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LESSON NINETEEN – Lutheran Orthodoxy & the Thirty Years War 

 

The Reign of Aristotle 

- The period of Lutheranism after peace had been established by the Formula of 

Concord is known as the age of Lutheran Orthodoxy.  

- The Formula had provided a fairly detailed standard of orthodox teaching for the 

Lutheran Churches which they had previously lacked. Lutheran Orthodoxy is also 

known as Lutheran Scholasticism. 

- The Orthodox era was also the era of Lutheran systematic theologians.  

- The age of Lutheran Orthodoxy gave a new scientific precision and exhaustive scope 

to the task of theology.  

- The emphasis on systematic is one reason why Lutheran Orthodoxy has been called 

“scholastic,” in imitation of the medieval Catholic 

scholastics who delighted in systematic presentations 

of truth.  

- The theologians of Lutheran Orthodoxy, unlike their 

predecessors, extensively used the philosophy of the 

pre-Christian Greek thinker Aristotle as a tool for 

organizing their thoughts.  

- Those thoughts were not limited to theology; the spokesmen of Orthodoxy were just 

as likely to include metaphysics in their writings (in other words the rational study 

of creation’s ultimate principles like existence, time, space, causation, the structure 

of the mind and so forth.)  

- Both in metaphysics and theology, Orthodoxy generally embraced Aristotle’s way of 

analyzing and discussing subjects.  

- The use of Aristotle by Lutherans might seem strange, given Luther’s well-known 

hostility both to Aristotle himself, and to Thomas Aquinas, whose Aristotelian 

theology formed so massive a segment of the medieval Catholicism that Luther 

rejected.  

- What Luther objected to was not Aristotle per se, but the way Luther believed the 

medieval church allowed Aristotelian philosophy to dictate the content of Christian 

theological and moral teaching.  
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- As for Thomas Aquinas, it is not clear how far Luther actually knew Aquinas’s 

theology first-hand or the extent to which his hostility was really targeted at 

Aquinas’s later disciples. 

- Lutheran Aristotelianism had a number of pioneers in the 16th century, but the 

principal figure was Cornelius Martini (1568-1621) of Helmstedt University in 

Lutheran Brunswick.  

- With intellectual power and eloquence, Martini disseminated in Helmstedt the more 

global revival of interest in Aristotle’s philosophy that was blossoming in Europe’s 

universities.  

- It provoked a bitter controversy with another Helmstedt professor, Daniel Hoffman 

(1538-1611), a Gnesio-Lutheran who denounced Aristotle and all his works as a 

poisoned well of falsehood.  

- Martini justified Aristotle as a generally sound guide in matters philosophical, 

although not in theology where divine revelation was the only pure source of 

knowledge.  

- Aristotelian philosophy and Biblical theology could live together as complimentary 

partners.  

- Many Lutherans felt torn between Hoffman and Martini, seeming to sense the voice 

of Luther in the first and of Melanchthon in the second.  

- It was Johann Gerhard who captured the middle ground, and persuaded Lutheran 

theologians that there was a right and fruitful way of using Aristotle without 

becoming uncritically enslaved to him. In essence Gerhard argued that this 

consisted in embracing two basic aspects of Aristotle’s thought.  

- The first was Aristotle’s empiricism – his belief that experience, not abstract 

reasoning, was the correct path to knowledge and understanding of all things in the 

earthly realm.  

- Luther had distinguished between the human sphere, where reason reigned and the 

divine sphere, where reason was unreliable and God’s revelation reigned. Gerhard 

convinced Lutherans that in the human sphere, the “reason” that should be followed 

was an Aristotelian reason.  

- The second was Aristotle’s way of analyzing causes. Aristotle dissected causation 

into a fourfold scheme: material cause, formal cause, efficient cause and final cause.  

- Gerhard successfully argued that this Aristotelian scheme of analyzing causes was 

both legitimate and illuminating, and could be applied to theology as well as 

metaphysics.  

- Almost as influential as Gerhard in promoting the synthesis of Luther and Aristotle 

was Balthasar Meisner (1587-1626) of Wittenberg.  

