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On March 12, 1876, the Harriett S. Jackson was 

sailing along the coast of Maine bound for the port 

town of Wiscasset. As stormy weather began to roll in, 

the ship’s captain decided to change course and take 

shelter in Portland Harbor. Through rolling waves and 

blowing snow, he caught a glimpse of light and 

assumed that it must be the lighthouse perched on the 

harbor’s breakwater. He called for a hard turn, 

believing that it would bring the ship safely into harbor, 

but the harbor was still a half mile farther ahead. A 
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subsequent investigation concluded that the captain 

must have seen a lamp in the window of a home along 

the shoreline. The Harriett S. Jackson ran aground on 

a reef and was ultimately destroyed because her 

captain followed the wrong light.  

As we navigate through life, we face a similar 

danger. We desperately need to find our way to the safe 

harbor of salvation and eternal life. God has given us 

the gospel to light the way, but the seas are stormy. 

Paul spoke of people being, “tossed to and fro by the 

waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by 

human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes” 

(Eph 4:14). Our world is full of ideas and philosophies 

that rage against biblical teaching, but the greatest 

danger is false teaching that pretends to be gospel 

truth. Those who unwittingly follow its deceptive light 

will run aground and face eternal destruction. 

The New Testament Apostles recognized this 

danger. They made it their highest priority to expose 

and refute any distortion of the gospel. Most of the 

letters in the New Testament address this concern in 

some way. In Galatians 1:6-8, for instance, Paul 

admonished the Christians in that region by saying, 
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I am astonished that you are so quickly 

deserting him who called you in the grace of 

Christ and are turning to a different gospel—

not that there is another one, but there are 

some who trouble you and want to distort the 

gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel 

from heaven should preach to you a gospel 

contrary to the one we preached to you, let 

him be accursed. 

This driving concern for the gospel is often lacking 

in churches today. On one side are churches that refuse 

to draw any lines. They use love and unity as an excuse 

to abandon all discernment and ignore biblical 

teaching. Instead, they focus on emotional experiences, 

self-help principles, or social issues. On the other side 

are churches that demand absolute doctrinal 

conformity at every point. They are eager to condemn 

any difference of opinion as heresy, no matter how 

minor the issue may be. They often preach the gospel, 

but they bury it under countless rules about external 

behavior.  

The church must be a lighthouse. God did not call 

us to tame the raging sea; only Jesus can do that. He 

does not want us to be some private club that only 

welcomes people who look and act and think the way 
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we do. We must understand and declare the life-saving 

truths of the gospel to everyone with both clarity and 

compassion. So, what are those truths?  

Many people rely upon the creeds developed by the 

early church to define essential beliefs. The Nicene 

Creed approved at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 is 

accepted by the three major branches of Christianity: 

Eastern Orthodoxy, Roman Catholicism, and 

Protestantism. It explains the deity of Christ and sums 

up the historical events of his life. So, the creed 

articulates important components of a Christian 

worldview, but it says very little about salvation. 

Defining the gospel message and the nature of 

salvation was the primary concern in the Protestant 

Reformation. It all began when a German monk named 

Martin Luther wanted to debate the Roman Catholic 

practice of granting indulgences. The official teaching 

of the Church was that after death Christians needed to 

undergo purification by suffering in purgatory before 

they could enter heaven. An indulgence shortened a 

person’s time in purgatory, and a person could earn an 

indulgence for a loved one who had died by seeing 

relics from church history, praying for the person, or 
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donating money so that others would pray. Luther laid 

out his argument in ninety-five theses that he posted 

on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenburg on 

October 31, 1517. Over time the debate that Luther 

instigated led many people to believe that the Roman 

Catholic Church had abandoned the essential truths of 

the biblical gospel.  

This study is designed to celebrate the five-

hundredth anniversary of that event. Over the past fifty 

years, scholars have summarized Reformation 

teaching with five Latin phrases: sola Scriptura 

(Scripture alone); sola gratia (grace alone); solus 

Christus (Christ alone); sola fide (faith alone); and soli 

Deo gloria (glory to God alone). We will consider the 

history, biblical basis, and practical relevance of each 

of these ideas. I believe that they are essential to 

understanding the gospel and being saved. Together 

they tell the story of how we reach the safe harbor of 

eternal salvation. 

May God guide us by his true light! 
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In July 1505, a twenty-two-year-old law student 

found himself caught out in an open field during a 

terrible thunderstorm. He was shaken to the core of his 

being. He feared not only death, but divine judgment. 

So, he cried out for help to St. Anne, the mother of the 

Virgin Mary. He promised that if he survived, he would 

change his life. He would strive to please God. Martin 

Luther become a monk. 
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He engaged in all the monastic devotional practices. 

He prayed and fasted. He sang and recited Scripture. 

He also confessed his sins to his superior. In fact, he 

claimed that he spent as much as six hours confessing. 

Even though he was ordained as a priest, nothing 

would relieve him of his sense of guilt. 

Experts today might diagnose Luther with a 

psychological problem, but his fear is consistent with 

biblical teaching. The Prophet Isaiah, for example, 

recorded his response when God’s glory was revealed 

to him. In Isaiah 6:5, he wrote, 

And I said: "Woe is me! For I am lost; for I 

am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the 

midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes 

have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!" 

The truth of God’s glory should fill us all with the same 

awareness of our sins. 

Theologians typically explain the phrase soli Deo 

gloria, as a response to salvation. We will consider the 

implications of that idea later in our study, but to 

understand the story of Luther, of the Reformation, 

and of how we can be saved, we must also begin with 

God’s glory. So, I want to share with you four facts 
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about the glory of God that help us develop a proper 

fear of him.  

  



— 10 — 

Many people today think of our existence as a 

product of chance, a roll of the dice. That idea leads 

them to believe that they can live however they want 

without any fear of ultimate judgment. They can make 

up their own standard of good and bad, right and 

wrong. Even professing Christians fall prey to this way 

of thinking.  

Obviously, Martin Luther and most other people in 

16th Century Europe held a very different worldview. 

The Catholic Church taught the fundamental idea that 

God is our Creator and that he made us in his image. 
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The Bible clearly teaches that we exist for the glory of 

God. 

As Genesis 1 describes God’s work of creation, it 

tells us in verse 26,  

Then God said, "Let us make man in our 

image, after our likeness. And let them have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and over the 

birds of the heavens and over the livestock 

and over all the earth and over every creeping 

thing that creeps on the earth." 

In other words, God designed us to reflect what he is 

like. All creation demonstrates his power and wisdom 

in a passive sense, but human beings can actively 

worship and praise God. We even have the capacity to 

imitate some of his attributes in a limited sense—

characteristics like power, wisdom, goodness, and love.  

David celebrated this idea in Psalm 8. He began the 

psalm in verse 1 by saying, “O LORD, our Lord, how 

majestic is your name in all the earth! You have set your 

glory above the heavens.” But then in verses 4-5 he 

said, 

What is man that you are mindful of him, and 

the son of man that you care for him? Yet you 

have made him a little lower than the 
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heavenly beings and crowned him with glory 

and honor. 

God has given us a lofty responsibility. One of the 

great Reformation statements of this truth is found in 

the Westminster Shorter Catechism that was adopted 

by the Church of Scotland in 1647, a century after 

Martin Luther died. The catechism asks, “What is the 

chief end of man?” It answers, “Man’s chief end is to 

glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.”1  

Do you believe that we exist for the glory of God? If 

so, then we have a problem. You’ll see what I mean as 

we examine the next two facts. 

  

                                                
1 Shorter Catechism, http://opc.org/sc.html. 
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As an archer tries to hit his target, countless factors 

can throw him off—gravity, the wind, his own unsteady 

hand. But even if he misses, he at least shoots in the 

general direction. We tend to assess our spiritual life 

that way—missing the mark, but pointing in the right 

direction. But if you acknowledge that the glory of God 

is our target, then you must admit that we spend most 

of our lives pointing in the wrong direction. The glory 

of God exposes this problem with our devotion. 

Five years after Luther became a monk, his superior 

sent him to Rome to help settle a disagreement 

between monks in their order. It was a 1,400-mile 
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journey on foot through the Alps. Luther must have 

expected the trip to be a profound spiritual experience. 

But instead, his time there deeply disturbed him. The 

priests seemed ignorant. They irreverently rushed 

through the observance of the Mass. For Luther, the 

whole experience only deepened his personal 

uncertainty.  

Many people at the time were concerned that the 

Church had lost its direction. A century before Luther’s 

time, a schism arose in which there were competing 

popes, one in Rome and the other in France. Though 

that conflict was settled, church leaders still exhibited 

poor character. Historian Philip Schaff gave this 

description of the popes who filled the office from 1492 

to 1521:  

Alexander VI. was a monster of iniquity; 

Julius II. was a politician and warrior rather 

than a chief shepherd of souls; and Leo X. 

took far more interest in the revival of 

heathen literature and art than in religion, 

and is said to have even doubted the truth of 

the gospel history.2 

                                                
2 Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, vol. 7 (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1910), 8. 
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Corruption spread throughout the Church as men 

took advantage of church leadership roles at every level 

to gain money and political power. They were devoted 

not to the glory of God, but to the exaltation of self. 

They neglected to teach biblical truth, so the average 

church member accepted all sorts of unbiblical 

superstitious ideas. Luther crying out to St. Anne for 

help during the thunderstorm is a perfect example. 

In Romans 1:22-23, Paul described idolatry by 

saying,  

Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and 

exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 

images resembling mortal man and birds 

and animals and creeping things. 

We might not consider greed or superstition to be 

idolatry, but that is the practical effect of every sin. 

Rather than devoting ourselves to the glory of God, we 

pursue and honor other things. Those other things may 

not be physical idols, but whatever becomes more 

important than God in your life is your idol. 

Paul made this connection in Colossians 3:5-6. He 

said,  



— 16 — 

Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: 

sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil 

desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. 

On account of these the wrath of God is 

coming. 

If we devote ourselves to something other than the 

glory of God, we are pointing in the wrong direction. 

We are violating the reason God created us, and we 

deserve his unending wrath. That may seem overly 

harsh, but a third fact about the glory of God explains 

why it makes sense 
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It’s hard to argue with a scale. You may feel that you 

should weigh less, since you passed up dessert. You 

may not like what it has to say about your weight, but 

your opinion does not really change anything. We have 

established standards for weights and measures. The 

same principle applies when we consider our standing 

before God. No matter how hard we try to excuse our 

spiritual idolatry, the glory of God is the true measure 

of our guilt.  

As I shared earlier, the event that initially thrust 

Martin Luther into the spotlight was the posting of his 

Ninety-Five Theses. He was concerned about the 
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selling of indulgences that supposedly shortened 

someone’s time of suffering in purgatory. At that point, 

he did not condemn the idea of purgatory or even the 

idea that certain acts might shorten someone’s 

suffering there. His basic argument was that the pope 

and his representatives had no right to sell 

indulgences. Later in our study we will see that Luther 

eventually rejected the entire Catholic system of 

sacraments. At this point, however, I simply want to 

note one underlying problem with Catholic teaching 

both then and now. 

On the surface, Roman Catholicism seems to take a 

very strong view of sin. Church members are required 

to confess their sins to a priest. They are then given acts 

of penance to perform, such as repeating certain 

prayers. The Church even teaches that before entering 

heaven, believers need additional purification in 

purgatory. This view of sin seems much stricter than 

saying that you can simply confess your sin to God and 

be forgiven, but the Catholic view actually trivializes 

sin. It suggests that sins can be quantified and 

measured, so that a portion of saving grace can be 
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received based upon a person’s participation in certain 

activities (i.e., the sacraments). 

Paul’s description of sin’s consequences sounds 

markedly different. In Romans 3:23, he wrote, “for all 

have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” When 

compared with the glory of God, every sin is an 

immeasurable offense. The punishment for sin cannot 

be quantified or doled out piecemeal. Every sin is a 

complete violation of God’s standard. James 2:10 says, 

“For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point 

has become guilty of all of it.” That is why Jesus spoke 

of eternal punishment. Matthew 25:46 tells us that he 

said, “And these will go away into eternal punishment, 

but the righteous into eternal life." 

No amount of human suffering can satisfy a 

violation of God’s glory. Our only hope is found in one 

more fact about the glory of God. 
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When the Christmas carol “Away in a Manger” was 

first published in the United States, it was called 

Luther’s Cradle Song. The publishers claimed that 

German mothers would sing it to their children. No 

evidence has been found to confirm that Luther wrote 

the lyrics to that song, but he did write other carols. 

In 1534, he wrote one called “From Heaven Above 

to Earth I Come,” which has fifteen verses. The third 

verse says, 

'Tis Christ our God who far on high 

Hath heard your sad and bitter cry; 
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Himself will your Salvation be, 

Himself from sin will make you free. 

Then, the ninth and tenth verse say, 

Ah, Lord, who hast created all, 

How hast Thou made Thee weak and small, 

That Thou must choose Thy infant bed 

Where ass and ox but lately fed! 

Were earth a thousand times as fair, 

Beset with gold and jewels rare, 

She yet were far too poor to be 

A narrow cradle, Lord, for Thee.3 

Luther marveled that the Son of God who deserves 

all glory forever, set that glory aside to suffer and die 

for our sins. Since the glory of God is the reason for our 

existence, the problem with our devotion, and the 

measure of our guilt, it is also the cost of our salvation. 

John 17 records a prayer that Jesus prayed on the 

night before he was crucified. Verse 5 tells us that he 

said, “And now, Father, glorify me in your own 

presence with the glory that I had with you before the 

world existed.” As the Son of God, Jesus existed from 

                                                
3 Catherine Winkworth, Lyra Germanica (London: Longmans, Green, 
and Co., 1879), 12-13. 
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eternity past alongside God the Father and the Holy 

Spirit in glory. But when he took on human form, he 

stepped down from that heavenly glory and 

experienced life as a helpless newborn in a cattle stall. 

In Philippians 2:6-8, Paul described the 

incarnation of Christ by saying, 

who, though he was in the form of God, did 

not count equality with God a thing to be 

grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the 

form of a servant, being born in the likeness 

of men. And being found in human form, he 

humbled himself by becoming obedient to 

the point of death, even death on a cross. 

