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Date: October 30, 2016 
Title:  “The Five Solas of the Protestant Reformation” 
Text:  Ephesians 2:1-10 
Theme: We are part of a theological lineage that pushes against a man-centered, works-based 

righteousness before God. ------ We believe as did our theological forefathers that this 
entire Story is about God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit. And that creation is a bit player 
in the glorious narrative. 

 
Introduction:  
“Around 1515, when Pope Leo X needed money to rebuild Saint Peter’s Basilica, he embraced the 
practice of many bishops and popes. During the last four centuries, these clergymen had raised 
fortunes by selling indulgences. Pope Leo X asked Johann Tetzel, the renowned Dominican 
preacher of indulgences, to offer a plenary indulgence to whoever donated funds for the 
construction of Saint Peter’s Basilica. In eloquent sermons, Tetzel first explained the need and 
efficacy of indulgences. Even after a sin had been forgiven, an obligation remained to repair or 
compensate for the wrong done. This debt was called the temporal punishment due for sin. If it 
were not fully satisfied before death, a person’s soul would suffer in purgatory for an unknown 
time before entering heaven. Then Tetzel informed the people that they could make satisfaction for 
all their past sins and also for the sins of their beloved lingering in purgatory. This they could do 
by performing good deeds, such as prayers, fasting and almsgiving. The Pope now offered a faster 
and surer way to erase the temporal punishment due for sins. He controlled the treasury of infinite 
merits accumulated by Jesus, Mary, and the saints. The Pope was now granting a plenary 
indulgence to anyone who contributed towards the construction of Saint Peter’s Basilica. Since the 
indulgence was plenary, each donation guaranteed the immediate release of a soul from purgatory 
and its entrance into heaven. These donations would build Saint Peter’s basilica and empty 
purgatory. It did not bother Tetzel and the Pope that Jesus and Peter never preached indulgences. 
It did not bother Tetzel and the Pope that the first claim that indulgences benefited souls in 
purgatory appeared only in 1476. It did not bother Tetzel and the Pope that the theories of 
indulgences, the temporal punishment for sin, and the Church’s treasury of merits had no basis in 
Scripture. But it bothered Martin Luther, a renowned Scripture scholar. What disturbed him even 
more was that those theories were being preached not for the spiritual benefit of Christians but for 
the grandiose building plans of Pope Leo X.”1 
 
“The Protestant Reformation threw the Christian world into chaos. At the beginning of the 
1400’s the Pope’s authority was absolute and the only means of salvation were the sacraments 
given under his auspices. There was a secular/sacred distinction that was ironclad, meaning 
that the priests and laity lived in practically two separate worlds. There was no concept of 
church membership, corporate worship, preaching, or Bible reading in the churches. And as far 
as doctrine was concerned, there was no debate—the creeds and declarations from Rome (and 
soon to be Avignon) were the law. 
Things had been this way for six hundred years. In a world where life expectancy was in the 
30’s, that is essentially the same as saying that the church had been in the dark forever. 
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But if you fast-forward to the end of the 1500’s, all of that had been turned on its head. The 
absolute nature of the Pope’s rule and vanished—in large part owing to the Babylonian 
Captivity of the church (the 40 year period were two rival popes both ruled, and both 
excommunicated each other—finally to both be deposed by a church council). Church councils 
themselves had contradicted themselves so many times that their own authority was openly 
ridiculed. The Holy Roman Empire was no longer relevant, and the political world had simply 
passed the Pope by.  
Protestants found themselves in the wake of this upheaval, and there was one major question to 
be answered: what, exactly, was this new kind of Christian? What did a Protestant believe? The 
reformation had followed similar and simultaneous tracks in multiple countries, yet at the end 
of it all the content of Protestantism was pretty much the same. On the essentials, German, 
English, Swiss, and Dutch Protestants all stood for the same theology. But what was it? 
It was easy to understand the beliefs of Catholicism—all one had to do was look at their creeds 
and the declarations from their councils. But Protestants were so named precisely because they 
were opposed to all that. So what council would give them their beliefs then? 
This is where the five solas came from. These were five statements about the content of the 
Protestant gospel, and by the end of the 1500’s, these were the terms which identified 
Protestantism. These five phrases are not an extensive statement on theology, but instead served 
simply as a way to explain what the content of the gospel was to which Protestants held. 
Sola Fide—Faith alone 
Solus Christus—Christ alone 
Sola Scriptura—Scripture alone 
Sola Gratia—Grace alone 
Soli Deo Gloria—God’s glory alone 
These five solas still live on to this very day. They define what the gospel is for evangelicals 
worldwide, and also provide a helpful summary—a cheat sheet even—of what marks the true 
gospel from a religion of works. But historically, these five solas make the most sense when 
viewed from the perspective of answering the question: what do Protestants believe? In fact, each 
one of these five is an answer to a particular question.”2 
 