- He produced a specific treatise on the right use of philosophy in theology, the 

Philosophia Sobria (Sober Philosophy), published in 1611.  

- Meisner’s arguments, essentially the same as Gerhard’s, were a milestone in the 

theology-philosophy interface in Lutheran Orthodoxy.  
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- All it needed was the Gerhard’s epoch-making Loci Theologici for the Lutheran 

world to be convinced.  

- It would be unjust to characterize Lutheran Orthodoxy as little better than a dry, 

unbiblical Aristotelian philosophy with a thin Christian veneer, as it is sometimes 

alleged. One can hardly read the works of these men and conclude that they are on 

non-Christian or non-Biblical ground.  

Martin Chemnitz (1522-1586) 

“If	the	second	Martin	had	not	come,	the	�irst	Martin	would	scarcely	have	

endured.”1	

- This 17th century epigram sums up how Lutherans in this period 

and later felt about Martin Chemnitz.  

- The second Martin, by his encyclopedic learning, brilliant writings 

and key role in the Formula of Concord, did more than any other 

man to preserve the legacy of the first Martin and ensure it would 

be transmitted to future generations.  

- Chemnitz was born at Treuenbritzen in Brandenburg. In his youth 

he studied theology at Wittenberg under Philip Melanchthon, whom he always 

regarded as his mentor, despite not following him into Crypto-Calvinism or 

synergism.  

- The worsening controversies that were beginning to tear Lutheranism apart 

convinced Chemnitz that Lutheran unity was an urgent necessity, especially in the 

face of an increasingly aggressive Roman Catholic revival in the Counter-

Reformation.  

- At the close of 1554, Chemnitz left Wittenberg to become an assistant to the 

distinguished theologian Joachim Morlin (1514-1571), superintendent of the 

Lutheran churches in Brunswick-Wolfenbuttel.  

- Morlin stepped down from office in 1567 to become Bishop of Samland in Prussia; 

Chemnitz took over as superintendent, a position he held for the rest of his life.  

- In that capacity he presided at a gathering in Brunswick’s pastors twice a month, 

where church issues were discussed, particularly cases of discipline.  

- He gave lectures at these meetings from the Loci Communes. He also slowly won a 

reputation in Brunswick’s churches as a fine preacher, although his early efforts 

were unpromising – he improved over time. 

- Chemnitz was instrumental in setting up the University of Helmstedt in 1575-6, the 

first Protestant university in that region of northern Germany.  

- Chemnitz’s most accessible work for modern readers is his Examination of the 

Council of Trent, which appeared in four parts between 1565-1573. It has been 

extolled as one of the finest defenses of historic Protestantism ever written.  
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- Here Chemnitz exposed the decrees of Trent to a probing critique, especially by 

comparing Trent’s teaching with the beliefs and practices of the patristic era and 

pointing out the frequent lack of harmony between the two.  

- Of course, Chemnitz also carefully expounded the Bible to demonstrate Trent’s 

errors; but we should remember that the original Lutheran and Reformed pioneers 

were not simplistic “Bible alone” people – they were almost as concerned to 

established continuity with the early church.  

- This was in order to ward off the otherwise annihilating Catholic accusation that the 

Protestant faith was a 16th century novelty, unknown to the Christians of the 

previous 1500 years.  

- The idea that Christianity had effectively vanished after the death of the apostles, to 

be miraculously reborn in the 16th century was an exclusively Anabaptist idea.  

Johann Gerhard (1582-1637) 

- Johann Gerhard, whom we have already mentioned in his 

promotion of Aristotelian philosophy was considered one of 

the greatest Lutheran theologians, coming behind only Luther 

and Chemnitz.  

- Gerhard became a lecturer in Marburg University in 1604. His 

presence at Marburg coincided with the reign of new prince of 

Hesse, Maurice the Learned (1592-1627), who in 1605 

converted to the Reformed Faith and proceeded to “Calvinize” his lands.  

- Gerhard, a principal Lutheran, left rather than embrace the Reformed Faith. His 

piety and learning attracted the eye of Duke John Casimir of Saxe-Coburg, who made 

him superintendent of Heldburg in 1606.  