His birth was lowly, but in his death his persecutors did 

everything they could to mock him and humiliate him.  

Why did he do it? 1 Peter 3:18 says, 

For Christ also suffered once for sins, the 

righteous for the unrighteous, that he might 

bring us to God, being put to death in the 

flesh but made alive in the spirit. 

He was not just being a good example or giving us a 

hand along the way. He does not give us a partial 

salvation and then leave us to finish paying off the rest 
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in purgatory. He enables us to enter the glorious 

presence of God.

There is much more to say about Luther’s story and 

the Reformation. But for the moment, I encourage you 

to consider how these four facts shape your story. Do 

you understand that you exist for the glory of God? Do 

you recognize the problem with your devotion—that we 

all let other things come before the glory of God? Do 

you accept that your sin is not measured by what other 

people have done, but by the infinite glory of God? Do 

you believe that the full cost of our salvation was paid 

by the one who left heaven’s glory to be born in the 

lowly manger and die on the cruel cross? If you have 

never done so, I encourage you to receive Jesus Christ 

as your Savior and Lord. Begin your relationship with 

him today.  

Many people do not receive Christ because they do 

not see the need. They compare their lives to others and 

conclude that their sins are not that bad. But as we 

learned, sin is measured by the glory of God. If you are 

struggling to recognize sin in your life, I urge you to 
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read the Bible for yourself. Romans 1 would be a good 

place to start.  

If you have already received Christ, have you lost 

sight of his glory? Are your life choices guided by the 

fear of God? We can become flippant about sin. We 

need to continually remind ourselves of the enormous 

cost of our salvation to cultivate an attitude of holy 

reverence for God. Do you know someone who needs to 

hear about the glory of God? We can shine the light that 

guides people to the safe harbor of God’s eternal 

salvation.  

May God fill us with a fresh awareness of his glory! 
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1. How has the glory of God influenced your life thus 

far? 

 

 

 

2. How might your life change if you had a greater 

awareness of God’s glory? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do this week to cultivate a greater 

awareness of God’s glory? 
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Picture yourself standing with one foot on a boat 

and the other on a dock. As long as the boat is securely 

tied and the water is still, there is no problem. But if a 

storm is rolling in and the boat comes loose and begins 

to drift away, you are faced with a choice. Assuming 

that you would rather not go swimming, you can either 

take your stand in the boat or on the dock. Where 

would you rather be during the storm? 
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In the first part of our study, we learned that the 

story of Martin Luther’s journey to becoming a leader 

of the Protestant Reformation began with a storm that 

exposed his fear of God’s judgment. He relied upon the 

Church’s teaching about salvation. He thought he 

would find security in becoming a monk, but his fear 

continued. As his knowledge of Scripture grew, he 

began to see differences between the teaching of the 

Bible and the teaching of the Church. Over time they 

had drifted apart, and Luther was forced to choose 

where he would take his stand. He and many other 

Reformation leaders chose to rely upon Scripture alone 

(sola Scriptura) as the foundation for their beliefs. 

The choice seems simple enough, but it raises 

countless questions. Why should you trust the Bible? 

How do you know the right interpretation? Shouldn’t 

we all just follow the leading of the Holy Spirit? How 

do we relate to teaching passed down from previous 

generations? What authority do church leaders have 

today? To understand the idea of sola Scriptura, we 

need to consider the proper relationship between five 

resources for determining truth. 
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We all know that water is essential for life, but 

modern plumbing makes it so easily accessible that 

most of us take it for granted. Our perspective would be 

entirely different if we had to draw all our water by 

hand from a deep well. We would use every drop 

carefully, and we would guard our well diligently. 

For spiritual life, God’s truth is the water that we 

need, and the Bible is our well. So, to claim sola 

Scriptura is to assert that the Bible is the ultimate 

resource and the supreme authority we have for 

determining truth. All other resources must draw from 

it. 
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The Bible is authoritative because it is God’s word, 

bearing the full authority that he possesses as the 

Creator of all things. One of the most thorough 

explanations of biblical authority is found in 2 Timothy 

3:14-17. First, Paul tells Timothy in verses 14-15 that 

Scripture is the source of knowledge for saving faith. 

He says, 

But as for you, continue in what you have 

learned and have firmly believed, knowing 

from whom you learned it and how from 

childhood you have been acquainted with the 

sacred writings, which are able to make you 

wise for salvation through faith in Christ 

Jesus. 

Then, in the first part of verse 16, he explains how 

these sacred writings contain this saving wisdom.  He 

writes, “All Scripture is breathed out by God.” In place 

of breathed out, some translations use the word 

inspired. The idea is not that the human authors of the 

Bible were inspired, but that God guided them in such 

a way that their words were God breathed. He did not 

dictate to them what they should write. They used their 

own vocabulary and style, but the result is that every 

word in the Bible carries God’s full authority. Jesus and 
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the Apostles all affirmed this idea by quoting Scripture 

and attributing it to God.  

Since the Bible is God-breathed, it provides all the 

knowledge that a Christian needs for a healthy spiritual 

life. Continuing in verses 16 and 17, Paul says that 

Scripture is,  

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work. 

The Bible is both authoritative and sufficient, but 

teaching requires a teacher. So, Paul’s words here point 

to a second resource. 
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The word minister carries a lot of cultural baggage 

in our society. The government uses it to identify 

someone with the authority to officiate at weddings. In 

many churches, ministers wear special clerical garb, 

and even in those churches where they do not, they are 

typically known for being the most opinionated and 

assertive person in the room. Yet the word minister 

originally referred to a humble servant.  

In Martin Luther’s time, church leaders were 

known more for their power than for humble service. 

As the Roman Empire fell apart during the 5th and 6th 

centuries, church leaders began to fill the void of 
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leadership in civil matters. By the year 800 the pope 

claimed the authority to appoint Charlemagne as 

Emperor of a renewed Holy Roman Empire. Church 

leaders came to exert significant control over 

government rulers throughout Europe. 

When the Reformation began in the 16th century, 

many rulers took advantage of it as an opportunity to 

escape the Church’s political control. The prime 

example is Henry VIII of England, who led the church 

of England to split from Rome when the pope refused 

to annul his marriage. Though European leaders had 

questionable motives for embracing the Reformation, 

people like Luther would have been promptly executed 

without their protection. 

To support the authority of the pope, Catholic 

theologians then and now point to Matthew 16:18-19. 

After Peter acknowledged Jesus to be the Christ, the 

Son of the living God, Jesus said, 

And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock 

I will build my church, and the gates of hell 

shall not prevail against it. I will give you the 

keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever 

you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, 
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and whatever you loose on earth shall be 

loosed in heaven. 

Catholics claim that this pronouncement established 

Peter as the first pope and gave him the authority to 

determine who will enter heaven. This authority has 

supposedly been passed down to subsequent popes.  

Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses created such a stir 

because he was using Scripture to question the pope’s 

authority. In thesis 6, he states, “The pope has no 

power to remit guilt, save by declaring and confirming 

that it has been remitted by God.”

1 In thesis 53, he argues, “They are the enemies of 

Christ and of the people who, on account of the 

preaching of indulgences, bid the word of God be silent 

in other churches.”2  

Luther spoke about the keys mentioned in Matthew 

16, but he expressed a different interpretation. In thesis 

62, he claimed, “The true measure of the Church is the 

sacrosanct Gospel of the glory and grace of God.”3 The 

                                                
1 Henry Bettenson, ed., Documents of the Christian Church, 2d ed. 
(London: Oxford Press, 1963), 186. 

2 Ibid., 189. 

3 Ibid. 
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Gospel is what opens the way to the kingdom. The only 

way someone is excluded is by rejecting it.  

Luther anticipated Rome’s response to his 

arguments in thesis 90, where he said,  

To suppress these careful arguments of the 

laity merely by papal authority, instead of 

clearing them up by a reasoned reply, is to 

expose the Church and the pope to the 

ridicule of the enemy and to render 

Christians unhappy.4 

The Church ended up strengthening papal authority at 

the Council of Trent in 1546 by asserting that no one 

should presume to interpret Scripture contrary to the 

Church. 

In the New Testament, however, the apostles 

submitted themselves to Scripture. Acts 17:11 

commends the Jews in Berea for investigating whether 

Paul’s preaching conformed with the Old Testament. It 

says,  

Now these Jews were more noble than those 

in Thessalonica; they received the word with 

                                                
4 Ibid., 191. 
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all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily 

to see if these things were so. 

Furthermore, in Galatians 2:14 Paul recounts a time 

when he confronted Peter (the supposed pope), also 

known as Cephas.  

But when I saw that their conduct was not in 

step with the truth of the gospel, I said to 

Cephas before them all, "If you, though a 

Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, 

how can you force the Gentiles to live like 

Jews?" 

Everyone must submit to the biblical gospel, even 

apostles. 

Rather than claiming authority over the Scripture, 

church leaders must adopt the attitude of a servant. In 

Colossians 1:25, Paul said, “I became a minister 

according to the stewardship from God that was given 

to me for you, to make the word of God fully known." 

Faithful leaders are called to serve God by explaining 

and making known His word to people.  

In 2 Timothy 2:15, Paul urged Timothy, “Do your 

best to present yourself to God as one approved, a 

worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly 

handling the word of truth.” So, sola Scriptura means 
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that church leaders have no authority outside of that 

which they exercised as they rightly teach God’s 

authoritative word.  
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Climbing over a huge obstacle is easier when you 

can stand on someone’s shoulders. We see that 

principle at work in church history. In the 4th and 5th 

century Christians wrestled with how to explain what 

the Bible teaches about the deity of Christ and the 

nature of the Trinity.  So, when we teach on those issues 

today, we do not have to start over on our own. We 

benefit from the careful thought that was invested in 

the writing of some of the early creeds. We stand on the 

shoulders of those church leaders as we look to 

tradition as a resource.  
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But church tradition can also become a significant 

hindrance in determining truth. In his Ninety-Five 

Theses, Luther was not just calling into question the 

church leadership of his day. He was criticizing ideas 

that had developed over centuries. In the summer of 

1519, Luther participated in a public debate in Leipzig 

with a theologian named Johann Eck. Luther described 

the debate by saying,  

I ask for Scriptures and Eck offers me the 

Fathers. I ask for the sun, and he shows me 

his lanterns. I ask: “Where is your Scripture 

proof?” and he adduces Ambrose and Cyril… 

With all due respect to the Fathers I prefer 

the authority of the Scripture.5 

This reliance upon tradition has continued to grow 

in the Church. The current Roman Catholic Catechism 

says, “Both Scripture and Tradition must be accepted 

and honored with equal sentiments of devotion and 

reverence.”6 They claim that a separate oral tradition 

                                                
5 Quoted in Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation, 3d ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1970), 55. 

6 Catechism of the Catholic Church (Citta del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana, 1993), par. 82, http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/ 
__PL.HTM 
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was passed down from the Apostles apart from the 

Bible7. 

This reliance upon oral tradition is similar to what 

the Jewish Pharisees believed. In addition to using the 

Old Testament, they considered the teaching and rules 

passed down from previous generations of rabbis to be 

authoritative. Jesus refused to conform to their 

tradition, and exposed the problem with it. Matthew 

15:1-3 tells us, 

Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus 

from Jerusalem and said, "Why do your 

disciples break the tradition of the elders? 

For they do not wash their hands when they 

eat." He answered them, "And why do you 

break the commandment of God for the sake 

of your tradition? 

His condemnation of them grew even stronger 

toward the end of his ministry. Matthew 23:4 tells us 

that he said, “They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, 

and lay them on people's shoulders, but they 

themselves are not willing to move them with their 

finger.” Luther and the other Reformers believed that 

                                                
7 Ibid., par 83. 
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Catholic teaching about salvation was having the same 

effect. 

The New Testament includes a few positive 

statements about tradition, but they seem to refer to 

the teaching that is now recorded in the New 

Testament. In 2 Thessalonians 2:15, for instance, Paul 

wrote, “So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the 

traditions that you were taught by us, either by our 

spoken word or by our letter.” In the early days of the 

church, the teaching of the Apostles was passed on 

orally. The books of the New Testament were written 

over a span of almost 70 years. Oral teaching gradually 

became written Scripture.  

Subsequent church councils may be helpful, but 

they are not inspired. So, just like with current church 

leaders, the teaching of church leaders from the past 

must be examined by Scripture.  
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When skilled chefs use a knife, the result is nothing 

short of artistic precision. They respect their 

ingredients. They know just how to slice a piece of meat 

or to dice an onion into uniform pieces to bring out the 

best flavors. But in other hands, the same knife can 

ruin an expensive piece of meat, so that it becomes 

tough and rubbery as it cooks.  

Human reason has the same potential when it 

comes to discerning truth. It can be used to understand 

and explain the Bible in a respectful way that honors 

the authority of Scripture in the spirit of sola Scriptura. 
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Or, it can be used in a disrespectful way that maligns 

biblical truth.  

The Protestant Reformation stemmed from the 

emphasize on reason that came from the Renaissance. 

As thinkers developed a passion for the classic 

literature of ancient Greece, some directed that passion 

toward the Bible. The Catholic Church used the 

Vulgate, a Latin translation of the Bible that was 

produced late in the 4th century. But the Old 

Testament was written in Hebrew and Aramaic, and 

the New Testament was written in Greek. A priest 

named Erasmus of Rotterdam collected and compared 

Greek manuscripts of the New Testament, and 

ultimately published the first Greek New Testament in 

1516.  

Of course, publishing was relatively new at that 

time. In 1439, Johannes Gutenberg introduced the first 

printing press in Europe with movable type. Prior to 

that time books were rare and expensive because they 

had to be copied by hand. Gutenberg sparked an 

explosion of knowledge comparable to what we have 

seen with the Internet in recent times. Reformation 
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teaching would not have spread were it not for this 

ability to print books. 

So, it was in this fertile context in 1512 that Luther’s 

superior granted him his doctorate and sent him to 

serve as the theology teacher for a congregation of 

monks in Wittenberg. Luther began to simply study 

and teach the Bible: first, Genesis, then Psalms, 

Romans, and Galatians. During the Middle Ages, 

theologians used fanciful allegorical methods of 

interpretation. With that approach, the Bible could be 

twisted to mean anything. But Luther and other 

Reformers took a more reasonable literal approach to 

the Bible.  

