and only the faith
awakened by God through the Gospel
allows a man to partake in it.«?%’

Therefore man's own works do not lead to
his justification, but only through the grace
of God in Christ does man receive justice.?®
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Galatians 2:20: »For what I live in the flesh
now, I live by faith in the Son of God, who
loved me and gave himself up for me«*®

Luther emphasizes here that faith is the death
of the old and the life of the new man.?”°
Therefore, the life of a Christian belongs
not to himself, but to Christ, who lives in
him,?”! so that »not we but Christ live, work
and speak in us«?’?. For the biblical-Semitic
aspect Luther's emphasis on the indwelling of
Christ in the real human life of the Christian
is important. This means that Christ works
and speaks through man in this life, for Christ
lives in him through the faith of man.

The soteriology of Luther in Paul is charac-
terized by the fact that man does not receive
Jjustice from God by his own works, but by
faith in Christ, as revealed by God. This faith
is possible through the grace of God for man.
Therefore man receives a new life, which God
has created in him and which enables him to
live a life in which Christ works through him.

4.Results: Luther’s Legacy of Reformatory
Bible Interpretation

The course of our line of argumentation is to
be summed up in the form of a several theses.
We ask about the significance of Luther for
today's Christianity, which lives 500 years
after him and which refers to him.

(1) Aristotle has profoundly shaped and
permeated the European-Western culture
for 2,400 years - more than any other phi-
losopher of intellectual history. Therefore,
overcoming his perception of reality - away
from a logical dualism to a biblical-Semitic
understanding of reality - will be a task that
will occupy several generations of Christi-
anity.

(2) Luther's goal was »to make this juggler,
who has monkeyed so much the Church

with the Greek mask, transparent to many«
- meaning that Western Christianity has been
cheated on by the philosophical categories
of thought for 2,000 years - cheated on that
full measure of the authority of Jesus Christ,
which can only be given to one who experi-
ences the power of the reign of God by faith
in the word of God and not by confidence of
his knowledge of reason.

(3) Western theological culture - including
its institutions such as churches, parishes,
educational institutions, and missionary
ministries - has no adequately reflected
relationship to Aristotle and his logical du-
alism. Therefore, it needs a critical review
of the dualistic understanding of reality and
the conscious turning to the biblical-Semitic
approach of understanding.

(4) The church of Jesus Christ today lives in
the captivity of Aristotelian thought, for it
submits to a cognitive reason-logic instead of
trusting in the authority-logic of the revealed
Word of God. Therefore, the church of Jesus
Christ must turn from a predominantly ratio-
nal consent to the Christian proclamation to
a personal trust in the living and redemptive
Word of God.

(5) Theological education today requires
overcoming the Aristotelian concept of
science in its patterns of thought, concepts
and logical methods to bring back both
research and teaching on the basis of the
biblical-Semitic languages as the primary
salvation-historical revelatory documents.

(6) The Christian proclamation and mission
today must focus more than ever on the
Gospels of the New Testament to emphasize
the biblical-Semitic reference to reality of
salvation and thereby counteract a purely
cognitive shortening of the proclamation
from the Pauline Epistles.
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(7) The question arises as to what extent the
Christian communities, theological training
centers, and missionary ministries today
stand in the legitimate legal succession of
Jesus Christ, as revealed in the New Testa-
ment Gospels.

(8) The deep structural impact of Aristo-
telian thought on Christianity requires a
reversal of the burden of proof: all aspects
of contemporary Christian culture need to
be examined to determine whether they
have been overcome by the biblical-Semitic
approach to understanding.

(9) Luther's biblical-Semitic approach to
understanding shows in his interpretation of
crucial biblical texts on his understanding of
man, his understanding of Jesus Christ and
his understanding of salvation: God reveals
to man his word, which becomes action in
the redemptive work of Christ. Salvation
from sins is through the faith of man in the
sacrifice of Christ. This faith is given to man
through the grace of God and enables him
to live in the will of God.

(10) The threefold structure of God's
self-communication in revelation, experi-
ence, and tradition must be re-emphasized
to overcome the Aristotelian worldview
and perception of reality in which God's
self-communication does not exist. Only in
this way can the logical dualism of Aristot-
le be overcome so that the authority of the
Word of God can again become a deed. This
is the enduring legacy of the reformatory
interpretation of the Bible.
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