- This gave Gerhard authority over a large swathe of Lutheran churches in John 

Casimir’s lands; he used this authority to reform them in accord with both his 

pastoral and doctrinal ideals.  

- Gerhard’s masterpiece was his Loci Theologici, published in nine volumes between 

1610 and 1622. For the rest of the 17th century this would be the most influential of 

all Lutheran systematic theologies.  

- In 1616, John Casimir allowed Gerhard to take up an academic post at Jena 

University, where he taught for the rest of his life.  

Musical Interlude: Lutheran Worship 

- Among the great hymn writers were Philip Nicolai (1556-1608), Johann Heerman 

(1585-1647), and Paul Gerhardt (1607-1676). Gerhardt in particular had become a 

universal favorite beyond the borders of Lutheranism.  

- His theology was shaped by a conscientious adherence to the Formula of Concord, 

proved that Lutheran Orthodoxy could be expressed in heart-warming poetry and 

song.  
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- Gerhardt was preacher in Brandenburg-Prussia’s capital Berlin, at the Church of 

Saint Nicholas, when the Lutheran-Reformed controversy there was at its height. 

- The ruling house of Hohenzollern had converted to the Reformed Faith under Prince 

John Sigismund (1608-1619), but the population of Brandenburg-Prussia remained 

mostly Lutheran.  

- The prince of Gerhardt’s day was Frederick William I (1640-1688), who was 

becoming impatient with Lutheran polemics against the Reformed Faith and 

eventually barred all preachers from attacking each other’s beliefs in the pulpit.  

- Since this seemed to many Lutherans incompatible with their allegiance to the 

Formula of Concord, it resulted in a good number of Lutheran clergy being deprived 

of their ministries.  

- Yet despite the intensity of the Lutheran-Reformed quarrel, it is on record that many 

Calvinists attended Gerhardt’s church, so impressed and edified were they by his 

preaching.  

- His admirers included Louisa Henrietta (1627-1667), the Dutch Calvinist wife of 

Prince Frederick William; Lousia was herself an accomplished hymn-writer and 

treasured Gerhardt’s hymns.  

- This did not save Gerhardt, his loyalty to the Formula of Concord was unwavering 

and he lost his post at the Saint Nicholas Church in 1666. He was back in the pulpit 

at Lubben in Saxe-Merseburg in 1668.  

- Among the celebrated Lutheran musical composers of this period were Michael 

Praetorius (1571-1621), Heinrich Schutz (1585-1672) and Dieterich Buxtehude 

(1637-1707).  

- These were not merely musicians who had religious significance in their own day; 

they are all considered to have permanent importance in the history of European 

music.  

- We can hardly omit the greatest of them all, Johann Sebastian 

Bach (1685-1750), even though the later part of his life takes 

us out of our current period of study.  

- Bach is not only Lutheranism’s supreme musical genius, but 

of course one of the most captivating and influential makers 

of music of all time.  

- He was a deeply committed Lutheran believer and his faith 

inspired much of his music. Bach always began his compositions with INJ (In the 

name of Jesus) and always ended them with SDG (Soli Deo Gloria).  

- Bach spent some time as musical director at the court of Anhalt-Kothen, which was 

Reformed; hence it required no elaborate church music for its worship. Here Bach 

concentrated on “secular” music and produced his six Brandenburg concertos, 

generally appraised as among the most brilliant compositions from the whole 

Baroque period (1600-1750) of European music.  
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The Thirty Years War (1618-1648) 

- The Thirty Years War ranks as one of the most devasting conflicts ever to ravage the 

soil of Europe.  

- Virtually all major European powers became involved in the clash at one time or 

another, so that Germany became an international battleground where marauding 

armies inflicted destruction on each other, on the civilian population and the land.  

- The war was religious in origin. We could regard it in many ways 

as part two of the religious civil war between Protestants and 

Roman Catholic that had flared across Germany from 1547-1552.  

- That war had culminated in the Peace of Augsburg ratified by the 

German imperial diet in 1555.  

- Its fatal flaw was that it gave legal recognition to only two forms 

of Christianity: Roman Catholicism and Lutheranism. The 

Reformed Faith, which at that point had almost no presence in Germany, was not 

covered by the peace.  