Luther’s critics argued that it was arrogant for him 

to claim that popes and church councils could make 

mistakes. In January 1521, the pope excommunicated 

Luther and ordered the emperor to see that Luther was 

punished. So, in April, Luther was called to appear 

before an imperial assembly in a town called Worms. 

He was urged to recant, but instead he gave this bold 

response. 

Unless I am convinced by the testimony of 

the Scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not 
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trust either in the pope or in the councils 

alone, since it is well known that they have 

often erred and contradicted themselves), I 

am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted 

and my conscience is captive to the Word of 

God. I cannot and will not retract anything, 

since it is neither safe nor right to go against 

conscience.8 

Luther had been promised safe passage to and from 

the assembly, but after returning home his life would 

be in jeopardy. So, German nobles who supported 

Luther seized him and hid him away in an abandoned 

castle for the better part of a year. Rather than giving 

way to depression, Luther used that time to produce 

some of his most significant works. One of his greatest 

achievements was the publication of a German New 

Testament based upon the Greek. This innovation 

made it possible for average people who did not know 

Latin to begin reading and studying the Bible on their 

own, so that they could arrive at their own convictions.  

As productive as human reason can be, people who 

start with atheistic assumptions can turn the sharp 

knife of reason against Scripture. The Enlightenment 

                                                
8 Quoted in Martin Marty, Martin Luther (New York: Viking, 2004), 68. 
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came upon the heels of the Reformation, and many 

thinkers rejected the miraculous deeds recorded in the 

Bible as unreasonable or unscientific. They argued that 

Christianity requires mindless conformity to 

superstitious ideas. 

But the Bible teaches us to use reason as a resource 

in discerning truth and arriving at saving faith. Isaiah 

1:18 says, 

Come now, let us reason together, says the 

LORD: though your sins are like scarlet, they 

shall be as white as snow; though they are red 

like crimson, they shall become like wool 

(emphasis mine). 

Acts 17:2-3 tells us, 

And Paul went in, as was his custom, and on 

three Sabbath days he reasoned with them 

from the Scriptures, explaining and proving 

that it was necessary for the Christ to suffer 

and to rise from the dead, and saying, "This 

Jesus, whom I proclaim to you, is the Christ" 

(emphasis mine). 

When a lawyer asked Jesus about the greatest 

commandment, Matthew 22:37 says, “And he said to 

him, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
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heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’” 

He was quoting Deuteronomy 6:5, but Moses did not 

include the word mind. I suspect that Jesus added that 

word to emphasize the importance of thinking critically 

about the legalistic traditions of the Pharisees. 

Sola Scriptura relies on sound reason, but how can 

we trust that our reason is sound? The Bible points us 

to one more resource. 
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A few years ago, I was traveling through a part of 

the country where I saw massive wind turbines. One of 

the most popular models used in the United States has 

a 212-foot tall tower with 116-foot long blades. The area 

of its sweep as the blades rotate is about an acre. Other 

models are even bigger. But despite their impressive 

size, these massive structures are pointless without the 

wind. Similarly, massive theological structures can be 

built from the four resources that we have discussed 

thus far. But they are pointless apart from the work of 

the Holy Spirit. 
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As the Reformers began to emphasize the work of 

the Spirit, some went too far. One of Martin Luther’s 

early followers was a priest named Thomas Müntzer. 

Müntzer began to assert that God gave additional 

guidance beyond Scripture through revelatory dreams. 

Prompted by these mystical dreams, he ultimately led 

a peasant uprising that was supposed to usher in a new 

era in God’s plan by force. Luther responded by 

accusing Müntzer and his followers of blasphemy and 

urging the nobility to crush their uprising.  

In almost every generation, people come along 

claiming to receive special revelation from God apart 

from Scripture, but the Holy Spirit always works in 

conjunction with Scripture. When Paul described the 

armor of God in Ephesians 6:17, he spoke of, “the 

sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.” The 

Spirit uses the Scripture like a sharp scalpel to cut away 

sin from our lives. In Ephesians 5:18, Paul spoke of 

being filled with the Spirit, but in a parallel passage in 

Colossians 3:16 he spoke of letting the word of Christ 

richly dwell within you.  
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The true importance of the Spirit’s work in us is that 

he enables us to understand and accept the Word. In 1 

Corinthians 2:12-14, Paul wrote 

Now we have received not the spirit of the 

world, but the Spirit who is from God, that 

we might understand the things freely given 

us by God. And we impart this in words not 

taught by human wisdom but taught by the 

Spirit, interpreting spiritual truths to those 

who are spiritual. The natural person does 

not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for 

they are folly to him, and he is not able to 

understand them because they are spiritually 

discerned. 

So, the idea of sola Scriptura assumes that every 

Christian, not just church leaders, are able to discern 

truth as the Spirit enables them to understand 

Scripture. 

 



— 51 — 

The foundational authority beneath Reformation 

thinking is the Bible. The other four resources we have 

learned about all draw from that well. Church leaders 

are to teach and preach the Scripture. Tradition, at its 

best, is sound teaching passed down so that each 

generation does not have to start from scratch. Reason 

is the resource that helps us understand, translate, and 

teach the Bible. Each of those resources is then 

powered by the work of the Spirit.  

Have you personally accepted the Bible as God’s 

Word? Is it the authority in your life? Does it shape 

your beliefs and guide your choices? If not, then I urge 

you to believe the Scripture. Psalm 19 is a helpful 

passage to read as you consider that decision. There 

David celebrates the power of God’s revelation. 

If you already consider the Bible your authority, 

then what could you do to deepen your understanding? 

Have you become overly dependent on certain Bible 

teachers, making your own Protestant version of a 

pope? Do you need to carve out time to read and study 

on your own? Or, perhaps you are studying but need to 
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focus more on living out what you are learning. I 

challenge you to keep growing. 

Perhaps you need to encourage someone else to 

read the Bible. There’s no better way to do that than to 

read it together. Trust the Spirit to do his work. 

May the word of Christ dwell richly within us.  

1. What resources have you relied upon most to 

determine what is true? Why? 

 

 

2. What part has the Bible played in shaping your 

understanding of what is true? 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to cultivate a deeper 

reliance upon Scripture? 
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How do you feel when someone gives you a gift? 

When you are young, you could not be more excited to 

accept it, but before long your responses become more 

complicated. You begin to have expectations. You 

compare your gift with what others receive, and you 

might feel disappointed even jealous. Then gifts take 

on a sense of obligation. If someone gives you 

something, you feel that you must give them something 

comparable in return. You might try to show off and 
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give something bigger and better. To assert your 

independence, you might end up refusing to accept any 

gift. 

These complicated emotions about accepting gifts 

can keep us from understanding and accepting the 

grace of God. In fact, we find this struggle throughout 

church history. In the year 400, Augustine, a church 

leader in North Africa, expressed his complete reliance 

upon God’s grace. In his Confessions, he wrote, “I have 

no hope at all but in thy great mercy. Grant what thou 

commandest and command what thou wilt.”1 He 

believed that he could not do anything to contribute to 

his salvation, but a British monk named Pelagius, felt 

that this attitude was contributing to moral decline in 

the Church. Pelagius claimed that God graciously 

created us with the ability to obey, so it is up to us to do 

so. 

Most church leaders at the time condemned the 

teaching of Pelagius, but that did not settle the issue. 

They did not want to accept the idea that sin leaves us 

completely unable to contribute anything toward our 

                                                
1 Henry Bettenson, ed., Documents of the Christian Church, 2d ed 
(London: Oxford, 1963), 54. 



— 55 — 

salvation. So, in the centuries that followed, they began 

to think of people as spiritually sick or weak. In this 

way of thinking, grace does not provide a full and 

complete salvation as a gift. Instead, grace gives us the 

energy to do things that are good enough to earn or 

merit more grace. 

We find this idea expressed in Roman Catholic 

teaching today. The current catechism states, 

Since the initiative belongs to God in the 

order of grace, no one can merit the initial 

grace of forgiveness and justification, at the 

beginning of conversion. Moved by the Holy 

Spirit and by charity, we can then merit for 

ourselves and for others the graces needed 

for our sanctification, for the increase of 

grace and charity, and for the attainment of 

eternal life.2 

In this view, salvation is a process like climbing a 

ladder. God starts people off and gives them boosts 

along the way through the merit of Christ and the saints 

made available in the sacraments. This salvation is a 

joint endeavor. 

                                                
2 Catechism of the Catholic Church (Citta del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana, 1993), par. 2010, http://www.vatican.va/archive/ 
ENG0015/__P70.HTM. 
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The Protestant Reformation rejected the Catholic 

view of grace. Martin Luther argued that grace is not 

divided into pieces.3 Instead of attempting to climb the 

ladder, we must acknowledge our complete inability. 

Luther claimed that,  

God has promised certainly his grace to the 

humbled: that is, to the self-deploring and 

despairing. But a man cannot be thoroughly 

humbled, until he comes to know that his 

salvation is utterly beyond his own powers.4 

The reformers taught that salvation is sola gratia (by 

grace alone). 

In the New Testament, we find four pictures that 

show that salvation is by God’s grace alone. Each one 

teaches us to receive salvation as a priceless gift from 

God. But to show us why we need this gift, each picture 

also portrays the desperation of our circumstances. It 

is not easy to accept this assessment of our lives, but I 

encourage you to listen to God’s Word with an open 

heart. 

                                                
3 Martin Luther, “Preface to the Letter of St. Paul to the Romans,” 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/luther/prefacetoromans.iii.html. 

4 Martin Luther, On the Bondage of the Will, trans. Henry Cole 
(London: T. Bensley, 1823), 56. 
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The courtroom has captivated our culture. 

Dramatic trials are featured in books, movies, and 

television shows. So, when high profile cases take place 

in real life, they become big news. Reporters pass on all 

sorts of incriminating details, enabling us to reach our 

own verdict. If the actual jury acquits the person, we 

decry the injustice. But this is our story, and we are not 

judge or jury. We are the criminal, and though we are 

guilty as charged, God declares us righteous because of 

His grace alone. 

The Apostle Paul presented this legal scenario in his 

use of the word justification. In Romans 3:23-24, he 
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writes, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory 

of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through 

the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” As we saw 

earlier in our study, our crime is that we have violated 

the reason for our existence. None of us live for God’s 

glory. We are guilty of an immeasurable offense 

deserving eternal punishment. 

What could possibly motivate God to declare us 

righteous? None of our efforts could possibly change 

our standing enough to sway his verdict. Paul explains 

that this declaration of righteousness is a gift prompted 

purely by the gracious character of God. We need to ask 

how God can make such a declaration without violating 

his own justice and righteousness. We will answer that 

question in more depth later, but for the moment we 

can simply say that this declaration is made possible 

through Christ alone. 

So, what difference does it make if we rely upon the 

grace of God alone or if we try to contribute to our own 

salvation? Isn’t it good when someone tries to clean up 

their life, even if they mistakenly assume that it is 

necessary for their salvation? Doesn’t it all work out in 

the end since God is gracious? 
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Paul dealt with this issue in his letter to the 

Galatians. Some teachers were insisting that to be 

saved, non-Jewish people needed to follow the 

stipulations of the Old Testament Law, including 

circumcision. But in Galatians 5:2-4, Paul responded 

by saying,  

Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept 

circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage 

to you. I testify again to every man who 

accepts circumcision that he is obligated to 

keep the whole law. You are severed from 

Christ, you who would be justified by the law; 

you have fallen away from grace. 

Grace and law are two entirely different paths, and 

there is no middle way. If you think that your actions 

contribute to your salvation in any way, then you are 

not trusting in God’s grace. In Luther’s Commentary on 

Galatians, he writes, 

This passage may well serve as a criterion for 

all the religions. To teach that besides faith in 

Christ other devices like works, or the 

observance of rules, traditions, or 

ceremonies are necessary for the attainment 

of righteousness and everlasting life, is to 
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make Christ and His salvation of no benefit 

to anybody.5 

Luther also speaks to the practical application of 

this idea. He says, 

Let us bear this in mind when the devil 

accuses our conscience. When that dragon 

accuses us of having done no good at all, but 

only evil, say to him: “You trouble me with 

the remembrance of my past sins; you 

remind me that I have done no good. But this 

does not bother me, because if I were to trust 

in my own good deeds, or despair because I 

have done no good deeds, Christ would profit 

me neither way. I am not going to make him 

unprofitable to me. This I would do, if I 

should presume to purchase for myself the 

favor of God and everlasting life by my good 

deeds, or if I should despair of my salvation 

because of my sins.”6 

The good news is that though we are guilty, we can 

be declared righteous by the grace of God alone. 

  

                                                
5 Martin Luther, A Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 
trans. Theodore Graebner (Grand Rapids: Christian Classics Ethereal 
Library, n.d.), http://www.ccel.org/ccel/luther/galatians.viii.html. 

6 Ibid. 
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The best-selling novel of the 19th century was 

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s book, Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Her 

dramatic portrayal of the indignity of slavery inspired 

many people to call for the practice to be abolished. 

Though the harsh realities of slavery seem foreign to 

us, the Bible pictures us all as slaves who need to be set 

free. 

Every person born into this fallen world is 

spiritually enslaved. John 8:34 tells us that Jesus said, 

"Truly, truly, I say to you, everyone who practices sin is 

a slave to sin.” In Titus 3:3, Paul describes our 

wretched condition by saying,  
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For we ourselves were once foolish, 

disobedient, led astray, slaves to various 

passions and pleasures, passing our days in 

malice and envy, hated by others and hating 

one another. 

We would like to think that there is some part of us that 

is free and able to choose what is good. But even when 

we engage in actions that seem outwardly good, our 

motivations are still corrupt. 

