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Philip Melanchthon and Loci Communes 

 

 

 A declamation which Philip Melanchthon probably did not write, but certainly approved, 

says: “I call a philosopher one who when he has learned and knows things good and useful for 

mankind, takes a theory (doctrina) out of academic obscurity and makes it practically useful in 

public affairs, and instructs men about natural phenomena, or religions, or about government.”1 

Melanchthon himself, the “praeceptor of Germany,” taught all these subjects. He refused to 

relinquish his initial appointment in the Wittenberg arts faculty when he was offered the 

opportunity to teach theology full-time. However, he did teach theology.2 Of course, he wrote 

theology too. In this as in other fields, Melanchthon employed the humanist topical method of 

study and presentation.3  

Like Gaul, the present paper is divided into three parts. First it describes Melanchthon’s basic 

approach to the topical or loci method. It goes on to note a key distinction he made when he 

applied the method to theology. It concludes with a glance at Melanchthon’s aim as he used this 

method in theology. 

 

I. Melanchthon’s approach to the topical method  

 

 The local or topical method was based on ancient rhetoric. Humanists previous to 

Melanchthon, particularly Rudolf Agricola, had revived it.4 Scholars have differed somewhat 

over Melanchthon’s precise sources for the method. For example, Wilhelm Maurer recognized 

the place of Agricola in Melanchthon’s thinking, yet Maurer maintained that Melanchthon had 

                         
1Translated in Quirinus Breen, “Three Renaissance Humanists on the Relationship of Philosophy and Rhetoric,” 

Christianity and Humanism:  Studies in the History of Ideas (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1968), 58. Breen followed 

the lead of other scholars in ascribing this declamation to Melanchthon – mistakenly, however. Erika Rummel has 

indicated that the declamation, although approved by Melanchthon, was actually written by one of his students. See 

Erika Rummel, “Epistola Hermolai nova ac subditicia: A Declamation Falsely Ascribed to Philip Melanchthon,” 

Archiv fur Reformationsgeschichte 83 (1992):302-305. A short piece, which in some ways makes for collateral 

reading with the present essay, attributes the declamation to Melanchthon while making no mention of Rummel’s 

work: Charles Peterson, “Philipp Melanchthon: The First Lutheran Philosopher” in The Devil’s Whore: Reason and 

Philosophy in the Lutheran Tradition, ed. Jennifer Hockenbery Dragseth (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2011), 71.   

 
2See Timothy Wengert, “Beyond Stereotypes: The Real Philip Melanchthon,” Philip Melanchthon, Speaker of 

the Reformation: Wittenberg’s Other Reformer (Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2011), I:24-25, and 

Lowell C. Green, “Melanchthon’s Relation to Scholasticism,” Protestant Scholasticism: Essays in Reassessment, ed. 

Carl R. Trueman and R. Scott Clark (Carlisle, Cumbria, U.K:  Paternoster Press, 1999), 273. By the way, Green, 

277-278, also ascribed to Melanchthon the declamation about which Rummel wrote (see previous note).  

 
3See Wilhelm Schmidt-Biggemann, “Topik und Loci Communes: Melanchthons Traditionen,” Der Philosoph 

Melanchthon, hrsg. Gunter Frank und Felix Mundt (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2012), 92-93.  

 

 4See Paul Joachimsen, “Loci Communes: Eine Untersuchung zur Geistesgeschichte des Humanismus und der 

Reformation,” Luther-Jahrbuch 8 (1926):27-97. 
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greater recourse to the ancients themselves and that the praeceptor was more interested in 

dialectic as he used the Loci method than others thought.5   

 Instead of divorcing dialectic from rhetoric like medieval schoolmen, Melanchthon wanted 

dialectic to serve rhetoric.6  In fact, he wrote on rhetoric to show how it related to dialectic.7 

Quirinus Breen asserted that Melanchthon subordinated dialectic to rhetoric, but most scholars 

have not gone as far as Breen did. 8 Instead, and properly so, most regard Melanchthon as having 

tried to show where dialectic could be employed within rhetoric, or recognized under the guise of 

rhetoric, to lend certainty to intellectual enterprise.9 With certainty came power for that 

enterprise, so Melanchthon wanted to integrate dialectic into rhetoric.10 It has been aptly stated 

that to Melanchthon, rhetoric was not “the art of persuading someone to do something against his 

will, but the ability to present a subject in such a way that it will be recognized for what it is.”11 

Before heaping praise or blame on someone or something, Melanchthon held that the first 

purpose a demonstrative speech could serve was to teach.12 It turns out that “the demonstrative 

genre is what united Melanchthon’s rhetoric and dialectics.”13 Here the local or topical method 

had a prime opportunity to shine. 