- The Palatinate, Nassau, Bremen, Wesel, Julich, Cleves, Berg, Anhalt, Hesse and 

Brandenburg (among other German territories) all embraced or extended toleration 

to the Reformed Faith after 1555.  

- Yet technically they were violating imperial law, since the Peace of Augsburg had 

outlawed any faith but Catholicism and Lutheranism.  

- The sort of tension that Calvinism brought to Germany can be gauged from the 

“Cologne War” of 1583-1588.  

- Cologne was ruled by a prince-bishop; and in 1583, the reigning prince-bishop, 

Gebhard Truchsess von Waldburg, defected from Roman Catholicism to the 

Reformed Faith.  

- This was a disaster for the Catholic Habsburg family that had controlled the Holy 

Roman Empire since 1438, because Cologne’s prince-bishop was one of the seven 

“electors” among the German princes who chose each new emperor.  

- With Cologne’s defection to Calvinism, Protestants now had a four to three majority 

among the electors.  

- Invoking the Peace of Augsburg, they declared von Waldburg’s position illegal since 

the Peace did not recognize the Reformed Faith.  

- Spanish troops invaded Cologne, financed by Pope Gregory XIII and defeated the 

would-be Reformed elector, replacing him with a Bavarian Catholic. Von Waldburg 

died in exile in the Calvinist Dutch Republic in 1601. 

- Lutherans and Roman Catholics, although both legally protected by the Peace, did 

not necessarily live at peace with one another.  

- Violence erupted between them in the imperial city of Donauworth in Swabia. 

Lutherans were in the majority and their attempt in 1606 to prevent Catholicism 

from holding a religious procession led to a riot.  

- Catholic duke of Bavaria, Maximilian I sent his troops to aid the Catholics. They 

occupied the city and forcibly imposed Catholicism as its official religion.  
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- This emboldened the Catholic rulers and the following year at the German imperial 

diet they demanded that all lands and properties taken over by Protestants since 

1552 be returned to Catholic ownership.  

- The Protestant delegates stormed out of the diet in outrage and would not come 

back until the Thirty Years War was over.  

- These events alarmed the Calvinists of Germany. If Catholic rulers could act like this 

towards Lutherans, whose faith was legal, what might they do to Calvinists, who 

faith was illegal?  

- In response, Calvinists and Lutherans set aside their differences and banded 

together as the Protestant Union in 1608, led by Calvinist prince of the Palatinate, 

Frederick IV.  

- Catholics reacted by forming the Catholic League in 1609, led by Maximilian of 

Bavaria. Two hostile religious power-blocks now faced each other within Germany. 

- They began searching for allies: the Protestant Union forged bonds with the Dutch 

Republic, Denmark and England, while the Catholic League recruited Archduke 

Leopold of Upper Austria.  

- The spark that finally ignited Germany’s religious civil war came in 1618 in 

Bohemia.  

- Religiously, the Bohemian population were mainly Hussites; inspired originally by 

15th century Reformer John Huss, they had now enthusiastically put themselves in 

the Protestant camp.  

- There were also Lutherans and Calvinists in Bohemia and in 1575 they and the 

Hussites signed a joint Protestant confession of faith, the Bohemian Confession, as a 

way of acting together politically to secure freedom of worship.  

- Their king was none other than the Holy Roman Emperor, the Catholic Habsburg 

Rudolf II; the Habsburgs had added Bohemia to their Europe-wide dynastic empire 

in 1526 and since 1555 the Holy Roman Emperors had also worn the Bohemian 

crown.  

- Despite Rudolf’s animosity toward the Reformation, the Bohemian Protestant 

nobility forced him in 1609 to recognize their liberty in a document known as the 

“Letter of Majesty.” 

- The next emperor, Matthias, who was childless had his cousin, Archduke Ferdinand 

of Styria or Lower Austria, presented to the Bohemian nobility in 1617 as their 

crown prince and future king.  

- Ferdinand was an aggressive Counter-Reformation Catholic; having received a 

brilliant Jesuit training, he had brutally suppressed Protestantism in his land of 

Styria.  