Luther made this same argument in his treatise, On 

the Bondage of the Will. He was responding to 

Erasmus, the scholar who published the first Greek 

New Testament. Erasmus argued that by giving us 

commandments, God teaches that we can choose good, 

thereby cooperating with God’s grace. But Luther 

claimed, 

If we believe that original sin has so 

destroyed us, that even in the godly who are 

led by the Spirit, it causes the utmost 

molestation by striving against that which is 

good; it is manifest, that there can be nothing 

left in a man devoid of the Spirit, which can 
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turn itself towards good, but which must turn 

towards evil!7 

So, how can the spiritually enslaved be set free? The 

New Testament uses the word redemption to describe 

this transaction. When we look again at Romans 3:24, 

we find that Paul said that we are justified, “through 

the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” We are unable 

to rescue ourselves, but God purchased our freedom 

through the sacrifice of his Son. 

In Romans 6:14, Paul explains the impact that 

redemption has upon our lives. He writes, “For sin will 

have no dominion over you, since you are not under 

law but under grace.” So, God’s grace does enable us to 

obey him, but not according to the ladder climbing 

scenario of Catholic doctrine. Christ purchased us in 

one decisive act. With the assurance that we are 

justified, we are then free to obey out of gratitude for 

God’s grace. In fact, this freedom from sin stands as 

one more argument against submitting to a legalistic 

ladder climbing system. As Paul wrote in Galatians 5:1, 

                                                
7 Luther, On the Bondage of the Will, 375. 
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“For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm 

therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” 

The good news is that though we are enslaved to sin, 

God can redeem us and set us free by his grace alone. 
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People tend to speak of adoption in very 

sentimental terms. They assume that once a lovable 

child is welcomed into their forever family everyone 

will be instantly happy. But if a child has experienced 

trauma, abuse, or neglect, they may behave in ways 

that can be hard to handle. When my wife and I served 

as foster parents, we cared for a three-year-old boy who 

learned to swear to get attention, and that behavior was 

just the tip of the iceberg. We were just providing 

temporary care, but we did not know what we were 

getting ourselves into. When God adopts people, 
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however, he knows all the deep sin issues in our lives. 

So, his adoption vividly displays his grace. 

Paul describes God’s adoption in Ephesians 1:5-6. 

He says, 

he predestined us for adoption to himself as 

sons through Jesus Christ, according to the 

purpose of his will, to the praise of his 

glorious grace, with which he has blessed us 

in the Beloved. 

There is nothing we can do to contribute to this 

adoption. It is a one-sided act, an expression of his will. 

So, all praise goes to God alone. 

Luther marveled at the idea that God would choose 

to establish a relationship with us. He described the 

powerful effect of God’s love by saying, 

The love of God does not find, but creates, 

that which is pleasing to it…. Rather than 

seeking its own good, the love of God flows 

forth and bestows good. Therefore sinners 

are attractive because they are loved; they are 

not loved because they are attractive.8 

                                                
8 Quoted in Michael Reeves and Tim Chester, Why the Reformation Still 
Matters (Wheaton: Crossway, 2016), 85. 
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Paul revealed two incredible benefits of this 

relationship with God in Galatians 4:6-7. He says, 

And because you are sons, God has sent the 

Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, 

"Abba! Father!" So you are no longer a slave, 

but a son, and if a son, then an heir through 

God. 

Paul emphasizes sonship, because in the ancient world 

sons received the family inheritance. So, God comforts 

us by sending His Spirit to dwell in us, and grants us 

the secure hope of an eternal inheritance. There is no 

uncertainty in adoption. 

The good news is that as hard as we are to get along 

with, God welcomes us into a secure relationship for 

eternity by his grace alone. 
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For those who reject the existence of God, nothing 

is more final or unchangeable than death. But 

Christianity presents an entirely different perspective. 

The miraculous resurrection of Jesus shows us that 

God overrules death. But resurrection also shows how 

God’s grace works as he draws an individual to himself. 

Paul described our spiritual condition in Ephesians 

2:1-3 by saying, 

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 

in which you once walked, following the 

course of this world, following the prince of 

the power of the air, the spirit that is now at 

work in the sons of disobedience—among 
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whom we all once lived in the passions of our 

flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and 

the mind, and were by nature children of 

wrath, like the rest of mankind. 

As fallen human beings we are physically alive, but 

spiritually dead with no understanding of God and no 

desire to seek him. Even if there were a ladder to 

eternal life, we would never choose to climb it. 

The only way our condition can change is through 

the radical intervention of God by his grace. Paul 

describes this miraculous event in Ephesians 2:4-7. 

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the 

great love with which he loved us, even when 

we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive 

together with Christ—by grace you have been 

saved—and raised us up with him and seated 

us with him in the heavenly places in Christ 

Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might 

show the immeasurable riches of his grace in 

kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 

This intervention is not a gradual trickle of grace. We 

are connected with the power of Christ’s resurrection 

and ascension. This abundant outpouring of new life 

changes us in the present and secures our place in 

eternity.  
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The good news is that though we are spiritually 

dead, God brings the dead to life because of his grace 

alone. 

We will not see our need for the grace of God, unless 

we see ourselves in these four pictures. We are guilty 

criminals, helpless slaves, traumatized children, and 

lifeless corpses. For no other reason but to display his 

glorious grace, God declares us righteous, sets us free, 

adopts us as heirs, and gives us life now and forever.  

Luther said,  

The rest resist this humiliation; nay, they 

condemn the teaching of self-desperation; 

they wish to have left a little something that 

they may do themselves. These secretly 

remain proud, and adversaries to the grace of 

God.9 

Are you trusting in God’s grace alone? Are you 

willing to be humble? Or are you still clinging to the 

foolish hope that you’ll somehow be good enough? Cast 

yourself upon God’s mercy and grace. Begin to trust 

                                                
9 Luther, On the Bondage of the Will, 57. 
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him today. If you are not yet ready to take that step, I 

encourage you to spend more time reading and 

reflecting on Romans 3. 

If you do trust in God’s grace, are you celebrating 

it? Offer up your whole heart and life to God as an 

expression of praise. If you have allowed some area of 

sin to take root in your life, then exercise your freedom 

in Christ to put it aside. You may know someone who 

needs to hear about God’s grace. If so, then celebrate 

by passing on these truths.  

“May grace and peace be multiplied to you in the 

knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord” (2 Peter 1:2). 
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1. What symptoms in your spiritual life indicate that 

you are forgetting about God’s grace? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these pictures best helps you reflect on 

God’s grace? Why? 

 

 

 

3. In what circumstances might each of these pictures 

be used to explain God’s grace to someone? 
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At 6:05 p.m. on August 1, 2007, the Interstate 35 

West bridge over the Mississippi River in Minneapolis 

was packed with rush hour traffic. The bridge had been 

in use for forty years, so drivers assumed that it was 

safe. But at that moment, the central span of the bridge 

gave way and 111 vehicles came crashing down. 

Engineers knew that the bridge was structurally 

deficient, but they considered the defects tolerable.  
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When Martin Luther posted his Ninety-Five Theses 

five hundred years ago he was just beginning to notice 

deficiencies in a different kind of bridge. Over the 

centuries the Catholic Church had built up a massive 

structure to span the gap between man and God. Their 

system used many biblical ideas, but they also 

incorporated traditions with no biblical basis. Luther 

began by critiquing the Church’s practice of selling 

indulgences. But he soon began to see that this 

corruption was indicative of a serious departure from 

biblical teaching. He came to believe that the defects in 

the Catholic version of the gospel were so catastrophic 

that it could not carry anyone across the divide. 

Many Protestant denominations today claim that 

those defects are tolerable. In 1999, leaders from the 

Lutheran World Federation worked with Roman 

Catholic leaders to draft a document called the Joint 

Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification. In 2006, 

the World Methodist Council adopted the document. 

Earlier this year the World Communion of Reformed 

Churches also adopted it. In fact, they chose to do so 

during a conference in Wittenberg, Germany—the 

town where Martin Luther lived. 
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I believe that we must stand firm on many of the 

issues raised by Luther and the Reformers. The Five 

Solas that we are examining in this series must not be 

glossed over because they are essential to the biblical 

gospel. We have already considered soli Deo gloria, 

sola scriptura, and sola gratia.  Now we turn our focus 

to solus Christus, the idea that Jesus Christ is the only 

mediator.  

As human beings, we were created to glorify God 

and enjoy him forever. But when Adam and Eve 

sinned, that relationship was broken for us all. In 

addition to that original sin, we each continue to make 

sinful choices. The New Testament reveals the good 

news, however, that Jesus has taken four actions that 

bridge the divide caused by our sin. As we examine 

these actions, we will see how they became points of 

debate during the Reformation. But more importantly, 

we each need to consider whether we are personally 

relying upon Christ alone for salvation. 
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I grew up in a non-religious home. So, prior to my 

sixteenth birthday, my primary resource for 

understanding Christianity was our culture’s 

celebration of Christmas. I loved the carols that I heard 

every year, and some of them include good 

explanations of Christ’s incarnation. In “Hark! the 

Herald Angels Sing,” Charles Wesley wrote,  

Veiled in flesh the Godhead see;  

Hail th’ incarnate Deity,  

Pleased as man with men to dwell,  

Jesus, our Emmanuel. 
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Lines like that one stuck in my mind, but I did not 

bother to consider whether they are true or what they 

might mean for my life until a friend invited me to 

church and God opened my eyes to the gospel.  

The first chapter of John’s Gospel gives us one of 

the clearest explanations of the incarnation of Jesus. In 

verse 1, John introduces a being that he calls the Word. 

He says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 

was with God, and the Word was God.” In other words, 

this being already existed at the beginning of time. And 

in some mysterious way, he is described as being God 

while also being separate from God. Then in verse 14, 

John says, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt 

among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the 

only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” By 

becoming human, Jesus was placed in the unique 

position of being able to stand between God and man. 

As John chronicles the life of Jesus, he highlights 

other revelations of Christ’s deity. He claimed the 

power to judge, forgive sin, and grant eternal life. He 

even spoke of being one with God the Father. These 

statements were not ignored by the Jewish leaders of 

his time. John 10 tells of a time when they attempted 
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to stone him to death. Verse 33 says, “The Jews 

answered him, ‘It is not for a good work that we are 

going to stone you but for blasphemy, because you, 

being a man, make yourself God.’” 

Jesus explained the ultimate significance of his 

incarnation to his disciples on the night before he was 

crucified. John 14:6 tells us, “Jesus said to him, ‘I am 

the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to 

the Father except through me.’” People like to say that 

all religions lead to God, but this claim shows the 

exclusivity of Christianity. If we believe what Jesus said 

here, then we must conclude that every other religion 

is completely false and misleading. Because of his 

incarnation, Christ alone is qualified to bridge the 

divide.  

Church leaders in the 4th and 5th centuries worked 

hard to explain that because of the incarnation Jesus is 

both fully God and fully man. Eastern Orthodoxy, 

Roman Catholicism, and Protestantism all agree on 

this issue. But to understand the implications of the 

incarnation, we must examine a second action that 

Jesus has taken.  
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If you compare Catholic and Protestant church 

buildings, you are bound to notice an obvious 

difference. Most Protestant churches display a simple 

unadorned cross, but Catholic church buildings feature 

a crucifix that portrays Jesus suffering on the cross. I 

have heard Protestants explain this difference by 

saying that we place greater emphasis upon Christ’s 

resurrection, but that is not accurate. The difference is 

rooted in different ways of thinking about Christ’s 

propitiation. 

Hebrews 2:17 helps us understand what 

propitiation is. It says, 
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Therefore he had to be made like his brothers 

in every respect, so that he might become a 

merciful and faithful high priest in the 

service of God, to make propitiation for the 

sins of the people. 

Propitiation is a priestly word. In the Old Testament, 

human priests offered up animal sacrifices for people’s 

sins. Those sacrifices were designed to teach people 

that sin offends God and provokes his wrath. God is 

merciful and forgiving, but his wrath cannot simply be 

switched off. Sin must be punished, so to make 

propitiation is to offer a sacrifice that satisfies God’s 

wrath against sin. 

The letter to the Hebrews argues that the Old 

Testament sacrificial system never truly appeased 

God’s wrath. One of its shortfalls was that the priests 

were never qualified to serve as true mediators 

between human beings and God. They were normal 

men who had sinned like everyone else. Jesus, on the 

other hand, was both fully God and fully man. He lived 

a perfectly sinless life, so that he can serve as the one 

true mediator. 

Another shortfall in the Old Testament sacrificial 

system was the offerings themselves. Hebrews 10:4 
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says, “For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and 

goats to take away sins.” In God’s reckoning, the value 

of an animal’s life is not the same as a human life. If 

every sin demands eternal punishment, then even the 

death of another human would be insufficient to atone 

for all our sins. So, Jesus, the God-man, offered himself 

as the perfect sacrifice. Hebrews 10:10 says, “And by 

that will we have been sanctified through the offering 

of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.”  

The Old Testament priests could never stop making 

sacrifices, but the author of Hebrews stresses the idea 

that Christ’s sacrifice is complete. In verse 14, he says, 

“For by a single offering he has perfected for all time 

those who are being sanctified.” God’s wrath is 

completely satisfied. 

The Catholic church claims to believe in Christ’s 

once for all work of propitiation, but their assertions 

about the celebration of communion contradict that 

belief. They often refer to communion as the Eucharist, 

a Greek term that means thanksgiving. They see it as 

something much more than simply giving thanks, 

however. They teach that in the Eucharist the bread 
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and wine mystically become the body and blood of 

Christ, so that an actual sacrifice is taking place.  

Martin Luther and others challenged this view, but 

the Church responded at the Council of Trent by 

declaring, 

If any one saith, that the sacrifice of the mass 

is only a sacrifice of praise and of 

thanksgiving; or, that it is a bare 

commemoration of the sacrifice 

consummated on the cross, but not a 

propitiatory sacrifice; or, that it profits him 

only who receives; and that it ought not to be 

offered for the living and the dead for sins, 

pains, satisfactions, and other necessities; let 

him be anathema.1 

In its current catechism, the Catholic church seems 

to soften this stance. They emphasize that the 

Eucharist is about remembering Christ’s death and 

giving thanks.2 Yet they still refer to it as an ongoing 

sacrifice that is necessary for redemption to be carried 

                                                
1 The Canons and Decrees of the Sacred and Oecumenical Council of 
Trent, ed. and trans. J. Waterworth (London: Dolman, 1848), 158-59. 