Do we believe this is all there is to say on such subjects? No, but as it relates to the issues of 
justification and sanctification and glorification, yes. 
 
“How may a man be made right before God? We are justified by faith alone (sola fide), in Christ 
alone (solo Christo), the Protestant Reformers answered. This conviction — sola fide — based upon 
solo Christo, was the principle cause of the sixteenth-century call to reform the church. 
Justification by ‘faith alone’ in ‘Christ alone’ has historically been recognized, according to J. I. 
Packer, ‘as one of the two basic and controlling principles of Reformation theology’. He explains, 
The authority of Scripture was the formal principle of that theology, determining its method and 
providing its touchstone of truth; justification by faith was its material principle, determining its 
substance.”3 
 
“These ‘five solas’ were developed in response to specific perversions of the truth that were 
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taught by the corrupt Roman Catholic Church. The Roman Church taught that the foundation 
for faith and practice was a combination of the scriptures, sacred tradition, and the teachings of 
the magisterium and the pope; but the Reformers said, ‘No, our foundation is sola scriptura’. 
The Catholic Church taught that we are saved through a combination of God's grace, the merits 
that we accumulate through penance and good works, and the superfluity of merits that the 
saints before us accumulated; the reformers responded, ‘sola gratia’. The Catholic Church taught 
that we are justified by faith and the works that we produce, which the righteousness that God 
infuses in us through faith brings about. The reformers responded, ‘No, we are justified by faith 
alone, which lays hold of the alien righteousness of Christ that God freely credits to the account 
of those who believe’. The Catholic Church taught that we are saved by the merits of Christ and 
the saints, and that we approach God through Christ, the saints, and Mary, who all pray and 
intercede for us. The Reformers responded, ‘No, we are saved by the merits of Christ Alone, and 
we come to God through Christ Alone’. The Catholic Church adhered to what Martin Luther 
called the ‘theology of glory’ (in opposition to the ‘theology of the cross’), in which the glory for 
a sinner's salvation could be attributed partly to Christ, partly to Mary and the saints, and partly 
to the sinner himself. The reformers responded, ‘No, the only true gospel is that which gives all 
glory to God alone, as is taught in the scriptures.’ Today, the Catholic Church teaches the same 
essential perversions of truth; and much of Protestantism has seen a regress to many of the same 
corruptions, in many circles and denominations. It is a pressing need for Christians everywhere 
to reaffirm and champion anew the ‘five solas’ which underlay and gave impetus to the 
Protestant Reformation.”4 
 
“The Protestant Reformation of the 16th century changed Christianity forever. Roused to action 
by the corruption and abuses they saw in the Roman Catholic church of the time, visionary 
pastors and leaders like Martin Luther and John Calvin spearheaded a movement that 
transformed Christianity and eventually led to the emergence of the Protestant denominations 
that exist today. The Reformers were guided by the conviction that the church of their day had 
drifted away from the essential, original teachings of Christianity, especially in regard to what 
it was teaching about salvation—how people can be forgiven of sin through the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ and receive eternal life with God. The Reformation sought to re-
orient Christianity on the original message of Jesus and the early church. 
The Five Solas are five Latin phrases (or slogans) that emerged during the Reformation to 
summarize the Reformers’ theological convictions about the essentials of Christianity.”5 
 