- Already the 1609 Letter of Majesty was proving ineffective at stopping Emperor 

Matthias’s agents in Bohemia from harassing its Protestants.  

- The fear of what so intolerant a Catholic as Ferdinand might do as their new king 

drove the Bohemian nobility to outright rebellion.  
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- A band of nobles bribed their way into Prague castle, where four of Ferdinand’s 

representatives were meeting and the nobles threw two of the unfortunate men out 

of the third-floor window – they landed unharmed in a pile of horse dung.  

- It was May 18th 1618 and it was known as the Defenestration of Prague 

(defenestration is the act of throwing someone out of a window – a bizarre word but 

throwing unpopular politicians out of windows was a Bohemian tradition, almost a 

sport!) From this melodramatic event we can date the outbreak of the Thirty Years 

War.  

- By November 1618, the Bohemian rebels had quelled internal resistance to their 

revolution and were in full military control of the country.  

- This initial success of the Bohemian revolt led to serious Protestant uprisings 

against Catholic rulers throughout the entire region: Moravia, Silesia, Upper Austria, 

Transylvania, even Archduke Ferdinand’s Styria.  

- In August 1619, the Bohemians elected a new king – the Calvinist Prince Frederick V 

of the Palatinate, leader of the Protestant Union. The Union would not support him 

in what they perceived was a dangerous gamble, but he received strong backing and 

finance from the Dutch Republic.  

- Two days later, Archduke Ferdinand was elected as the new Holy Roman Emperor 

(Matthias had died in March).  

- Ferdinand was, however, kept busy as emperor for the next year reconquering 

Styria and Upper Austria with the help of the Catholic League.  

- Having crushed the Protestant rebels there, he was finally able in 1620 to turn his 

attention to Bohemia.  

- The emperor appealed to the Spanish Habsburg branch of the family for assistance; 

his young nephew, King Philip IV of Spain who ascended the Spanish throne in 

March 1621, sent an army from the Spanish Netherlands to help vanquish the 

heretical and mutinous Bohemians and their Calvinist monarch. 

- The imperial and Spanish armies joined forces, commanded by the fearsome 

imperial Catholic General, Count Johann Tserclaes of Tilly (1559-1632), and wiped 

out the Bohemian Protestant army at the battle of the White Mountain on November 

8th 1621.  

- Frederick V, the Calvinist ex-king had to flee into exile in the Dutch Republic – even 

his original German Palatinate was now overrun by Spanish Catholic troops. 

Ferdinand gave the Palatinate to Maxmillian of Bavaria.  

- The Protestant Union protested at this Catholic seizure of a Protestant land, but 

Ferdinand, secure amid his menacing army merely ordered the Union to disband, 

fearing that disobedience would plunge them into a ruinous war, the Union meekly 

disbanded.  

- Two Protestant princes, however, - Christian the Younger (1616-1626), who was 

the Lutheran duke of Brunswick, together with George Frederick, the margrave of 

Baden-Durlach – refused to give up the fight.  
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- Meanwhile, Bohemia was forcibly Catholicized, its 200-year-old Hussite heritage 

effectively destroyed.  

- What was left of the Protestant Union’s army was now commanded by Christian the 

Younger of Brunswick: an intense devotee of all things military, he had gained 

battlefield experience in fighting Spanish Catholics in the Netherlands after Spain 

had renewed its long war with the Dutch Republic in 1621.  

- Christian’s army was defeated by Count Tilly at the battle of Stadtljohn in August 

1623.  

- That might have been the end of the war – a catastrophic defeat for the Protestants, 

a resounding triumph for the Catholic emperor – had it not been for the 

international dimensions of the German conflict.  

- Bordering Germany lay Lutheran Denmark, whose king, Christian IV (1588-1648) 

also controlled the German duchy of Holstein. Fearing that Ferdinand’s victory was 

creating a new, powerful Catholic Habsburg empire in Germany which would 

threaten Lutheran Denmark, in 1625 Christian IV led a full-scale Danish invasion of 

Germany to strike down Ferdinand and restore the fortunes of Protestantism.  

- What could have been the Five Years War became the Thirty Years War. One of the 

worst atrocities was the destruction of the historic and prosperous Lutheran city of 

Magdeburg.  