2 Catechism of the Catholic Church (Citta del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana, 1993), par. 1359-61, http://www.vatican.va/archive/ 
ENG0015/__P41.HTM. 
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out.3 They say that it applies Christ’s propitiatory work 

for the forgiveness of sins today.4 They also say, in 

relation to purgatory, that it can be offered for those 

“who have died in Christ, but are not yet wholly 

purified.”5 So, the Catholic use of the crucifix 

represents this ongoing sacrifice, but that sacrifice is 

only effective when it is carried out by someone under 

the priestly authority of the pope and the local bishop.6 

As Protestants, we claim “Christ alone” as a 

rejection of this Catholic system. The Catholic teaching 

on the Eucharist obscures the gospel behind 

controlling rituals. A perfect and complete propitiation 

has already been accomplished by Jesus Christ, so we 

do not need an ongoing sacrifice. Furthermore, Christ 

is the only mediator who can stand between us and 

God, so we need no other priest to intervene. Praise 

God for sending his Son to bridge the divide through 

his propitiation for our sins! 

                                                
3 Ibid., par. 1364. 

4 Ibid., par. 1366. 

5 Ibid., par. 1371. 

6 Ibid., par. 1369. 
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Christ’s propitiation deals with all our sins, but to 

cross the divide, our life must also be marked by 

righteousness. The source of that righteousness is 

another crucial question in the Reformation debate. 

Protestants find their answer in a third action that 

Jesus has taken.  
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In ancient times, financial wealth was measured in 

tangible ways. People bartered with goods like produce 

or livestock. But sometime around 600 B.C., people in 

Asia Minor began to use coinage made from precious 

metal. Then paper currency was introduced around 

1,000 years ago in China. Today, however, most of our 

transactions are electronic and invisible. We execute 

them with the swipe of a card, or a few taps on a 

smartphone. Spending invisible money is so easy, that 

you can run up an enormous debt without thinking 

about it. As problematic as our culture’s electronic 
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spending can be, it serves as a helpful illustration to 

understand imputation. 

The King James Version uses the word impute in 2 

Corinthians 5:19, however, the English Standard 

Version uses the word count. It says, 

that is, in Christ God was reconciling the 

world to himself, not counting their 

trespasses against them, and entrusting to us 

the message of reconciliation. 

It is as if you go through life with a spiritual credit 

card. Every time you sin and trespass against God’s 

law, you incur a massive charge. We don’t stop to think 

about it, we just keep spending and running up infinite 

debt. But Paul says here that once you are in Christ, no 

charges are counted any longer. How is that possible? 

In verse 21, he writes, “For our sake he made him to 

be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 

become the righteousness of God.” Our sins are 

imputed to Christ’s account. His perfect righteousness 

is imputed to ours. When God looks at our account, we 

no longer have any debt. Instead, we have infinite 

spiritual wealth earned through the perfectly righteous 

life of Jesus. 
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This concept of imputed righteousness transformed 

the life of the Apostle Paul. He had been a Pharisee, 

scrupulously following the Law and the rabbinical 

traditions, but he came to view his past works as 

completely worthless. In Philippians 3:8-9 he wrote, 

Indeed, I count everything as loss because of 

the surpassing worth of knowing Christ 

Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered 

the loss of all things and count them as 

rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and 

be found in him, not having a righteousness 

of my own that comes from the law, but that 

which comes through faith in Christ, the 

righteousness from God that depends on 

faith— 

Paul did not rely upon his own efforts, but on Christ’s 

righteousness alone. 

This concept also transformed Martin Luther’s life. 

Even after he posted his Ninety-Five Theses he 

struggled with the idea of God’s righteousness. He read 

from Romans 1:17 that the righteousness of God is 

revealed in the gospel, and he assumed that Paul was 

referring to God’s perfect standard. He felt threatened, 

even terrified by the righteousness of God; he hated it. 

No matter how spiritual he tried to be as a monk, he 
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knew that he could not measure up. Finally, God 

opened his mind to understand that Paul meant that 

God gives us this righteousness as a gift received by 

faith. He described that moment by saying, “All at once 

I felt that I had been born again and entered into 

paradise itself through open gates. Immediately I saw 

the whole of Scripture in a different light.”7 

This idea of imputed righteousness did not square 

with Roman Catholic teaching. Even today the Catholic 

view is that righteousness is infused, not imputed. They 

say that God’s grace gradually conforms us to God’s 

righteous standard through participation in the 

sacraments. In the 16th century, the Council of Trent 

responded to Luther and the other reformers by 

declaring, 

If anyone saith, that men are justified, either 

by the sole imputation of the justice of Christ, 

or by the sole remission of sins, to the 

exclusion of the grace and the charity which 

is poured forth in their hearts by the Holy 

Ghost, and is inherent in them; or even that 

                                                
7 Martin Luther, Preface to the Complete Edition of Luther's Latin 
Works, trans Andrew Thornton from "Vorrede zu Band I der Opera 
Latina der Wittenberger Ausgabe. 1545" in vol. 4 of Luthers Werke in 
Auswahl, ed. Otto Clemen, 6th ed., (Berlin: de Gruyter. 1967). pp. 421-
428. 
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the grace, whereby we are justified, is only 

the favour of God; let him be anathema. 8 

This issue may seem like a theological fine point, 

but theologian R.C. Sproul calls imputed righteousness 

the heart of the gospel.9 From my study of Paul’s 

epistles, I suspect that he would agree with that 

statement. So, if the idea of imputed righteousness is 

essential to the gospel, then we must conclude that 

Catholicism is preaching a different gospel. Their 

assertion of infused righteousness seems to boil down 

to a reliance upon human effort, rather than a 

dependence upon Christ alone. 

Does the average Catholic or Protestant church goer 

understand the difference between imputed 

righteousness and infused righteousness? They should, 

but I doubt many would be able to articulate their 

viewpoint. Church leaders with formal theological 

training can even get lost in this discussion. Yet these 

perspectives do trickle out into practical everyday 

expressions of faith, particularly in how we pray. We 

                                                
8 Council of Trent, 46. 

9 R. C. Sproul, “What Does ‘Simul Justus et Peccator’ Mean?” 
http://www.ligonier.org/blog/simul-justus-et-peccator/ 
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see this kind of difference clearly displayed in one more 

action that Jesus takes to bridge the gap between us 

and God. 
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Intercession happens on high school campuses 

every day. Students may not pray to God much unless 

they have a difficult exam, but romantic intermediaries 

are always buzzing between potential couples. Does he 

like her? Does she like him? Would she be willing to go 

to the dance, if he asked? A determined young woman 

might even enlist multiple friends to drop hints 

encouraging a young man to ask her out. This drama is 

a type of intercession, but not the type that should 

characterize our relationship with God. 

The New Testament asserts that Christ alone is our 

intercessor. His intercession for us accomplishes two 
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goals. First, he secures our salvation. In Romans 8:34, 

Paul said, “Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one 

who died--more than that, who was raised--who is at 

the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for 

us.” The book of Job reveals that Satan works to derail 

God’s work by bringing accusations against believers. 

But, Jesus sits in the presence of God countering any 

accusations brought against us. Through his 

intercession, Jesus insures that believers will never be 

condemned.  

The author of Hebrews presents the same idea 

about Christ securing of our salvation, but he also adds 

the thought that his intercession enables us to draw 

near to God. Hebrews 7:25 says, “Consequently, he is 

able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to 

God through him, since he always lives to make 

intercession for them.”  

The author further develops this idea of drawing 

near in Hebrews 10:19-22, where he writes, 

Therefore, brothers, since we have 

confidence to enter the holy places by the 

blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that 

he opened for us through the curtain, that is, 

through his flesh, and since we have a great 
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priest over the house of God, let us draw near 

with a true heart in full assurance of faith, 

with our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil 

conscience and our bodies washed with pure 

water. 

In times of crisis, the unbelieving world wants 

God’s help. They want his comfort, but they aren’t 

interested in His Son or his plan of salvation. But no 

one can draw near, no one’s prayers are heard apart 

from Christ. Only because of Christ’s intercession, can 

believers approach God with the confidence that he is 

listening.  

But the Catholic church does not reflect this 

confidence. Catholics are taught to look to additional 

mediators. First, they must go through a priest. Then, 

they look to the saints. Since the Middle Ages, the 

Catholic church has taught worshippers to honor the 

saints, so that those saints on the basis of the merit they 

earned will intercede with Christ for the worshipper.10 

It all begins to seem a little too much like a high school 

romance. 

                                                
10 Catechism, par. 956, http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/ 
__P2B.HTM. 
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In more recent times, Mary has come to be seen as 

the ultimate mediator between worshippers and 

Christ. The current catechism says to her protection 

“the faithful fly for all their dangers and needs.”11 It 

even says that, “She cooperated by her obedience, faith, 

hope, and burning charity in the Savior's work of 

restoring supernatural life to souls.”12 

Martin Luther responded to this issue by saying, 

Hence what has heretofore been taught in 

Christendom concerning praying to the 

saints, as if they were our mediators and 

intercessors, who represent us before God 

and intercede in our behalf, and could make 

us partakers of their merits, that is all false 

and a mere human invention, for we have no 

authority for that in the Scriptures; moreover 

the honor would thus be given to the saints, 

which belongs to Christ alone, which cannot 

under any circumstances be tolerated.13  

                                                
11 Catechism, par. 971, http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/ 
__P2C.HTM. 

12 Ibid., par. 968. 

13 Martin Luther, The Epistles of St. Peter and St. Jude Preached and 
Explained by Martin Luther, trans. John Nicholas Lenker (Minneapolis: 
Lutherans in All Lands Co., 1904), 216. 
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Luther taught the radical idea that with Christ as our 

mediator, every Christian believer is a priest. His 

intercession bridges the divide so that we can draw 

near to God.  

The gospel calls us to trust in Christ alone as our 

mediator. Through the incarnation he alone is qualified 

to represent us being fully God and fully man. He is the 

perfect priest who offered himself as the once for all 

propitiation for our sins. The only way we can have 

eternal life is through the imputation of his perfect 

righteousness. Finally, the only way we can draw near 

with confidence in a secure salvation is through the 

intercession of Christ alone. 

Are you trusting in Christ alone? If not, I urge you 

to come to him today for forgiveness, righteousness, 

and access to God. There is no other way. As you weigh 

that decision, I encourage you to fill your mind with 

Scripture. The first chapter of John’s gospel would be a 

great place to begin.  

If your trust is already anchored in Christ, are you 

drawing near to God? Are you using your priestly 
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access before him, to pray for yourself and for others? 

Don’t squander this incredible privilege. Bring the 

concerns of people before God, and share his truths 

with people. Is there someone you know who needs to 

hear about these actions that Christ has taken for us? 

Tell them the good news. 

May our trust be anchored in Christ alone. 

1. Which of these actions are most familiar to you? 

Why? 

 

 

2. Which of these actions do you tend to forget? How 

might that be impacting your spiritual life? 

 

 

3. How would you explain Christ’s role as Mediator to 

someone who had never heard the gospel? 
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Many people today are increasingly concerned 

about the ingredients in the food we eat. At one point 

companies labeled their products as low calorie or low 

fat. Then people began looking for food with no 

artificial colors, flavors, or preservatives. Now people 

demand that ingredients be non-genetically modified 

or organic. Of course, such changes are probably too 

little too late for those of us who grew up eating 

Twinkies every day. The Protestant Reformation that 
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began 500 years ago was also concerned about 

additives and artificial ingredients not with food, but 

with faith.  

During the Middle Ages the church had developed 

a complex recipe for salvation. They taught that saving 

grace was made available to people through the 

sacraments. But to benefit from the sacraments, people 

needed to believe and do good works. So, we could sum 

up their recipe as: 

SACRAMENTS + FAITH + WORKS = SALVATION 

This formula is still reflected in the Catholic Catechism 

today.  

Luther and the other Reformers saw this Catholic 

recipe as a betrayal of the gospel. They asserted that a 

person is saved by God’s grace alone through Christ 

alone. They also claimed that sola fide (faith alone) is 

the only requirement for receiving salvation. They still 

believed that a Christian should engage in good works, 

but they considered those works to be a result of 

salvation. So, the Protestant recipe could be summed 

up as:  

FAITH = SALVATION + WORKS 
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Though the change seems minor on paper, the Council 

of Trent condemned this Protestant view in the 

strongest terms.  

If it is true that salvation hinges upon faith alone, 

then it is imperative that we define saving faith. When 

we look to the New Testament for insight, we find that 

the noun faith is used 244 times and the verb believe 

248 times. A survey of these verses reveals at least five 

truths about saving faith. As we consider these ideas, I 

challenge you with Paul’s words from 2 Corinthians 

13:5, 

Examine yourselves, to see whether you are 

in the faith. Test yourselves. Or do you not 

realize this about yourselves, that Jesus 

Christ is in you? —unless indeed you fail to 

meet the test! 
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People often talk about faith as a leap into the great 

unknown. Existentialist philosophers were the first to 

use this imagery, but now we hear it in countless feel 

good songs and stories. They tell us not to bother with 

thinking things through. Just be confident and believe! 

Some people read this definition of faith into the Bible. 

They assume that God will save anyone who is sincere, 

but saving faith is based upon knowledge.  

The Roman Catholic Church has never defined faith 

as a leap into the unknown, but church practice over 

the centuries has implied as much. Until 1964 Catholic 
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priests only conducted Mass in Latin. The average 

person could not understand what was being said. 

People were simply expected to place their faith in the 

Church. 

For centuries the Church opposed translating the 

Scripture into common language. In 1415, John 

Wycliffe was condemned as a heretic for translating the 

Bible into English. Even though he died in 1384, his 

corpse was exhumed and burned as punishment. 

During the Reformation, Luther and others renewed 

Wycliffe’s effort to translate the Scripture into the 

languages of the people. They also made Bible teaching 

the focus in worship. They believed that people must 

understand the gospel.  