“The Five Solas are five Latin phrases (or slogans) that emerged from the Protestant 
Reformation intended to summarize the Reformers' basic theological principles in contrast to 
certain teachings of the Roman Catholic Church of the day. ‘Sola’ is Latin meaning ‘alone’ or 
‘only’ and the corresponding phrases are:”6 
 
1. Sola Scriptura (“Scripture alone”): The Bible alone is our highest authority. 
2. Sola Fide (“faith alone”): We are saved through faith alone in Jesus Christ. 
3. Sola Gratia (“grace alone”): We are saved by the grace of God alone. 
4. Solus Christus (“Christ alone”): Jesus Christ alone is our Lord, Savior, and King. 
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5. Soli Deo Gloria (“to the glory of God alone”): We live for the glory of God alone. 
 
Let’s have a brief look at each of these five points. 
 
What came to be known as THE REFORMATION was centuries in the making. Seeds that had 
been planted by John Wycliffe and John Hus bloomed in 16th century Germany and elsewhere. 
What you and I enjoy as PROTESTANTS is the “jams and jellies” made from this fruit. By the 
way, tastes vary on this subject matter. My son-in-law Simeon Gilbert is from England and he 
enjoys “bitter” marmalades. I prefer my “jams and jellies” a tad bit sweeter. However, we both 
smear it on toasted bread. Some people within the Evangelical Church like there solas a bit 
“bitter” whereas others prefer to “sweeten it.” 
 
These truths do not make you a Calvinist or Reformed. These truths transcend dogmatic 
theology. However, you cannot be a Calvinist or Reformed without these five solas. Let us not 
be bashful or ashamed of these five flags flying over this stronghold we call the church.  
 
THE BIG PICTURE: 
 
The doctrine that the Bible alone is the ultimate authority was the ‘Formal Principle’ of the 
Reformation.”7  
 
Outline: 
 
I. Scripture Alone [SOLA SCRIPTURA] 

 
“What must I obey? Sola Scriptura - When the Council of Constance deposed both Popes, this 
question took on a sense of urgency. If a council is greater than a Pope, then does one have to 
obey the Pope at all, or is it better to simply submit yourself to the church as a whole? Are 
believers compelled to obey priests in matters of faith? Sola Scriptura says ‘no.’ In matters of 
faith, believers are compelled by no other authority than that of Scripture. There is no room for 
a mixture of history and tradition—those cannot restrain the flesh and they cannot bind the 
conscience. Instead, believers’ only ultimate authority is the Bible.”8 
 
The Scriptures are our ultimate and trustworthy authority for faith and practice. This doesn’t 
mean that the Bible is the only place where truth is found, but it does mean that everything else 
we learn about God and his world, and all other authorities, should be interpreted in light of 
Scripture. The Bible gives us everything we need for our theology. 
 
Every word of the 66 books of the Bible is inspired by God’s Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit also 
helps us to understand Scripture. The Bible is about Jesus Christ and his role as God and Savior. 
(Romans 15:4 is 2 Timothy 3:16). 
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“The inerrant Scripture (the Bible) is the sole source of written divine revelation, which alone 
can bind the conscience. The Bible alone teaches all that is necessary for our salvation from sin 
and is the standard by which [creation and all that is in it] must be measured. It is denied that 
any creed, council or individual may bind a Christian's conscience, that the Holy Spirit speaks 
independently of or contrary to what is set forth in the Bible, or that personal spiritual experience 
can ever be a vehicle of revelation.”9 
 
II. Faith Alone [SOLA FIDE]  

 
“What must I do to be saved? Sola Fide - The gospel is not a religion of works, but a religions 
of faith. You can’t do anything to be saved—rather, God saves you on the basis of your faith, 
which is itself on the basis of the work of Christ on your behalf. Protestants believe that you 
don’t work for your salvation, and that nobody is good enough to deserve salvation. But 
thankfully salvation does not come on the basis of works but instead on the basis of faith. Sola 
fide declares that in addition to faith, you can do absolutely nothing in order to be saved.”10 
 
We are saved solely through faith in Jesus Christ because of God’s grace and Christ’s merit 
alone. We are not saved by our merits or declared righteous by our good works. God grants 
salvation not because of the good things we do, and despite our sin. 
 