                         

 5Wilhelm Maurer, “Melanchthons Loci Communes von 1521 als wissenschaftliche Programmschrift: Ein 

Beitrag zur Hermeneutik der Reformationszeit,” Luther-Jahrbuch 27 (1960):1-50. 

 
6Green, 276-277, 278. 

 
7Volkhard Wels, “Melanchthon’s Textbooks on Dialectic and Rhetoric as Complementary Parts of a Theory of 

Argumentation,” Scholarly Knowledge: Textbooks in Early Modern Europe, eds. Emidio Campi, Simone De 

Angelis, Anja-Silvia Goeing and Anthony T. Grafton (Geneva: Droz, 2008), 139; see 149.  

 

 8Breen, “Three Renaissance Humanists,” 39-49.  Compare James D. Tracy, “Humanism and the Reformation,” 

Reformation Europe: A Guide to Research, ed. Steven Ozment (St. Louis: Center for Reformation Research, 1982), 

44. “Breen’s definition of rhetoric and philosophy” has delicately been called “rather idiosyncratic” (Sachiko 

Kusukawa, The Transformation of Natural Philosophy: The Case of Philip Melanchthon [Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1995] 59, note 158).  

 
9Martin Luther called attention to the need for dialectic. For example: “Rhetoric, which is useful for exhorting, 

often plays games and often hands you a piece of wood which you suppose is a sword. But dialectic carries on war 

and busies itself with matters that are serious” (LW 3, 101).  

 

 10John R. Schneider, “The Hermeneutics of Commentary: Origins of Melanchthon’s Integration of Dialectic 

into Rhetoric,” Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560) and the Commentary, ed. Timothy J. Wengert and M. Patrick 

Graham (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 20-47.  

 
11 Wels, 156.  

 
12Melanchthon was making this point already in his De rhetorica libri tres of 1519, as noted, among others, by 

Sachiko Kusukawa, “Vinculum Concordiae: Lutheran Method by Philip Melanchthon,” Method and Order in 

Renaissance Philosophy of Nature: The Aristotle Commentary Tradition, ed. Daniel A. DiLiscia, Eckhard Kessler, 

and Charlotte Methuen (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1997), 339.  

 
13Sachiko Kusukawa, “Introduction” in Philip Melanchthon: Orations on Philosophy and Education, trans. 

Christine F. Salazar, ed. Sachiko Kusukawa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), xxx, referring to John 

R. Schneider, Philip Melanchthon’s Rhetorical Construal of Biblical Authority: Oratio Sacra (Lewiston, New York: 

The Edwin Mellen Press, 1990), 65-85. See Wels, 152: “The introduction of the genus didaskalikon is thereby 

visible, outward sign for the unity between rhetoric and dialectic proclaimed by Melanchthon.” 
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Unlike others who tended to think of loci communes mainly as a system by which to organize 

arguments or an aid to memory, Melanchthon regarded loci differently. As far as he was 

concerned, they did not form a set of constructs that could be laid atop a field of knowledge 

rather arbitrarily, like a cookie cutter. Rather, the loci of any given subject constituted that 

subject’s fundamental structure, the most basic tenets of the discipline.14 They established its 

boundaries.15 The articulation of these loci communes enabled a speaker or writer to move from a 

specific instance to the overall topic and back by following the natural channels of the subject 

matter itself. According to Melanchthon, a speaker who employed this method deftly could treat 

ordinary things in a new and out-of-the-ordinary way (“ta koina kainoos”) while handling 

extraordinary things in a more common and understandable way (“ta kaina koinoos”).16 

 To be sure, humanists in general had much more in mind than demonstrating their own 

intellectual prowess as they organized items in a presentation. They recalled that individual texts 

spoke to larger subjects in order to serve a rhetorical purpose, that of bringing about agreement 

with the text.17 The precise rhetorical strategy and its underpinnings varied somewhat from 

humanist to humanist.   

Like Cicero of old and humanists in his own day, Melanchthon treated loci as sedes 

argumentorum.18 Yet he did not share Cicero’s underlying skepticism. He was convinced, 

instead, that some propositions are simply true. Melanchthon had no problem putting the loci 

method to work in teaching unalterable doctrinal truths.19 

 

                                                                               

 

 14In the last edition of his rhetoric text, Elementorum Rhetorices Libri Duo (1542), Melanchthon said that he 

called “locos communes” those “praecipua capita, quae fontes et summam artis continet” (Corpus Reformatorum. 

