
SOLA GRATIA — GRACE ALONE

The Roman Catholic Church has always taught salvation by grace, but it is a rewarded
grace. Augustine taught that in granting grace for salvation God only rewards His own gifts. The
medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas interpreted Augustine through the lens of Aristotle.
Aristotle taught that righteousness consists of moral virtue. Combining these two views—that
salvation is by grace and inherent moral virtue, Aquinas taught the doctrine of congruous merit:
God will give grace to those who prepare themselves for it by doing the best they can do, that is
good works that are congruent (in harmony) with God’s righteousness. Before Luther was saved, 
he taught his students the accepted doctrine of Aquinas:  

Salvation...is not on the basis of our merits but on the pure promise of a merciful God.... Hence
the teachers correctly say that to a man who does what is in him God gives grace without fail....
[God] bestows everything gratis and only on the basis of the promise of his mercy, although he
wants us to be prepared for this as much as lies in us (Works, 11:396–97). 

I.  Who Does the Work of Salvation?

In simple language, Catholicism says that “God will not deny grace to those who do their best.”
This is the doctrine of Semi-Pelagianism. The fourth century British monk, Pelagius, taught
human monergism (working alone) = man can merit salvation by being righteous. What
Aquinas taught, and consequently the Roman Catholic Church, is synergism (working together)
= God and man cooperate in salvation. Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, Knox, and most of the Protestant
reformers taught divine monergism = God alone saves; that is, regeneration is exclusively the
work of the Holy Spirit. They were basing their view on Paul’s teaching in Ephesians 2:1–10.
Romans 5:5 must be read in the context of Romans 5:1. 

The Roman Catholic doctrine of salvation includes grace, but not grace alone. It requires human
effort, thereby nullifying the doctrine of sola gratia. The reformers, on the other hand, taught that
man has no ability to merit salvation because of his sinfulness. The only means of salvation is
through the merits of Christ who is sinless. 

          II.  What the Reformers Taught.

     A.  Luther.

           1.  God saves the ungodly by His unmerited favor. 

Luther realized the truth of Romans 4:5—“And to the one who does not work but believes in him
who justifies the ungodly...”  God does not reward those who try to make themselves better in
order to merit His grace. God justifies the ungodly. This was the rich young ruler’s problem—
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“what can I do to inherit eternal life?” The answer is we rely wholly on Christ who is perfectly
righteous. Luther admonished, “The law says, ‘do this,’ and it is never done. Grace says, “believe
in this, [because]...everything is already done” (Luther’s Works, 31:56). Grace supplies what the
Law demands—righteousness.   

           2.  God saves the unattractive because of His gracious love.

“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” (Ibid., 31:57).

           3.  This grace of salvation is the gift of Christ Himself—His person and work. 

For Catholics, grace is a substance, a quantity (e.g., “Mary, full of grace”). To Luther and the
other Protestants, it is a quality which Christ bestows on the undeserving. Grace is Christ giving
Himself for us. Titus 2:11–14.

     B.  Zwingli.

           1.  Zwingli describes God’s grace in salvation with the following description of Adam’s
plight and God’s deliverance:

Man saw that he was naked. In other words, he saw that his depravity was so severe that
there was no evident possibility of recovering fellowship with God by his own powers. But God
was merciful. He took compassion on the fugitive and on the soul in despair. Like a good father,
who deplores the folly or the insolence of his child but cannot hate the child himself, God gently
calls the doubter and the lost. He asks how life is going. “Adam where art thou?” Oh, the
marvelous and ineffable gentleness of the heavenly Father! He, apart from whose command
nothing would exist, calls, “Adam, what art thou?” He calls for that unhappy man’s sake, to show
him his sin.... In distress, Adam saw that everything was finished for him.... He acknowledged
that God’s Word was all too true when he said, “In the day that you eat of it you shall die” (Gen
2:17). He felt his heart beating with the clash of conflicting thoughts: misfortune, treason,
trouble. He expected to die at any moment. That is why the heavenly Father asked, “Adam,
where art thou?” It was so that man would always remember where, when, and how God
graciously called him. So I say, that it was here that religion, or rather loving confidence, was
born. Such things remain between parents and children.... God leads man to acknowledge his
disobedience, his treason, his misery, as Adam did. When man becomes wholly unsure of
himself, God opens wide his heart to him (On True and False Religion, Zwingli’s Works,
3:668:23–25).

           2.  In a letter to a friend, Zwingli sums up the theme of the whole New Testament:

“What is the whole new testament but the firm and sure confirmation of the grace of God”
through Christ, the only way to the Father ( A Reply to Emser, Zwingli’s Works, 3:271:26–272:8).
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     C.  Calvin.

“There is nothing...against which Calvinism sets its face with more firmness than every form and
degree of auto-soterism [self-salvation]” (B. B. Warfield, Calvin and Augustine, 494).

           1.  Calvin taught that faith was the instrumental (subjective) cause of salvation. Scripture
was the informative (objective) cause of salvation. Grace was the efficacious (effective) cause of
salvation. In all three God Himself takes the initiative (Eph 2:8; Rom 10:17). He grants faith, He
informs the sinner, and He calls to salvation. 

           2.  Calvin describes God’s grace as the only way for the sinner’s depraved will to be
converted:

I say that it [the will of man] is created anew, not because the will then begins to exist,
but because it is turned from evil to good. This, I maintain, is wholly the work of God, because,
as the Apostle testifies, we are not “sufficient of ourselves to think anything as of ourselves” (2
Cor 3:5). Accordingly, he elsewhere says, not merely that God assists the weak or corrects the
depraved will, but that he worketh in us to will (Phil 2:13). From this it is easily inferred...that
everything good in the will is entirely the result of grace.... [God is] declaring that all the good
qualities which believers possess are due to God.... God [is] the author of spiritual life from its
beginning to its end (Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2:3:6).

           3.  Calvin taught that salvation is for God’s elect only (Rom 9:1–16). This is realized with
the application to the individual believer of the covenant of grace through Jesus Christ’s
atonement. And it is founded on God’s good pleasure (Commentaries, 294). This doctrine was
affirmed at the Synod of Dort in 1618. In summary, it affirmed that Christ’s atonement was
sufficient for the whole world, but efficient only for the elect. 

Conclusion

In his Theology of the Reformers, Timothy George relates this exchange between Zwingli and a
representative of the Roman Catholic bishop:

Fabri: It seems to me the dear saints and the Virgin Mary are not to be despised, since there are
few who have not felt the intercession of the Virgin and the saints. I do not care what everyone
else says or believes. I have placed a ladder against heaven.

Zwingli: We know from the Old and the New Testaments of God that our only comforter,
redeemer, savior, and mediator with God is Jesus Christ, in whom and through whom alone we
can obtain grace, help, and salvation, and besides from no other being in heaven or on earth
(130). 

For Fabri, the rungs of this ladder to heaven were the saints and Mary. Zwingli toppled the
ladder, and proclaimed Christ through whom we have direct access to God (Heb 4:16).