“Justification is by grace alone through faith alone because of Christ alone. In justification 
Christ's righteousness is imputed to us as the only possible satisfaction of God's perfect justice. 
Our justification does not rest on any merit to be found in us, nor upon the grounds of an 
infusion of Christ's righteousness in us, nor that an institution claiming to be a church that denies 
or condemns sola fide can be recognized as a legitimate church.”11 
 
As humans, we inherited (from our ancestor Adam) a nature that is enslaved to sin. Because of 
our nature, we are naturally enemies of God and lovers of evil. We need to be made alive 
(regenerated) so that we can even have faith in Christ. God graciously chooses to give us new 
hearts so that we trust in Christ and are saved through faith alone. 
 
“Not only was sola fide central to the Reformation and its success, but it still addresses the 
fundamental question that each of us must answer today. After all, life is short and eternity is 
long. One day I will stand before God. I cannot escape this encounter. It will take place. How 
can I be made right in his eyes? Or to give the question a biblical ring, ‘What must I do to be 
saved?’ Answer: ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be saved’ (Acts 16:30–31). 
Believe. We are ‘made right’ not by living a moral life (it would never be moral enough), or by 
good works (they would never be good enough), or by religious deeds (they would never be 
pious enough), but by faith alone in Christ alone. We should not view this conflict as a remote 
history lesson, unrelated to ministry. It is instead the heart of the gospel and the key to mission 
today. Since the Reformation every subsequent season of fruitful ministry has seen a renewed 
emphasis on justification by faith alone. The preaching of the great evangelists, whether John 
Bunyan (1628–88), George Whitefield (1714–70), John Wesley (1703–91), Jonathan Edwards 
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(1703–58), or Charles Spurgeon (1834–92), demonstrate this to be the case. No other doctrine so 
illustrates the sinfulness of man and the futility of his efforts to save himself. No other doctrine 
so glorifies Christ as the sole ground of our salvation. No other doctrine so establishes the 
security of the believer in Christ. Hence, no other doctrine is so vital to biblical preaching and 
effective ministry. Regrettably, one may have to search long and hard to hear a sermon on the 
subject. The shelves of bookstores are not bursting with books dealing with justification by faith 
alone. Those that do deal with it are not on the best-sellers list. The writers of the Cambridge 
Declaration claimed that sola fide ‘is often ignored, distorted, or sometimes even denied by 
leaders, scholars, and pastors who claim to be evangelical’. Perhaps most of the blame for this 
can be placed on the nature of the age in which we live. The contemporary audience is reluctant 
to think theologically. It wants experience. It wants sensations. But it typically does not want to 
think, or think hard, or think in theological categories.”12 
 
III. Grace Alone [SOLA GRATIA] 

 
“What must I earn? Sola Gratia - Is there any sense in which a person must earn salvation? For 
the Protestant, the answer is obvious: NO! Salvation is of grace…ALONE. It is not by work or 
merit. God didn’t look down the tunnel of time and see how you were going to responded to 
the gospel, then rewind the tape and choose you. He does not save you in light of what you did, 
are doing, or will do in the future. Instead, his salvation is based entirely upon his grace.”13 
 
“In salvation we are rescued from God's wrath by his grace alone. It is the supernatural work of 
the Holy Spirit that brings us to Christ by releasing us from our bondage to sin and raising us 
from spiritual death to spiritual life. It is denied that salvation is in any sense a human work. 
Human methods, techniques or strategies by themselves cannot accomplish this transformation. 
Faith is not produced by our unregenerated human nature.”14 
 
God graciously preserves us and keeps us. When we are faithless toward him, he is still faithful.  
We can only stand before God by his grace as he mercifully attributes to us the righteousness of 
Jesus Christ and attributes to him the consequences of our sins. Jesus’ life of perfect 
righteousness is counted as ours, and our records of sin and failure were counted to Jesus when 
he died on the cross. 
 