Philippi Melanchthonis opera quae supersunt omnis, 28 vols., ed. Carl Gottlieb Bretschneider [Halle: C. A. 

Schwetschke et Filium, 1834-1860], 13:452. Hereafter, the title of this set will be abbreviated “CR.”)  

 

 15See Erika Rummel, The Humanist-Scholastic Debate in the Renaissance and Reformation (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard University Press, 1995), 143; Robert Kolb, “The Ordering of the Loci Communes Theologici: The 

Structuring of the Melanchthonian Dogmatic Tradition,” Concordia Journal 23 (October, 1997):317-319; and Janis 

Kreslins, Dominus Narrabit in Scriptura Populorum, Wolfenbütteler Forschungen 54 (Wolfenbüttel: Herzog August 

Bibliothek, 1992), 47. 

 

 16CR 13, 452. Gunter Frank summarizes that there are three distinct meanings of “loci” in Melanchthon’s work. 

He wrote of loci as 1.) sedes argumentorum, like Cicero and also like other early modern scholars; 2.) general 

headings for overall consideration, and 3.) the basic tenets of the disciplines. (Gunter Frank, “Melanchthon – der 

‘Ethiker der Reformation’,” Der Philosoph Melanchthon, 69-70). In the above paragraph, the emphasis falls on the 

last of these. See also Timothy J. Wengert, Human Freedom, Christian Righteousness: Philip Melanchthon’s 

Exegetical Dispute with Erasmus of Rotterdam, Oxford Studies in Historical Theology (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1998), 59-60 and Wengert, “Beyond Stereotypes,” I:26-27. 

 

 17See James M. Kittelson, “The Significance of Humanist Educational Methods for Reformation Theology,” 

Luther-Jahrbuch 66 (1999):219-236. 

 
18On Melanchthon’s appropriation of Cicero, see Kees Meerhoff, “The Significance of Philip Melanchthon’s 

Rhetoric for the Renaissance,” Renaissance Rhetoric, ed. Peter Mack (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1994), 46-48. 

 

 19Quirinus Breen, “The Terms ‘Loci Communes’ and ‘Loci’ in Melanchthon,” Christianity and Humanism, 

101-103. 
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II. Melanchthon’s application of the topical method 

 

A. “Philosophical” loci 

  Melanchthon’s thinking on the prospect of using the topical method to teach theology was 

nurtured in a Lutheran environment. The great importance of this setting for him is perhaps best 

appreciated if one considers how he had esteemed loci earlier. In his 1519 textbook on rhetoric, 

completed before he started teaching at Wittenberg and at a time when he not yet tried his hand 

at writing a set of theological loci, Melanchthon designated as loci communes various matters 

relevant to common human experience that no thinking person can ignore. He listed as examples 

“fortune, wealth, honour, life, death, virtue, prudence, righteousness, liberality, temperance; and 

their contraries, such as poverty, ignominy, exile, temerity, injustice, dirtiness, intemperance, or 

extravagance.”20 Here the young Melanchthon shows his intellectual debt to Agricola and 

Erasmus. Erasmus held that the topography of the mind ought to reflect the way things are in 

nature, so the loci communes drawn from this topography would serve as windows to material 

that would strike an audience as common sense, and thereby meet with agreement.21  

 Melanchthon did not lose this outlook on loci. Twelve years later, in 1531, he again made a 

general characterization of loci communes as “all common forms of all things to be done, of 

virtues, of vices and of all other common themes, which are widely in use and can come up in 

various incidents of human affairs and letters.”22 Reflection upon these matters would benefit 

society. Such potential societal benefit made for another rallying point on which readers or 

hearers could begin to agree.23  

 In the final version of Melanchthon’s textbook on rhetoric, completed in 1542 after he had 

been teaching at Wittenberg for almost a quarter of a century, he emphasized the need to 

understand the various disciplines or “arts” for which loci communes are collected. Philosophical 

loci, he wrote, were “derived from the parts of man.” These topics were, once more, the stuff of 

common human experience. They formed common places to provide context and materials for 

the development of shared understandings. They included “reason, arts, prudence, virtue, 

affection, custom, body, form, age, fortune, wealth, household order, marriage, education of free 

men, government, magistrates, law, war, peace.” But immediately before Melanchthon gave this 

list, he had noted the importance of observing which loci are philosophical and which are 

theological.24 

                         

 20Green, 283. See Schneider, Oratio Sacra, 74-77 and the literature cited there.  

