
SOLA FIDES — JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH ALONE

The various Protestant reformers may have explained the doctrine somewhat differently
but they were all in essential agreement that salvation is by grace alone through faith alone. This
was part of their protest against the Roman Catholic Church which taught salvation by works. To
the German theologian Martin Luther (1483–1546), sola fides was the great doctrine upon which
the Church stands or falls. It was the very heart of the gospel of Jesus Christ and the Apostles. 

I.  Luther’s “discovery” of justification by faith alone.

Luther’s unrelenting question was “What must I do to be saved?” To answer that question he did
all that the medieval church required of him and more.

     A.  Sought in the Roman Catholic Church.

           1.  Through education.

He received a thorough education in ancient and medieval classical learning—Latin school at
Mansfeld, School of the Common Brethren in Magdeburg, BA and MA degrees in law at the
University of Erfurt. He began teaching at the University of Wittenberg in 1508. He would
receive his doctorate in theology there in 1512. But Luther does not attribute his faith to
education but to the Word—the written revelation of Jesus Christ.

           2.  Through monasticism.

In July 1505, Luther was so frightened by a lightning storm that he decided to become a monk
and entered the local Augustinian monastery. He was devoted to the rules of the order, along with
veneration of relics, adoration of the saints and Mary, long hours of vigil and fasting, confession
of sins. Later he wrote, “If ever a monk got to heaven by monkery, I would have gotten there.” 

           3.  Through the priesthood.

In April 1507, Luther was ordained into the priesthood. He administered the sacrament of the
Eucharist, but questioned its sacrificial character. 

           4.  Through a pilgrimage to Rome. 

In 1511, he was sent to Rome on a mission for the Augustinian Order. He was appalled at what
he saw. He later wrote, “If there is a hell, Rome is built on it.”  He concluded that popery was an
“institution of the devil.”  He wrote he would not have missed “seeing Rome for 100,000 florins;
for I might have felt some apprehension that I had done injustice to the Pope; but as we see, so
we speak.” This experience made him realize to the two great sins of the Roman Catholic
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Church—moral corruption and spiritual bankruptcy. 

Luther did everything he could to “procure” salvation by meritorious deeds—to no avail. 

     B.  Found in Christ alone (sola Christus).

           1.  During the years 1513–1517, Luther lectured on Psalms, Romans, Galatians.

           2.  In 1515, he was converted to Christ in his “tower experience.”

While pouring over the book of Romans, he discovered finally that faith was not something to be
achieved, but something granted; it was a gift. He realized that he could not be of himself
righteous no matter what he did; he needed a perfect righteousness to be accepted by God. That
righteousness was God’s own which he found by simple faith in Christ’s vicarious sacrifice.
Luther wrote,

I greatly longed to understand Paul’s Epistle to the Romans and nothing stood in the way but that
one expression, “the justice of God,” because I took it to mean that justice whereby God is just
and deals justly in punishing the unjust. My situation was that, although an impeccable monk, I
stood before God as a sinner troubled in conscience, and I had no confidence that my merit
would assuage him. Therefore I did not love a just and angry God, but rather hated and
murmured against him. Yet I clung to the dear Paul and had a great yearning to know what he
meant. Night and day I pondered until I saw the connection between the justice of God and the
statement...“the just shall live by his faith.” Then I grasped that the justice of God is that
righteousness by which through grace and sheer mercy God justifies us through faith. Thereupon
I felt myself to be reborn and to have gone through open doors into paradise. The whole of
Scripture took on a new meaning, and whereas before the “justice of God” had filled me with
hate, now it became to me inexpressibly sweet in greater love. 

                     II.  The Reformers’ Doctrine of Justification by Faith Alone. 

     A.  Luther’s view. 

Others, who have lived before me, have attacked the Pope’s scandalous life; but I have attacked
his doctrine (Martin Luther, Tischreden, 26:35

           1.  In contrast to the Augustinian view.

The church father Augustine (354–430) made two critical mistakes regarding justification. First,
based on his interpretation of 2 Corinthians 5:21, he taught that justification is the process of
being made made righteous. Second, he taught that divine righteousness is not imputed, but
imparted to the soul. And this righteousness comes by way of the sacraments, beginning with
baptism. Augustine (and the Catholic Church) confused justification and sanctification. 
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NOTE: For Catholics, justification (sanctification) is like taking medicine (sacraments) for an
illness (sin) when you need it. But the problem is not that we are merely sick; we are naturally
sinners. Romans 7:14–25.  

           2.  In support of the Pauline view of justification.

Paul states in Romans that we are justified not by intrinsic or imparted righteousness, but by
imputed righteousness, reckoned to us through faith. To reckon is to take something that belongs
to someone else and apply it to another’s account. Faith is the instrumental means, not the
ground, of justification. Faith does not procure righteousness; it receives it.  Romans 1:17; 3:20,
22, 24–28; 4:3, 5, 22–25

Justification is forensic, judicial. It is what God does for us through Christ. He reckons us
righteous. Sanctification is the process of becoming holy by what God does in us by the Holy
Spirit. Good works cannot produce justification, but when we are justified, we will produce good
works (sanctification). Justification is matter of status, of position. Sanctification is a matter of
progression.  Philippians 2:12–13; 3:12; 2 Peter 3:18

           3.  In perceptive explanations.

                a.  Alien righteousness.  

By this Luther meant that the righteousness which makes us acceptable to God is not proper or
natural to us but external to us. It is God’s own perfect righteousness reckoned or imputed to us. 

                b.  At once righteous and a sinner (simul iustus et peccator). 

We are in truth totally sinners, with regard to ourselves and our first birth. Contrariwise, insofar
as Christ has been given for us, we are holy and just totally. Hence...we are said to be just and
sinners at one and the same time (Luther, cited in Timothy George, Theology of the Reformers, p.

71).        

     B.  Calvin’s view.

           1.  John Calvin (1509–1564) as the leader of the Protestant Reformation in Geneva,
Switzerland. 

Thus we simply interpret justification, as the acceptance with which God receives us into his
favor as if we were righteous; and we say that this justification consists in the forgiveness of sins
and the imputation of the righteousness of Christ (Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion,
III:11:2).

           2.  Union with Christ.  
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Whereas Luther began his understanding of salvation with justification by faith, Calvin began
with union with Christ which includes both justification and sanctification. Calvin believed in the
inseparable relationship between justification and sanctification—the one defining (indicative)
our relationship to Christ, and the other (imperative), that we should live according to the law of
Christ. To clarify, Catholics made justification and sanctification identical, making salvation
dependent on what we do. Luther tended to view salvation through the prism of justification by
faith alone. Calvin viewed justification and sanctification as different but inseparable aspects of
union with Christ. That union is created by the Holy Spirit.

In Summary, all of the Protestant reformers could sing “Blessed assurance, Jesus is
mine!” based on justification by faith alone. The Catholics could not sing this, since they had no
present assurance. Their salvation was dependent on their deeds and devotion rather than the
definitive work of redemption by Christ. To Luther and the other reformers, justifying faith is “a
certain sure confidence of heart and firm assent by which Christ is apprehended, so that Christ is
the object of faith” (Luther, Galatians 2:20).