Sola fide and sola gratia express the teaching of Ephesians 2:8: 
 

“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. For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good 
works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” 

 
IV. Christ Alone [SOLUS CHRISTUS] 

 
“The ‘Material Principle’ of the Reformation was justification by faith alone. As the 
Westminster Confession of Faith says, ‘Faith, thus receiving and resting on Christ and his 
righteousness, is the alone instrument of justification: yet is it not alone in the person justified, 
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but is ever accompanied with all other saving graces, and is no dead faith, but worketh by 
love.’”15 
 
“What must I trust? Solus Christus - In a world with deposed Popes in the unemployment line, 
this question has profound importance. Keep in mind that for six hundred years, nearly every 
European would have answered that question by pointing at the sacraments. You trust them for 
your salvation. Perhaps some would point you to the church, the priest, of even to Jesus himself. 
But only a Protestant would say “trust Jesus alone.” Solus Christus is a simple declaration that 
salvation is not dispensed through Rome, priests, or sacraments. There is no sense in putting 
hope in extreme unction, purgatory, or an indulgence. Instead it comes through Jesus alone.”16 
 

God has given the ultimate revelation of himself to us by sending Jesus Christ (Col. 1:15). Only 
through God’s gracious self-revelation in Jesus do we come to a saving and transforming 
knowledge of God. 
 

Because God is holy and all humans are sinful and sinners (Rom. 3:23), neither religious rituals 
nor good works mediate between us and God, for there is no one by which a person can be saved 
other than the name of Jesus (Acts 4:12). His sacrificial death alone can atone for sin (Heb. 7:25; 
Rom. 8:34). 
 

“Our salvation is accomplished by the mediatorial work of the historical Christ alone. His sinless 
life and substitutionary atonement alone are sufficient for our justification and reconciliation to 
the Father. It is denied that the gospel is preached if Christ's substitutionary work is not declared 
and faith in Christ and his work is not solicited.”17 
 
V. Glory to God Alone [SOLI DEO GLORIA] 

 

“What is the point? Soli Deo Gloria - What is the point of the Reformation? Why are these 
doctrinal differences worth dividing over? Because people were made for one reason, and one 
reason alone: to glorify God. God is glorified in his creation, in his children, in the gospel, and 
most particularly in his son. The highest calling on a persons’ life (indeed, the only real calling 
in a person’s life) is that he would glorify God in all he does. Nevertheless, we always fail to do 
that. Yet God saves us anyway through the gospel. Soli Deo Gloria is a reminder that by twisting 
the gospel or by adding works to the gospel, a person is actually missing the glory that comes 
through a gospel of grace and faith, through Jesus, and described by Scripture. The first four 
questions really function like tributaries, and they all flow to this body—God’s glory.”18 
 

Glory belongs to God alone. God’s glory is the central motivation for salvation, not improving 
the lives of people—though that is a wonderful byproduct. God is not a means to an end—he 
is the means and the end. 
 

The goal of all of life is to give glory to God alone: “Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you 
do, do all to the glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31).  As The Westminster Catechism says, the 
chief purpose of human life is “to glorify God and enjoy him forever.” 
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“It is affirmed that because salvation is of God and has been accomplished by God, it is for God's 
glory and that we must glorify him always. We must live our entire lives before the face of God, 
under the authority of God and for his glory alone. It is denied that we can properly glorify God 
if our worship is confused with entertainment, if we neglect either Law or Gospel in our 
preaching, or if self-improvement, self-esteem or self- fulfillment are allowed to become 
alternatives to the gospel.”19 
 
Do you think these five solas retain their importance today, five hundred years later? Are they 
still adequate for describing the gospel of Grace? 
 
Shepherding the Sheep: (What is the NEXT STEP?) 
 
The circumstances prompting the five solas are no different today than it was then. 
1. Are the Scripture our final court of appeal? Do they define how we read our faith and our 
practice? 

2. Is a right standing before the Father achieved by grace alone through faith alone or is it 
achieved by our works? 

3. Do we believe the person and work of Jesus is enough or are we responsible to finish what 
He began? 

4. Is this entire narrative about us or about Him? 
 
We have a strong lean toward “mudding the waters.” But there are defining points and the five 
solas are “lines drawn in the sand” by God through the Scripture. 
 