Paul emphasized this connection between faith and 

knowledge in Romans 10. In verses 1-3, he spoke of his 

Jewish countrymen and said,  

Brothers, my heart's desire and prayer to 

God for them is that they may be saved. For I 

bear them witness that they have a zeal for 

God, but not according to knowledge. For, 

being ignorant of the righteousness of God, 

and seeking to establish their own, they did 

not submit to God's righteousness. 
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Religious zeal and sincerity was not enough to save 

them. They needed to accept certain ideas. First, as 

Paul explains in verse 3, they needed to accept that they 

could not measure up to God’s standard of 

righteousness. They needed to understand that the 

only way to be acceptable in God’s eyes is through the 

imputation of Christ’s righteousness. Then in verse 9, 

Paul mentions two more ideas they needed to accept. 

He says, “because, if you confess with your mouth that 

Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised 

him from the dead, you will be saved.” They must 

understand and accept both the deity and resurrection 

of Jesus. 

This need for knowledge drove Paul to preach the 

gospel. In verse 14 he says, 

How then will they call on him in whom they 

have not believed? And how are they to 

believe in him of whom they have never 

heard? And how are they to hear without 

someone preaching? 

He concludes this line of thought in verse 17 by saying, 

“So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the 

word of Christ.” 
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So, saving faith is based upon knowledge, but it is 

more than simply accepting a creed or a doctrinal 

statement. 
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Some kids trust their father to a frightening degree. 

They leap off furniture without any doubt that dad will 

catch them. They are completely at ease with him 

tossing them in the air. Of course, their attitude 

changes as they get older. They become much more 

cautious as they realize that their dad has weaknesses. 

Some become so disillusioned that they see nothing but 

his faults. 

This experience tends to carry over into how we 

relate to God. Many of us are skeptical and hesitant to 
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trust. Matthew 18:3-4 speaks of a time when Jesus 

exposed this attitude in his disciples. He said,  

Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and 

become like children, you will never enter the 

kingdom of heaven. Whoever humbles 

himself like this child is the greatest in the 

kingdom of heaven. 

Though saving faith is based upon knowledge of the 

gospel, it fundamentally describes a relationship of 

childlike dependence upon the triune God. We believe 

in certain truths, but those truths all flow from God 

himself. 

The Apostle John emphasizes this idea in all his 

writings. In John 1:12 he writes, “But to all who did 

receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right 

to become children of God.” Saving faith begins with 

receiving Jesus. We are trusting in his name, his 

character as the Son of God. He opens the way for us to 

have confident access to God as His children. 

Catholicism turns this simple relationship into a 

complex system of rituals.  There is never any 

assurance or confidence, because salvation is linked to 

ongoing participation in the sacraments. Luther claims 
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that this system keeps people in a state of continual 

doubt. He says,  

The pope commands us to look away from 

the promises of God in Christ to our own 

merit. No wonder they are the eternal prey of 

doubt and despair. We depend upon God for 

salvation.1 

Luther pointed his readers to the simple promise 

that Jesus gave in John 3:16, “For God so loved the 

world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes 

in him should not perish but have eternal life.” There is 

no complicated system and no uncertainty in this 

promise. We need not fear that we will fall short or that 

God will change his mind. By simply trusting God the 

Father and His Son, Jesus Christ, we are granted the 

assurance that we possess eternal life. This confidence 

is based upon a third truth about saving faith.   

                                                
1 Martin Luther, A Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 
trans. Theodore Graebner (Grand Rapids: Christian Classics Ethereal 
Library, n.d.), 158. 
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Most major financial transactions require a 

signature. You sign your name to show that you will 

follow through on paying for something, whether it be 

a 30-year mortgage on a home or the cost of lunch. The 

problem we face in our relationship with God is that 

our sins result in an immeasurable debt that we are 

unable to pay back. Every sin against an infinitely holy 

God deserves eternal punishment. But, as we have 

seen, the New Testament describes salvation as an 

amazing financial transaction in which Jesus paid for 

our sins and his life of perfect righteousness is credited 
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to us. The only requirement for us to participate in this 

transaction is to believe. In a sense, it is as simple as 

signing your name. God counts our faith as 

righteousness. 

In Romans 4, Paul shows this principle from the life 

of Abraham. In verse 3 he quotes Genesis 15:6 and says, 

“For what does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed 

God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.’” 

Abraham’s conduct did not measure up to this 

standard. He simply believed God’s promise to give 

him a son and a multitude of descendants. His faith 

was not worthy of any merit, but God accepted him as 

righteous. 

Paul uses our financial illustration in verses 4-6. He 

says, 

Now to the one who works, his wages are not 

counted as a gift but as his due. And to the 

one who does not work but believes in him 

who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted 

as righteousness, just as David also speaks of 

the blessing of the one to whom God counts 

righteousness apart from works:  

In theory, you could earn righteousness through good 

works, but Paul has already made clear in Romans 3 
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that no one is good. Our only option is to receive God’s 

righteousness as a gift through faith alone. 

Once we have received Christ’s righteousness, it 

would be utterly ridiculous, even offensive, to think 

that we could improve upon it or add to it through our 

works. In Ephesians 2:8-9, Paul says, “For by grace you 

have been saved through faith. And this is not your own 

doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that 

no one may boast.” Our efforts do not contribute to our 

salvation in any way. As we have seen previously, we 

are saved by God’s grace alone through the work of 

Christ alone. We then receive that salvation as a gift 

through faith alone. 

The Council of Trent condemned the Reformers for 

preaching justification by faith alone. In their first 

canon on justification they rejected the idea that “man 

may be justified before God by his own works” apart 

from God’s grace.2 But in their twelfth canon, they said,  

If any one saith, that justifying faith is 

nothing else but confidence in the divine 

mercy which remits sins for Christ's sake; or, 

                                                
2 The Canons and Decrees of the Sacred and Oecumenical Council of 
Trent, ed. and trans. J. Waterworth (London: Dolman, 1848), 44. 
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that this confidence alone is that whereby we 

are justified; let him be anathema.3  

Then in their twenty-fourth canon they went on to add 

that the righteousness received must be “preserved and 

also increased before God through good works.”4 From 

these statements we see that Roman Catholicism 

teaches a fundamentally different view of salvation 

from what we have seen in the New Testament. 

So, do Protestants say that Christians can live 

however they want? This attack is often used to 

discredit their view. Why would anyone bother to obey 

God, if we are only required to believe? A fourth truth 

about saving faith answers this concern.  

                                                
3 Ibid., 46. 

4 Ibid., 47 
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Seventy-five percent of American adults use glasses 

or contact lenses. So, most of us know what it is like to 

be unable to see clearly. You might just have a hard 

time reading, or your eyesight might be bad enough 

that you find it hard to walk across the room without 

running into something. Apart from Christ, our 

spiritual perception is even worse. We are spiritually 

blind, but saving faith changes our outlook. 

The biblical term for this change is repentance. The 

Greek term for repentance refers to a change of mind, 

and this change is an inherent part of saving faith. 
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Mark 1:14-15 reveals that Jesus made this connection. 

It says, 

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came 

into Galilee, proclaiming the gospel of God, 

and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the 

kingdom of God is at hand; repent and 

believe in the gospel.” 

In repentance we turn away from a life of sin and 

unbelief to place our trust in Jesus and his gospel.  

Repentance and faith are so closely linked, that they 

are used interchangeably. In some cases, Jesus and the 

apostles call for repentance without mentioning faith. 

For instance, when Paul preached to the Athenian 

philosophers on Mars Hill, Acts 17:30-31 tells us that 

he said,  

The times of ignorance God overlooked, but 

now he commands all people everywhere to 

repent because he has fixed a day on which 

he will judge the world in righteousness by a 

man whom he has appointed; and of this he 

has given assurance to all by raising him 

from the dead. 

Paul did not mention believing, but it was clearly 

implied in his call for repentance.  
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In recent times, some Protestant theologians like 

Charles Ryrie (known for his study Bible) have tried to 

separate faith and repentance. They are concerned that 

preaching repentance amounts to a call for good works 

to earn salvation. They claim that repentance is part of 

spiritual growth and discipleship, but not part of saving 

faith.  

The problem with this view is that it 

misunderstands the commitment that is inherent in 

saving faith. Genuine faith in Christ shapes our entire 

outlook on life. Good works naturally flow from saving 

faith and demonstrate that our faith is real. James 

made this point in James 2:17 when he said, “So also 

faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.”  

Martin Luther articulated this understanding of 

faith and works in his commentary on 1 Peter. He said, 

Where there is no faith there the good works 

which God commands cannot possibly be; 

and on the contrary, where no good works 

are there is no faith. Hence faith and good 

works are yoked together, so that thus the 

sum total of the whole Christian life consists 

in these two parts; not that good works 

contribute anything to our justification 

before God, but that faith without good 
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works does not exist, or it is not true faith. 

Therefore, although God does indeed judge 

us according to our works, nevertheless it 

remains true that the works are only the 

fruits of faith, by which one sees where faith 

is and where unbelief is.5 

So, to say that salvation is by faith alone does not 

mean that people just continue sinning. Repentance is 

an inherent part of saving faith. True faith changes our 

outlook so that we are compelled to follow Christ in 

humble obedience. Good works are the fruit of saving 

faith. As we said earlier: 

FAITH = SALVATION + WORKS 

So, if we assert that salvation is by faith alone, how 

should we view the sacraments? Roman Catholics 

claim that participation in the sacraments is required 

for salvation. The Reformers rejected that view, but 

they could not agree on the significance of such rituals, 

particularly baptism.  I believe that New Testament 

teaching about saving faith leads us to a fifth truth.  

                                                
5 Martin Luther, The Epistles of St. Peter and St. Jude Preached and 
Explained by Martin Luther, trans. John Nicholas Lenker (Minneapolis: 
Lutherans in All Lands Co., 1904), 249-50. 
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Back when I took driver training, instructors used 

the acronym S.M.O.G. to help us safely change lanes on 

the freeway. It stands for signal, mirrors, over the 

shoulder, go. But even when you follow each of those 

steps, you are sometimes shocked to hear a car horn 

blaring. Every car has blind spots, and so do church 

leaders and theologians. No matter how diligent we are 

about studying the Bible, our interpretations are still 

influenced by various assumptions that we may not 

know that we have. Many leaders in the Reformation 

seemed to have a blind spot in their view of baptism.  
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Our understanding of baptism must begin with the 

four New Testament gospels. All four of them tell how 

John the Baptist immersed people in the Jordan River 

to demonstrate their repentance. Even though Jesus 

never sinned, he chose to be baptized to fulfill all 

righteousness (Matt 3:15). As he began to preach the 

gospel, his disciples also baptized people who believed 

in him. So, after his death and resurrection, Jesus told 

his disciples to continue this practice. Matthew 28:19-

20 tells us that he said, 

Go therefore and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 

teaching them to observe all that I have 

commanded you. And behold, I am with you 

always, to the end of the age. 

So, Jesus commanded baptism as the first step for all 

who decide to follow him. 

In the book of Acts, the apostles link repentance, 

faith, and baptism together. As Peter preached the 

gospel to Jews on the Day of Pentecost, Acts 2:38 tells 

us, 

And Peter said to them, "Repent and be 

baptized every one of you in the name of 
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Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, 

and you will receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit. 

When the Philippian jailer asked Paul and Silas how he 

could be saved, Acts 16:31 tells us, “And they said, 

‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you 

and your household.’” Then verse 33 says, “And he took 

them the same hour of the night and washed their 

wounds; and he was baptized at once, he and all his 

family.” There was no delay. As people repented and 

believed, they declared their faith through baptism. 

The New Testament epistles speak more to the 

imagery of baptism. In Romans 6, Paul uses it to 

illustrate our union with Christ in his death and 

resurrection. Then in 1 Peter 3, Peter relates it to 

Noah’s ark. In verse 21 he says, 

Baptism, which corresponds to this, now 

saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the 

body but as an appeal to God for a good 

conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. 

So again, this appeal is an expression of repentance 

and faith. Baptism gives outward symbolic expression 

to the inward reality of salvation in someone’s life. 
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Early in church history, however, church leaders 

began to baptize infants. The Bible does not speak of 

infants being baptized. Some speculate that an infant 

may have been included in the household baptism of 

Acts 16, but the passage does not specify this. We do 

not know how the practice began, but I suspect some 

pastor was wrestling with how to respond to parents 

whose child died in infancy. How could parents know 

whether their child would receive eternal life? Rather 

than simply relying upon God’s mercy, the church 

began to teach that baptism rescued a child from the 

condemnation due for the original sin of Adam and 

Eve. To preserve the idea of baptism as a declaration of 

faith, the church also adopted the practice of 

appointing godparents whose faith would stand in for 

the child until they were older. 

One might assume that sola Scriptura and sola fide 

would lead the Reformers to reject infant baptism, but 

they did not. Luther maintained a similar position to 

the Catholic view. Other Reformers asserted that infant 

baptism plays a similar role as circumcision played in 

the Old Testament, identifying someone with God’s 
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people. There is, however, no biblical evidence 

connecting circumcision and baptism. 

Ulrich Zwingli was a priest in Zurich, Switzerland, 

who became an influential Reformer. He thought that 

some of his followers were being too extreme when 

they began to question infant baptism. When they 

baptized one another, they were labelled Anabaptists 

or re-baptizers. The movement they began faced 

persecution from both Catholics and Protestants. 

Infant baptism was part of people’s identity, so the 

Anabaptist rejection of it provoked intense emotion. 

Setting tradition and emotion aside, New 

Testament teaching leads me to conclude that the 

Anabaptists were correct. Infant baptism is not biblical 

baptism. It does not wash away original sin. We are 

saved by faith alone, and baptism is a symbolic 

declaration of that saving faith. 
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Despite their blind spots, the Reformers reclaimed 

the biblical teaching that we are justified by faith alone. 

Saving faith is based upon knowledge of the gospel 

message. It describes a relationship of childlike 

dependence upon the triune God. Thanks to the 

perfectly righteous life of Jesus and his sacrificial death 

for our sin, that faith counts as righteousness before 

God. It also changes our outlook as we repent and trust 

God to direct our lives through his Word. Finally, 

though many others who believe in sola fide would 

disagree, saving faith should be declared through 

believer’s baptism. 

So, with these truths in mind, I must ask, “Are you 

a believer in Jesus?” If not, I encourage you to repent 

and believe. Begin your relationship with God today, 

and declare your faith by being baptized. If you hesitate 

to make this commitment, then at least learn more.  