 

 21See Manfred Hoffmann, Rhetoric and Theology: The Hermeneutic of Erasmus (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1994), 145-146, 219.  For Melanchthon’s debt to Agricola, see Peter Mack, Renaissance Argument: 

Valla and Agricola on the Traditions of Rhetoric and Dialectic (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1993), 320-333. Generally, for 

Agricola the “classical languages were not just tools for acquiring more information, but by a kind of philological 

existentialism the immediate revelation of the essence of man’s highest culture” (Lewis W. Spitz, Jr., The Religious 

Renaissance of the German Humanists [Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1963], 32; see pp. 33 and 281). 

 

 22De locis communibus ratio (CR 20, 695).  In the next sentence, Melanchthon asserted that the best writing on 

the use of loci communes had been that of Agricola and Erasmus (CR 20, 696).  

 

 23See Breen, “Three Renaissance Humanists,” 47. 

 

 24CR 13, 454. 
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B. Theological loci 

 For theological loci stood out as different. Although Melanchthon treated some of the 

subjects from his “philosophical” list in the editions of his theological Loci book, he maintained 

that what he was attempting to do with theological topics was nothing other than to reflect the 

doctrinal teaching of Scripture. Already in the dedicatory letter for the first Loci Communes 

edition in 1521, Melanchthon wrote: “Anyone is mistaken who seeks to ascertain the nature of 

Christianity from any source except canonical Scripture.”25   

Significantly, Melanchthon was not claiming to have developed a set of theological loci 

according to categories of common human experience. He was instead consciously deriving his 

topics from Scripture and arranging them around the core biblical message – which takes on 

prime affective significance to the sinner – namely, justification by grace for Christ’s sake 

through faith.26 As Melanchthon introduced the 1521 Loci, he wrote that if a person does not 

know basics such as “The Power of Sin,” “The Law,” and “Grace,” then “I do not see how I can 

call him a Christian. For from these things Christ is known, since to know Christ means to know 

his benefits.”27   

Melanchthon kept maintaining this distinction. Later on, in a disputation he insisted that “The 

Gospel is not a philosophy or a law, but it is the forgiveness of sins and the promise of 

reconciliation and eternal life for the sake of Christ, and human reason by itself cannot 

apprehend any of these things.”28 Moreover, the preface to the last edition of the Loci sharply 

differentiated the causes of certainty in philosophy from the cause of certainty in theology, which 

is revelation given and attested by God Himself. Theology did not employ the method of the arts, 

Melanchthon insisted.  It sought only an orderly presentation of the biblical data.29 Robert Preus 

summarized: “Melanchthon’s Loci Praecipui Theologici of 1559 has many faults and aberrations 

                         

 25Wilhelm Pauck, ed, Melanchthon and Bucer, The Library of Christian Classics, vol. 19 (Philadelphia: 

Westminster Press, 1969), 19. Latin text in Robert Stupperich, ed., Melanchthons Werke in Auswahl, 7 vols. 

(Gutersloh: C. Bertelsmann Verlag, 1951-1975), 2/1:4. (Hereafter the latter set will be referenced via the 

abbreviation “St.A.”) 

 
26Meerhoff cites the 1521 Loci as an instance of Melanchthon’s application of the humanist pursuit of eloquence 

to theology. Law and Gospel impacted not only on reason but also on the emotions (Meerhoff, 53). 

 
27Pauck, trans., 21. St.A. 2/1:7. Melanchthon ended his brief discussion of theology’s basic loci in the 1521 

edition by writing that “Most people seek in the Scriptures only topics of virtues and vices, but this practice is more 

philosophical than Christian. You will understand a little later why I say this” (Pauck, 22. St.A. 2/1:8). Wengert 

(Human Freedom, Christian Righteousness, 60) quotes this declaration by Melanchthon, and Wengert adds (p. 183, 

note 99) that these sentences “could be construed to mean that the entire Loci communes theologici was to be taken 

as a corrective to Erasmus’s Ratio seu methodus.”  

 
28“On the Distinction between the Gospel and philosophy” (CR 12, 689-91) in Kusukawa, ed., Orations on 

Philosophy and Education, 24. This disputation is quoted by Robert D. Preus, The Theology of Post-Reformation 

Lutheranism: A Study of Theological Prolegomena (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1970), 80. Preus dated 

the disputation to sometime after Luther’s death, while Kusukawa (on p. 23, in note 1), placed it in 1527.  