“In 1521 at the historic interrogation of Luther at the Diet of Worms, he declared his conscience 
to be captive to the Word of God saying, ‘Unless I am overcome with testimonies from Scripture 
or with evident reasons -- for I believe neither the Pope nor the Councils, since they have often 
erred and contradicted one another -- I am overcome by the Scripture texts which I have 
adduced, and my conscience is bound by God's Word.’ Similarly, the Belgic Confession stated, 
‘We believe that [the] holy Scriptures fully contain the will of God, and that whatsoever man 
ought to believe unto salvation is sufficiently taught therein...Neither may we consider any 
writings of men, however holy these men may have been, of equal value with those divine 
Scriptures nor ought we to consider custom or the great multitude, or antiquity, or succession 
of times and persons, or councils, decrees or statutes, as of equal value with the truth of God... 
Therefore, we reject with all our hearts whatsoever does not agree with this infallible rule’ 
(VII).20 
 
“As noted in the ‘This Week in Christian History’ listings below, it was indeed this week, in 
1521, when young Martin Luther was called before Holy Roman Emperor Charles V at the Diet 
of Worms (‘diet’ meaning a formal meeting, not a weight-loss plan, and Worms being a city 
south of Frankfurt). Luther thought he would have a chance to defend his ideas. Charles would 
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only accept an ironclad recantation. What Charles got was Luther's defiant ‘Here I Stand’ 
speech-or did he? 
Dr. Scott H. Hendrix, author of Luther and the Papacy: Stages in a Reformation Conflict 
(Fortress, 1981), investigated this question for Christian History issue 34: Luther's Early Years. 
Hendrix notes that Luther caused such a sensation that all sorts of tales about him circulated, 
sometimes traveling faster than reliable facts. The speech story apparently received some quick 
touch-up treatment. Hendrix writes: 
In April 1521, Luther appeared before Emperor Chrales V to defend what he had taught and 
written. At the end of his speech, the story goes, he spoke the famous words, ‘Here I stand; I can 
do no other. God help me.’ 
The earliest printed version of Luther's address added these words, which were not recorded 
on the spot. It's possible they are genuine, but for almost a half century now, most scholars have 
believed they were probably not spoken by Luther. 
A second misunderstanding arises when the words ‘Here I stand’ are quoted as evidence of 
Luther's modern stand against the medieval powers of church and empire. Luther's speech was 
not a defiant, solitary protest, but a calm, reasoned account of why he had written the books 
piled on the table before him and why he could not recant their content. 
‘Luther asserted that his conscience was captive to the Word of God and that he could not go 
against conscience. This was not, however, a modern plea for the supremacy of the individual 
conscience or for religious freedom. Though already excommunicated by Rome, Luther saw 
himself as a sworn teacher of Scripture who must advocate the right of all Christians to hear and 
live by the gospel.’ 
Without ‘Here I stand,’ is Luther's shining moment forever dulled, like the March on 
Washington without ‘I have a dream’ or the Gettysburg Address without ‘Four score and seven 
years’? Hardly. In his seminal Luther: Man Between God and the Devil (English edition Yale, 
1989), Reformation scholar Heiko Oberman renders Luther's speech like this: 
Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Holy Scriptures or by evident reason-for I can 
believe neither pope nor councils alone, as it is clear that they have erred repeatedly and 
contradicted themselves-I consider myself convicted by the testimony of Holy Scripture, 
which is my basis; my conscience is captive to the Word of God. Thus I cannot and will not 
recant, because acting against one's conscience is neither safe nor sound. God help me. Amen. 
Whoever first printed that speech and added the famous phrase apparently wanted very much 
to stand by it. Luther could hardly have minded.”21 
 

1 http://www.deism.com/to-natures-god.net/page_8.htm  
2 http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/religion/3255146/posts  
3 https://banneroftruth.org/us/resources/articles/2005/the-case-for-traditional-protestantism-the-solas-of-the-
reformation/  
4 https://www.monergism.com/thethreshold/articles/onsite/qna/fivesolas.html  
5 http://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/the-five-solas-of-the-protestant-reformation.html  
6 http://www.theopedia.com/five-solas  
7 http://www.fivesolas.com/5solas.htm 
8 http://www.freerepublic.com/focus/religion/3255146/posts 
9 http://www.theopedia.com/five-solas 
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