Romans 10 would be a great chapter to review what we 

have learned today. 

If you are a believer, is your faith growing? Your 

knowledge of God’s truth, your reliance upon him, and 

your repentance should all be increasing. What could 
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you do differently this week to deepen your faith? One 

way to grow is through sharing your faith with 

someone. As baptism demonstrates, we should be 

declaring our faith publicly. Who do you know that 

needs to hear the good news? 

May God supply what is lacking in our faith for his 

glory. 
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1. Which of these truths about saving faith are most 

familiar to you? Why? 

 

 

2. Which of these truths about saving faith are less 

familiar to you? What effect has this unfamiliarity 

had on your spiritual life? 

 

 

3. What steps could you take this week to deepen your 

reliance upon God? 
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In 1505, Pope Julius II set out to construct in Rome 

the grandest church building ever built. It is called St. 

Peter’s Basilica, because it supposedly stands upon the 

Apostle Peter’s burial site. A church building was 

already there, but Julius had it torn down to start 

afresh. Even today St. Peter’s is the largest church 

building in existence, covering 5.7 acres. Its massive 

dome is 136 feet in diameter and reaches a height of 

almost 450 feet. It is lavishly decorated and filled with 
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priceless works of art. Julius thought it would serve as 

a fitting place for his own tomb. 

The basilica stands as a tangible representation of 

many of the issues that prompted the Protestant 

Reformation. Like any Catholic church building, its 

primary purpose is for the sacrifice of the Mass. But the 

Reformers argued that the church’s teaching about the 

Mass and the other sacraments contradicted the 

biblical idea that salvation is by grace alone through 

faith alone in Christ alone. To make matters worse, the 

building project was funded through the sale of 

indulgences that promised to shorten people’s time in 

purgatory. As we saw previously, Martin Luther posted 

his 95 Theses in 1517 to protest this sale as an abuse of 

papal authority. He began to assert that Scripture alone 

is the ultimate authority that should always be 

followed, even if popes or church councils depart from 

it. 

On a more basic level, the basilica portrays the 

exalted status and vast power claimed by Roman 

Catholic church leaders. The apostles of Jesus were 

working men of humble means who endured great 

suffering to spread the gospel throughout the world. 
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But over the centuries, church leaders became 

increasingly separate from common people. By calling 

themselves priests, they claimed exclusive access to 

God. They alone dealt with the sacred things of eternal 

significance. Common people with their everyday 

concerns were deemed insignificant. Luther and the 

other Reformers came to reject this division between 

the sacred and the secular as they rediscovered the 

biblical idea that every believer can live all of life soli 

Deo gloria (for God’s glory alone).  

We previously considered the glory of God as the 

reason for our existence and thus the measure of our 

guilt. Romans 3:23 says, “For all have sinned and fall 

short of the glory of God.” But God, prompted by his 

mercy and grace alone, sent His Son to die as the once-

for-all sacrifice for our sins. If we believe in Christ, his 

perfect righteousness is credited to us as a gift apart 

from works. When we receive that gift, the Holy Spirit 

begins to transform us, and we are compelled to live for 

God’s glory in response to what he has done for us. 

The Reformers emphasized five responses that 

celebrate our salvation. As we track these ideas through 

the New Testament, I encourage you to reflect on your 
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own life. If you have been saved through faith in Christ, 

then rejoice and be grateful. Let your gratitude spill 

over into these responses.
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Plants often sprout up in very unlikely places. They 

poke through hairline cracks in thick pavement. They 

climb up through piles of rubble. In time their roots can 

lift up sidewalks and knock down retaining walls. Plant 

life is strong, but spiritual life is far more powerful. God 

delights to transform hard-hearted people. Once you 

have been saved, God works in you to help you grow.  

We learned previously that Luther taught that we 

are justified by faith alone apart from works. Roman 

Catholicism, on the other hand, teaches that salvation 

depends upon doing good works through grace 

received in the sacraments. So, they claimed that 
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Luther’s view removes any incentive for pursuing 

obedience. Luther responded in his Galatians 

commentary by saying, 

Once a person has been justified by Christ, he 

will not be unproductive of good, but as a 

good tree he will bring forth good fruit. A 

believer has the Holy Spirit, and the Holy 

Spirit will not permit a person to remain idle, 

but will put him to work and stir him up to 

the love of God, to patient suffering in 

affliction, to prayer, thanksgiving, to the 

habit of charity towards all men.1 

We find this work of the Spirit described in 

Galatians 5:22-23, where Paul says, “But the fruit of the 

Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 

faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such 

things there is no law.” Many religious leaders use 

condemnation and guilt to pressure people to conform 

with external rules and standards. But this passage 

assures us that God is at work in the lives of true 

believers to cultivate these characteristics from the 

inside out. Paul explains the believer’s responsibility in 

                                                
1 Martin Luther, A Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 
trans. Theodore Graebner (Grand Rapids: Christian Classics Ethereal 
Library, n.d.),71-72. 
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verse 25 by saying, “If we live by the Spirit, let us also 

keep in step with the Spirit.” 

In 2 Corinthians 3:18, Paul uses a different 

illustration to describe the Spirit’s work. He recounts 

the story of how the glory of God was reflected on the 

face of Moses, and says, 

And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the 

glory of the Lord, are being transformed into 

the same image from one degree of glory to 

another. For this comes from the Lord who is 

the Spirit. 

God wants to change our character so that it reflects 

what he is like. The Spirit brings about this change as 

we behold the glory of the Lord revealed in his word, 

learning and pondering who he is and how he works. 

So, church leaders are not the only ones who can see 

and reflect God’s glory. Paul says that this 

transformation is taking place in us all. Every Christian 

can celebrate salvation by growing from one degree of 

glory to another.  
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A lot of people approach the church like a spigot. 

You should be able to come in empty and leave full. 

Someone actively pours into you, and you passively 

receive. Roman Catholicism supports this way of 

thinking by teaching that priests distribute grace 

through the sacraments. Most Protestant churchgoers 

today seem to have a similar mindset. Rather than 

receiving grace, they expect to receive knowledge or a 

religious experience. But the reality of salvation in 

Christ enables us to serve others for the glory of God 

alone. 
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The Reformation sparked a dramatic change in 

church gatherings. Catholic worship focused on the 

Mass and was conducted in Latin, but the Reformers 

made Bible teaching in the common language the focus 

of worship. So, for example, pastors like John Calvin 

preached verse by verse through almost every book of 

the Bible. Every day people were able to learn biblical 

truth.  

The Reformation also emphasized congregational 

singing. In the Catholic Church music was performed 

to accompany the Mass. In fact, many great pieces of 

classical music were written for this purpose, but the 

average person simply watched and listened. As early 

as 1524, Martin Luther published his first of several 

books of hymns. His song, A Mighty Fortress is Our 

God, is still well known today. Singing gave the average 

person a way to participate in praising God and 

celebrating his salvation. 

As significant as such changes were, they only 

scratch the surface of a much deeper idea. Luther 

claimed that every believer is a priest. He found this 

concept in 1 Peter 2:5, which says, 
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You yourselves like living stones are being 

built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy 

priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices 

acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 

Then 1 Peter 2:9 adds, 

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 

a holy nation, a people for his own 

possession, that you may proclaim the 

excellencies of him who called you out of 

darkness into his marvelous light. 

The New Testament never refers to church leaders as 

priests. The term is used to describe the responsibility 

that all believers have because of their access to God. 

These verses led Luther to conclude that every 

Christian, “should preach the word, pray for the 

Church, and offer themselves up before God.”2 

So, the gathering of the church should be a dynamic 

exchange. No believer is spiritually empty. We are each 

united with Christ and indwelled by the Holy Spirit. 

Hebrews 10:24-25 says,   

                                                
2 Martin Luther, The Epistles of St. Peter and St. Jude Preached and 
Explained by Martin Luther, trans. John Nicholas Lenker (Minneapolis: 
Lutherans in All Lands Co., 1904), 95. 
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And let us consider how to stir up one 

another to love and good works, not 

neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all 

the more as you see the Day drawing near. 

No Christian should be passive when we come 

together.  We must actively give and serve.  

For this kind of exchange to happen, we must 

cultivate meaningful friendships. We cannot allow 

ourselves to think of church like a class where we check 

off our attendance. Our meetings are family gatherings. 

We must rise above selfish isolation and petty 

squabbles. In Romans 15:5-6, Paul prayed, 

May the God of endurance and 

encouragement grant you to live in such 

harmony with one another, in accord with 

Christ Jesus, that together you may with one 

voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. 

The relational unity of a church family equips us to 

display and proclaim the gospel and testifies to the 

power of the gospel that we preach. We celebrate 

salvation by serving for the glory of God.  
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Sometimes our efforts to stay safe become 

dangerous. My wife and I purchased our first house 

from an older man who lived alone for many years. The 

neighborhood seemed safe, but he had installed four 

locks on each door. He assumed that those security 

measures would protect him. But at his age, he was far 

more likely to have a fall or a medical emergency than 

to be robbed. All his locks would have just made it 

harder for anyone to come to his aid.  

Over the centuries, Roman Catholicism made a 

similar mistake. Though marriage is a sacrament, 

sexual activity has generally been treated as unholy—
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something only allowed for procreation. So, to protect 

the holiness of the church, priests were not allowed to 

marry but were required to remain celibate. They 

reasoned that this made church leaders more like Jesus 

and the Apostle Paul. Paul commends singleness in 1 

Corinthians 7:32-33, by saying, 

I want you to be free from anxieties. The 

unmarried man is anxious about the things 

of the Lord, how to please the Lord. But the 

married man is anxious about worldly 

things, how to please his wife. 

So, monasteries and convents required the same 

commitment. But rather than protecting the church, 

this restriction has resulted in countless sexual 

scandals down to the present day. 

The Reformers rejected clerical celibacy for several 

reasons. First, Peter, whom Catholics consider to be the 

first pope, was married (1 Cor 9:5). Next, the biblical 

character qualities for church leaders in 1 Timothy 3 

speak of being the husband of one wife (v. 2) and being 

a good parent (v. 4). So, in his Galatians commentary 

Luther argues that married life encourages spiritual 

growth. He says, 
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I am told that I began in the spirit under the 

papacy, but am ending up in the flesh 

because I got married. As though single life 

were a spiritual life, and married life a carnal 

life. They are silly. All the duties of a 

Christian husband, e.g., to love his wife, to 

bring up his children, to govern his family, 

etc., are the very fruits of the Spirit.3  

So, rather than hindering church leaders, marital love 

helps them glorify God. 

As the Reformation developed, many priests, 

monks and nuns decided to seek marriage. Luther and 

some friends even helped a group of nuns escape from 

a convent by sneaking them out in a fish monger’s 

empty barrels. Over the course of two years, Luther 

found husbands for all the women but one, Katherine 

von Bora who was known for being strongly 

opinionated. She made the perfect wife for Luther 

himself. 

Luther came to see that love, even sex itself, can 

glorify God. In fact, Paul makes this point right before 

he speaks of singleness in 1 Corinthians. At the end of 

chapter 6 in verses 18-20 he writes, 

                                                
3 Martin Luther, Galatians, 94. 
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Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin 

a person commits is outside the body, but the 

sexually immoral person sins against his own 

body. Or do you not know that your body is a 

temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom 

you have from God? You are not your own, 

for you were bought with a price. So glorify 

God in your body. 

We cannot let the chapter break hinder us from 

connecting Paul’s statement about glorifying God with 

the opening verses of chapter 7. Paul speaks about the 

importance of sex in marriage in verse 5, by saying, 

Do not deprive one another, except perhaps 

by agreement for a limited time, that you 

may devote yourselves to prayer; but then 

come together again, so that Satan may not 

tempt you because of your lack of self-

control. 

So, while singleness may be good, marriage is too. 

Married couples celebrate their salvation and glorify 

God by maintaining a strong, healthy sexual 

relationship.  
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Our culture respects some jobs more than others. 

We tend to look down on those jobs that leave you dirty 

and sweaty. Our children are constantly told to study 

hard and go to college, so that they can get a good job. 

Just as people coming out of the Middle Ages valued 

the sacred over the secular, so we value the intellectual 

over the physical. But God does not make this 

distinction. The Reformation rediscovered the biblical 

idea that all work can be done for the glory of God. 

Martin Luther pledged himself to become a monk 

when he was frightened by a thunderstorm as a young 

man. His life became fully absorbed in spiritual 
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activities. But his study of Scripture led him to passages 

like Colossians 3:23-24 where Paul says, 

Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the 

Lord and not for men, knowing that from the 

Lord you will receive the inheritance as your 

reward. You are serving the Lord Christ. 

Luther began to see that all work can be done for 

Christ. He wrote,  

It looks like a small thing when a maid cooks 

and cleans and does other housework. But 

because God’s command is there, even such 

a small work must be praised as a service of 

God far surpassing the holiness and 

asceticism of all monks and nuns.4 

Thoughts like these became the basis for what is often 

called the Protestant work ethic.  

Paul made an even more radical statement about 

work in Titus 2:9-10. As he was giving instructions to 

Christians who were slaves, he wrote,  

Bondservants are to be submissive to their 

own masters in everything; they are to be 

well-pleasing, not argumentative, not 

                                                
4 Quoted in Leland Ryken, Work and Leisure in Christian Perspective 
(Portland: Multnomah, 1987), 95. 
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pilfering, but showing all good faith, so that 

in everything they may adorn the doctrine of 

God our Savior. 

Even the hard labor of a slave can display the life 

transforming power of salvation in Christ for all to see. 

Whatever tasks fill your day, do your work for the glory 

of God in celebration of your salvation.  
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A few weeks ago, I competed in a half-marathon in 

Grand Rapids. Five minutes before the race started, a 

heavy rain began to fall driven by strong gusty winds. I 

was soaked before I crossed the starting line, and the 

air temperature was dropping. As I made my way 

through the 13.1-mile course, my shoes seemed to get 

heavier and heavier as I splashed through areas 

flooded with water. I was miserable, but I kept telling 

myself that each soggy step was bringing me closer to 

the finish line where there was food, a warm shower, 

and dry clothes. 
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Life often feels like that race. The rain keeps falling 

and the water gets deeper. We need the hope that 

something better awaits us, but Roman Catholic 

doctrine says that after they die, people will face more 

suffering in purgatory. If we believe, however, that 

salvation is by God’s grace alone through faith alone in 

Christ alone, then we can run this race with hope. Since 

we are certain that the glory of eternal life awaits us, we 

can have joy in the face of suffering. We celebrate our 

salvation and glorify God as we live with hope. 