 

 29St.A. 2/1:168-169. English translation: Philip Melanchthon, Loci Communes 1543, trans. J. A. O. Preus (St. 

Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1992), 16. Robert Preus, Post-Reformation 415-416, provides another English 

translation. See Green, 284-285. 
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in doctrine, notably its synergism, but contrary to much popular opinion, there is no indication 

that philosophizing is the cause of these faults.”30 

For Melanchthon, theological loci differed from others because the subject matter itself 

demanded it. Yet even while he sought theological loci from a different source than the source 

for philosophical loci, he remained consistent with his overall approach. He wanted to afford the 

particular subject of theology the unique treatment that it required. 

 

III. Melanchthon’s aim for the topical method 

 

 There is little question that the successive editions of Melanchthon’s theological Loci showed 

an increasing movement toward dialectic.31 Contrasting Melanchthon’s use of rhetoric with that 

of Erasmus, Manfred Hoffmann said that Erasmus made sense of texts with “suasory rhetoric” 

that aimed primarily to impact the emotions through figurative speech, while Melanchthon 

taught in a convincing way via logical argument, with “dialectical rhetoric.”32  

 As time went by, a growing practical necessity was also making itself felt. My doctoral 

advisor Jim Kittelson pointed out that as the Reformation unfolded the need arose to train a new 

clergy. A premium came to be placed on instruction and instructional methods that could 

accomplish this purpose with maximum efficiency as well as accuracy. Such pressure would 

have accelerated the movement toward dialectic as Melanchthon brought out successive 

printings and editions of his theological Loci.33 

This movement toward dialectic has made Melanchthon infamous in the eyes of some. To 

cite only one example, in an essay that had far-reaching impact on Lutheranism in America, 

Richard Caemmerer depicted Melanchthon’s version of the gospel basically as sacred 

information which makes no change in those who hear it. Faith becomes agreement with 

propositions. Caemmerer opined that Melanchthon knew not of God speaking but only of 

statements about God. 34 

Therefore it is very much in place to report that also when Melanchthon applied the topical or 

loci method to the subject matter of theology, the divinely-revealed gospel, the method remained 

an affective tool in his hands. He began his “Letter to the Godly Reader” at the head of the Loci’s 

last edition: “Firm and clear testimonies regarding the individual articles of Christian doctrine set 

forth in definite order, as if put on a table, are useful. When our minds dispute with themselves 

                         
30Robert Preus, Post-Reformation, 81. See also his earlier article, “Melanchthon the Theologian,” Concordia 

Theological Monthly 31 (August 1960):469-475. 

 

 31Even Breen admitted as much. See Breen, “Loci Communes,” 100.   

 
32Manfred Hoffmann, “Rhetoric and Dialectic in Erasmus’s and Melanchthon’s Interpretation of John’s 

Gospel,” Philip Melanchthon [1497-1560] and the Commentary, 73, 77.  

 
33James M. Kittelson, “Humanism in the Theological Faculties of Lutheran Universities during the Late 

Reformation,” The Harvest of Humanism in Central Europe: Essays in Honor of Lewis W. Spitz, ed. Manfred P. 

Fleischer (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1992), 156.  

 
34See Ken Schurb, “Twentieth-Century Melanchthon Scholarship in the Missouri Synod: With Particular 

Reference to Richard Caemmerer’s ‘The Melanchthonian Blight’,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 62 (October, 

1998):287-307. 
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or are in distress, certain clear statements can be kept in mind which will teach, straighten out, 

confirm and console the fearful . . . It was for this personal use that I initially produced these 

Loci.” 35  

Here Quirinus Breen had a point that should not be overlooked. As Breen put it, 

Melanchthon’s “theological loci are intended to show the preacher the veins of Scripture which 

can be fruitfully worked for the rebuke of sinners and the consolation of believers . . . [and] 

while later editions get more dialectical, he seldom misses an opportunity to give a homiletical 

turn to the argument.”36 For example, as Melanchthon discussed why good works are to be done 

in the Loci’s last edition, he held up as an example the biblical story of Elijah and the widow. He 

had just finished noting that faith longs for forgiveness of sins, knows with certainty that God 

cares and defends, and seeks aid and reward from God. In 1 Kings 17, the widow exemplified all 

three of these points. She “believed the word of the prophet that the God of Israel was truly the 