- The army of General Tilly stormed the city in May 1631 and massacred its 

inhabitants. Out of the original population of 30,000 only 5,000 survived the 

destruction. The city itself was burnt to the ground, and for days afterwards there 

was nonstop carrying of corpses to be dumped in the Elbe river.  

- We can summarize the war as follows: 

- First, the war fundamentally altered in character as it progressed. It began as a 

religious conflict between Protestants and Catholics. By the time it ended it had 

become a secular power struggle between the Habsburgs and all their foes (whether 

those foes were Protestant or Catholic).  

- The single greatest factor that made this change possible was the intervention of 

France. Led by Cardinal Richelieu (1585-1642), who in effect controlled French 

affairs as the all-powerful chief minister of King Louis XIII (1610-1643), Catholic 

France threw its weight behind the Protestant forces in the war.  

- Cardinal Richelieu feared a strong Holy Roman Empire, no matter how Catholic it 

was, would be a serious threat to France on the stage of international diplomacy and 

war.  

- To prevent France from being surrounded by Habsburg power, Richelieu decided to 

help the anti-Habsburg forces in the Thirty Years War, who happened to be 

Protestants.  

- He financed the Danish invasion of Germany by Christian IV in 1625. When 

Christian’s intervention ultimately failed to check Habsburg power, Richelieu 

encouraged Protestant Sweden in 1629 to invade Germany (with much greater 

success), under the great Lutheran warrior-king Gustavus Adolphus (1611-1632). 
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Gustavus inflicted a series of devastating defeats on the Habsburg armies, 

vanquishing their great commander Tilly twice (the second time Tilly died of his 

injuries).  

- Even after Gustavus own death in battle in 1632, his brilliant chancellor Axel 

Oxenstierna (1583-1654) kept his forces fighting in Germany; Richelieu massively 

subsidized the Swedish troops for many years.  

- In 1635, Richelieu finally decided to take direct action, and declared war on Spain, 

which was the Holy Roman Emperor’s greatest ally. French Catholic troops – under 

the command of a Protestant general – were soon fighting Catholic Habsburg forces 

in Germany.  

- Richelieu’s policy transformed the Thirty Years War into a more purely political 

struggle and many Catholics condemned him for betraying his religion in favor of 

French nationalism.  

- By the time the war ended in 1648, the Habsburg German-Spanish axis was 

financially bankrupt and France was ready to assume dominance in Europe.  

- Because of these developments in the Thirty Years War, it was the last great 

religious war in Europe.  

- The way its nature had been secularized by Richelieu, with Catholic France fighting 

alongside Protestants against the Catholic Habsburgs, meant that a new, more 

pragmatic era had dawned in European history.  

- The war finally ended with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. Involving several 

treaties, the signatories were the Holy Roman Empire, Spain, France, Sweden, the 

Dutch Republic and the princes and free imperial cities of Germany.  

- The real winner was France: by supporting the Protestants, it had dealt a crippling 

blow to Habsburg power in Germany and Spain, draining their resources and 

causing them to lose territory.  

- France’s great rival for national greatness had effectively been neutered. Spain was 

also finally forced to recognize officially the sovereign independence of the Calvinist 

Dutch Republic ending some 80 years of conflict.  

- The Holy Roman Emperor lost all authority over the German princes: if Germany 

was ever to be unified into a single nation, it could now never be under the Catholic 

Habsburg emperors. It would be unified under Protestant Brandenburg-Prussia in 

the 19th century.  

- As for religion, the initial outcome of the conflagration, the Peace of Westphalia gave 

legal recognition to the Reformed Faith in Germany for the first time.  

- Part of the Palatinate was also restored to Calvinists after its Catholic conquest in 

1622.  

- The old principle that the ruler determined the religion of his subjects was modified 

in two ways: 1. If more than one faith existed in a territory in 1624 both could 

continue and 2. Lutherans and Calvinists agreed that if a Lutheran ruler became 

Calvinist or vice versa, this would not affect his subjects – they were free to choose.  
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1 2000 Years of Christ’s Power, Volume Four, Needham Nick, page 37 
                                                