Peter described this hope in 1 Peter 1:3-9 by saying, 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, 

he has caused us to be born again to a living 

hope through the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that 

is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, 

kept in heaven for you, who by God's power 

are being guarded through faith for a 

salvation ready to be revealed in the last 

time. In this you rejoice, though now for a 

little while, if necessary, you have been 

grieved by various trials, so that the tested 

genuineness of your faith—more precious 

than gold that perishes though it is tested by 

fire—may be found to result in praise and 
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glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus 

Christ. Though you have not seen him, you 

love him. Though you do not now see him, 

you believe in him and rejoice with joy that is 

inexpressible and filled with glory, obtaining 

the outcome of your faith, the salvation of 

your souls. 

As believers in Christ, we know that we have a finish 

line. A glorious heavenly inheritance awaits us, and the 

power of God protects us. So, when we face trials, God 

helps us endure. We can find joy in knowing that those 

trials serve to refine our faith. When we die, we will not 

be sent away for further purification. We will receive 

praise, glory, and honor. 

Martin Luther knew what it was to face trials. After 

Rome condemned him as a heretic, it was technically 

illegal for anyone to give him food or shelter. Someone 

could kill him without facing legal consequences. He 

also faced various medical problems throughout his 

life. He drew great comfort from this passage in 1 Peter. 

He said, 

It is certain that this imperishable, undefiled 

and unfading inheritance is ours. It is only 

for a little while concealed from us, until we 
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close our eyes and are buried, when we shall 

surely find and behold it if we believe.5  

Paul expressed the same thought in Romans 8:18, 

when he said, “For I consider that the sufferings of this 

present time are not worth comparing with the glory 

that is to be revealed to us.” In the verses that follow, 

he speaks of the day when the whole world will finally 

be set free from the corrupting influence of sin. 

Revelation 21 tells us that there will be no more 

mourning or crying or pain. God will be present shining 

in all his glory. So, the glory of God is both the guiding 

principle of our lives and our ultimate reward forever. 

We celebrate this amazing salvation as we fix our hope 

on Him. 

The glory of God is not seen in lavish buildings, but 

in the lives of everyday people who trust in Jesus Christ 

for salvation. That salvation compels us to live for 

God’s glory. We glorify him by growing to reflect his 

righteous character, and by serving one another as the 

                                                
5 Luther, Epistles of St. Peter, 47. 
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church and proclaiming his gospel. We glorify him by 

loving all people, but particularly our spouse. We 

glorify him by how we work, no matter what kind of 

work we do. Finally, we glorify him by persevering 

through trials in the hope of eternal life. 

Have you received this salvation? If not, I invite you 

to believe in Christ. He died for our sins and rose again 

to open the way for us to have eternal life. God offers 

that hope as a gift to all who believe. If you want to 

know more about this hope, I would encourage you to 

read Roman 8.  

If you possess this hope, then is your life reflecting 

God’s glory? Do you need to focus on one of these 

responses that we have considered? Pray for the 

Spirit’s work in your life. Look to the Scripture to 

behold God’s glory. Be eager to respond as the Spirit 

prompts you to make changes in your life. If you are 

facing difficult times, you may want to commit Romans 

8:18 to memory and focus in on our precious hope. 

May God continue his transforming work in us for 

his glory. 
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1. How has this study changed your understanding of 

good works? 

 

 

2. What ideas in this study are most encouraging for 

you? 

 

 

3. What could you do to deepen your celebration of 

salvation? 



— 147 — 

Some Christians treat the ideas of the Protestant 

Reformation like a dusty old book. They may have been 

relevant at one time, but now they are outdated. Those 

battles five centuries ago seem too dramatic for our 

enlightened age. So, many take their stand, if you can 

call it that, on generic kindness and love that bends to 

almost anything. 

I have always liked dusty old books, but that is not 

what draws me to Reformation history. I simply want 
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to know and follow the Bible, and I find that same 

passion in Martin Luther and many of the other 

Reformers. I do not consider those men authorities or 

perfect examples to follow, but friends who traveled the 

same path that we are on. The Five Solas are like 

landmarks that guide us in our journey: sola scriptura, 

sola gratia, solus Christus, sola fide, and soli Deo 

gloria. 

As we conclude this study, I challenge you to take 

your stand upon these truths. I believe there are three 

practical ways to use the Five Solas. 
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Every building has some parts that are structurally 

necessary, and some that are just decorative. If 

something is wrong with the decorative parts, they are 

relatively easy to replace. But the structural parts, like 

the massive pillars of antiquity, hold up the roof. If 

those parts are faulty, then the whole building is 

unstable and likely to collapse. They are essential. 

Without them, you have no building. In the same way, 

I believe that the Five Solas are essential Christian 

beliefs. Without them, you do not really have 

Christianity. 
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Every person has a theology, a system of beliefs, 

even if he or she has never opened a Bible or set foot in 

a church. We each have thoughts about God, the 

universe, and human beings. We have opinions about 

right and wrong, good and bad. We have ideas about 

what happens after we die. We all have some concept 

of the basic problem facing humanity and where to find 

the solution. Your beliefs may be inconsistent and 

unexamined, but you still have them. 

So, what makes someone’s theology Christian? 

What pillars are essential to the structure? We could 

say, “Just believe the Bible,” but people sometimes 

interpret the same passage differently. What issues can 

we disagree about and still be Christian? More to the 

point, what must you believe to be saved? 

Paul deals with this issue in his letter to the 

Galatians. In verses 6-9 of chapter 1 he writes, 

I am astonished that you are so quickly 

deserting him who called you in the grace of 

Christ and are turning to a different gospel—

not that there is another one, but there are 

some who trouble you and want to distort the 

gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel 

from heaven should preach to you a gospel 

contrary to the one we preached to you, let 
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him be accursed. As we have said before, so 

now I say again: If anyone is preaching to you 

a gospel contrary to the one you received, let 

him be accursed. 

So, belief in the gospel is essential, but how do we 

define the gospel message? The death and resurrection 

of Jesus are the heart of it. In 1 Corinthians 15:3-4, Paul 

says, 

For I delivered to you as of first importance 

what I also received: that Christ died for our 

sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that 

he was buried, that he was raised on the third 

day in accordance with the Scriptures. 

The creeds of the early church reflect this focus on 

Christ’s death and resurrection, but the significance of 

these events can be explained in very different ways. 

Paul wrote to the Galatians to address one of these 

differences. Some Jewish Christians were claiming that 

to be saved, people needed to believe in Jesus and obey 

the Old Testament Law. They did not deny the death 

and resurrection of Jesus, but Paul still declares their 

teaching to be a false gospel that will not save anyone. 



— 152 — 

I believe the Five Solas help us define the biblical 

gospel. In a sense, they are nothing more than a 

summary of the ideas that Paul emphasized.  

▪ God created all things for his glory alone, but 

people fall entirely short of that purpose 

because of sin.  

▪ Scripture alone is the authority for 

understanding God's truth.  

▪ From it we learn that people are only worthy 

of condemnation, but God chooses to save 

them by his grace alone.  

▪ He provides that salvation through Christ 

alone, the perfect mediator and once-for-all 

sacrifice.  

▪ The only response required for someone to 

receive this gift of salvation is faith alone.  

▪ All who believe are transformed by the Holy 

Spirit so that they begin to grow in living life 

for God’s glory alone until Christ returns or 

they die, leaving behind all sin and suffering 

to spend eternity in the glory of God’s 

presence forever. 

As Christians, we must build our belief system upon 

these pillars. We should know them clearly and discuss 
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them often. We should be able to show where they can 

be found in Scripture. Some people are passionate 

about issues such as the timeline of creation, divine 

sovereignty versus free will, spiritual gifts, or the 

sequence of end times events. Though such topics are 

worthy of study and discussion, they should not be 

emphasized above the essentials of the gospel. Take 

your theological stand upon the Five Solas.  
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When I was growing up, the living room in our 

home was lavishly decorated but generally off limits. 

The furniture was immaculate, because we rarely used 

it. My mom wanted to keep everything nice for guests, 

but we seldom had anyone over. So, the only time we 

used that part of the house was Christmas morning, 

and even then, it felt strange and uncomfortable. Some 

people approach the gospel that way. They may believe 

all the right truths intellectually, and they sort of use 

them at Christmas, but even then, it feels strange and 

uncomfortable. 
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James confronts this problem of unused beliefs in 

his epistle. In verses 14-19 of chapter 2, he writes, 

What good is it, my brothers, if someone says 

he has faith but does not have works? Can 

that faith save him? If a brother or sister is 

poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, and 

one of you says to them, "Go in peace, be 

warmed and filled," without giving them the 

things needed for the body, what good is 

that? So also faith by itself, if it does not have 

works, is dead. But someone will say, "You 

have faith and I have works." Show me your 

faith apart from your works, and I will show 

you my faith by my works. You believe that 

God is one; you do well. Even the demons 

believe--and shudder! 

Demons have a perfect understanding of sound 

doctrine, but they refuse to submit to it. So, intellectual 

acknowledgment by itself is meaningless. What you 

believe must shape how you live. 

The gospel truths expressed by the Five Solas 

should be such an integral part of your life that they 

define your personal story. 

▪ God created you to reflect his glory, but you 

have failed. 
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▪ He has revealed his truth in Scripture for you 

to know him and have a relationship with 

him. 

▪ You are worthy of his condemnation, but 

God wants to save you by his grace. 

▪ He sent his Son, Jesus, to be your mediator 

and the sacrifice for all your sins. 

▪ To receive this gift of salvation, he requires 

that you entrust your whole life to him. 

▪ When you believe, God begins to transform 

you by the Holy Spirit, so that you can begin 

to live every part of your life for God’s glory 

until Jesus takes you home.  

▪ Then you will be freed from sin and suffering 

to enjoy the glory of God's presence forever. 

Baptism and communion are powerful symbols of 

the personal nature of your salvation. When you are 

baptized you declare that you have been personally 

united with Christ in his death and resurrection. When 

you participate in communion, you proclaim that you 

are personally depending upon Christ’s death and 

resurrection to sustain you. Is this how you view your 

life? Is this your story?  
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Light is hard to contain. You can be in a dark room 

with the door closed trying to fall asleep. But if 

someone turns on a lamp in an adjoining room, the 

light comes streaming through the cracks. You can 

clench your eyes shut, but the light still illumines the 

room. The gospel has that same power. When your life 

is flooded with the light of the gospel, other people see 

it. 

In fact, the gospel compels us to speak up and shine 

the light like a lighthouse, guiding others out of the 

darkness. Paul expresses this line of thinking in 2 
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Corinthians 4 and 5. In verses 3-6 of chapter 4, he 

writes, 

And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to 

those who are perishing. In their case the god 

of this world has blinded the minds of the 

unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the 

light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who 

is the image of God. For what we proclaim is 

not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with 

ourselves as your servants for Jesus' sake. 

For God, who said, "Let light shine out of 

darkness," has shone in our hearts to give the 

light of the knowledge of the glory of God in 

the face of Jesus Christ. 

People are blinded, but so were we. God used someone 

to proclaim the gospel to us, shouldn't we do the same 

for others. 

In verses 14 and 15 of chapter 5, Paul says, 

For the love of Christ controls us, because we 

have concluded this: that one has died for all, 

therefore all have died; and he died for all, 

that those who live might no longer live for 

themselves but for him who for their sake 

died and was raised. 

We know that Jesus gave his life on the cross because 

of his love. But we also need to understand that his love 
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compelled him to preach. So, if we respond to his love 

by living for him, then it stands to reason that we will 

also devote ourselves to his mission of proclaiming the 

gospel. 

Finally, in verses 18-20 of chapter 5, Paul writes, 

All this is from God, who through Christ 

reconciled us to himself and gave us the 

ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ 

God was reconciling the world to himself, not 

counting their trespasses against them, and 

entrusting to us the message of 

reconciliation. Therefore, we are 

ambassadors for Christ, God making his 

appeal through us. We implore you on behalf 

of Christ, be reconciled to God. 

So, it should not surprise us that each of the Five 

Solas direct our focus outward toward those who need 

to hear the gospel. 

▪ If we believe that God alone deserves glory, 

then shouldn't we urge others to glorify him 

too? 

▪ If we believe that Scripture alone is our 

supreme authority in determining what is 

true, then shouldn't that conviction be 

apparent in our conversations? 
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▪ If we believe that God’s grace alone is the 

reason for our salvation, then shouldn't we 

humbly share that grace with other unworthy 

people? 

▪ If we believe that Christ died for the sins of 

the world, then shouldn't we make that great 

deed known? 

▪ If we believe that faith in Christ is the only 

requirement of salvation, then shouldn't we 

invite people to believe? 

Though the Reformation began 500 years ago, its 

main ideas are still useful and desperately needed 

today. They should not be left gathering dust. On a 

practical level, the Five Solas sum up the gospel and 

serve as our essential beliefs, our personal story, and 

our evangelistic motivation.  

So, if you’ve never done so, I encourage you to make 

your faith personal. Don’t let it be merely an 

intellectual matter. Heed the warning of James 2, and 

spend more time reflecting upon it. 

Perhaps this study of the Reformation has stirred 

up a desire to learn more about biblical theology or 
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church history.  If so, then make a commitment to learn 

more. Study a particular issue, time period, or key 

figure. Deepen your understanding so that you are 

better equipped to stand firm. 

Most importantly, share these truths with others. 

Be a lighthouse in a dark world. May the gospel spread 

with power for the glory of God.  

1. How did your understanding of the Five Solas 

change during this study? 

 

 

2. In what ways could the Five Solas become more 

personal for you, more a part of your outlook on 

life? 

 

 

3. Who do you know who needs to hear some of these 

ideas? What could you do to raise the subject? 
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