Creator and Savior, that He gives good gifts, that he would supply food for the future.”37 

Melanchthon fits the description of one of those humanists-turned-reformers characterized by 

Steven Ozment as highly attentive to doctrine, yet whose concern lay “more on a homiletical 

than on a theoretical level.”38 

Furthermore, in the nature of the case for Melanchthon, theological teachings were 

“structures of truth, loci communes, which contain the seeds of wisdom and moral power that 

inhere in the created universe, or in divine reality,” as John Schneider has observed. To be sure, 

Melanchthon could have made similar claims concerning other aspects of human knowledge, but 

uniquely in the case of theology he held that “these precious, sacred loci have been revealed by 

God and put to use by the Spirit of God.”39 With the Holy Spirit at work, Melanchthon aimed at 

taking the interpreter out of the way as much as possible so that the biblical text could reach the 

reader or hearer. This, not-so-incidentally, was also Melanchthon’s intention in his work on 

biblical commentary. Perhaps he achieved his greatest success with it in the eyes of his 

contemporaries in his commentary on Romans, his exegetical work that bore the closest 

relationship to his theological Loci.40  

 
                         

 35“Prodest firma et perspicua testimonia de singulis articulus doctrinae Christianae, ordine distributa, velut in 

tabella habere proposita, ut cum disputant animi secum aut anguntur, sententiae certae in conspectu sint, quae 

trepidantes erudiant, erigant, confirment, consolentur . . . Ad hunc usum domesticum initio mihi hos locos institui . . 

. .” (St.A. 2/1:165). See Robert Preus, Post-Reformation, 80-81.  

 

 36Breen, “Loci Communes,” 104.   

 
37J. A. O. Preus, trans., Loci Communes, 105; St.A. 2/2:411.  

 
38Steven Ozment, The Age of Reform 1250-1550: An Intellectual and Religious History of Late Medieval and 

Reformation Europe (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1980), 305.  

 

 39Schneider, Oratio Sacra, 235 (italics original).  One need not agree with every aspect of Schneider’s 

assessment of Melanchthon to acknowledge the validity of these particular observations. See also Peter Fraenkel, 

“Revelation and Tradition: Notes on Some Aspects of Doctrinal Continuity in the Theology of Philip Melanchthon,” 

Studia Theologica 13 (1959):97-133, especially 104-106.  

 

 40 See Timothy J. Wengert, “Philip Melanchthon’s 1522 Annotations on Romans and the Lutheran Origins of 

Rhetorical Criticism,” Speaker of the Reformation, II:118. 
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Conclusion 

 

 Melanchthon’s use of theological loci made quite a splash in his day. Luther noticed it. In the 

winter of 1542 to 1543 the great reformer said, “There’s no better book under the sun in which 

the whole of theology is so compactly presented as in the Loci Communes . . . No better book has 

been written after the Holy Scriptures.  Philip expresses himself more concisely than I do when 

he argues and instructs.  I’m more garrulous and more rhetorical” (WTr 5, 204). 41 High praise 

indeed! At the same time, Luther’s words typify his conviction – as one who never gave himself 

over totally to Melanchthon’s method – that his [Luther’s] own more rambling discussions were 

actually more effective rhetorically than Melanchthon’s careful systematizing.  

Wry support for Luther’s reserve came in the mid-twentieth century from Franz Hildebrandt, 

who in introducing his study of Melanchthon wrote that the praeceptor was “so intolerably dull 

in his endless rhetorical repetitions that quotations from his works must be severely rationed if 

the modern reader is to keep awake.” 42 More recently, Leif Grane used to tell people that 

Melanchthon was the most boring theologian he had ever encountered. What makes for good 

rhetoric in one era might fall flat in another.   

Overall, though, in his theological loci the dialectically inclined Melanchthon deliberately 

refrained from using the topical method in the same way that others did, or even in the same way 

that he himself used it when treating different subjects. In theology Melanchthon was out to 

distinguish human thought from divine revelation in the service of the Gospel, the power of God 

unto salvation.  

 

Ken Schurb 

 

                         

 41Tischreden, number 5511; the translation above is altered from that in LW 54, 440. Also, in the preface to the 

complete edition of his Latin writings in 1545, Luther wrote that Melanchthon’s Loci excelled among the more 

systematic works then available (WA 54, 179; LW 34, 327).   

 

 42Franz Hildebrandt, Melanchthon: Alien or Ally? (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1946), xiii. 

 


