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I. INTRODUCTION 

Sola Series 

This is the second week in a series we’re calling After Darkness, Light: Reformation Doctrines 
that Lit the World Aflame.  This is a series in celebration of the 500th year anniversary of Martin 
Luther sparking the Reformation by nailing the 95 Theses to the door of the castle church in 
Wittenberg, Germany on October 31, 1517. 

So for the month of October, we’re focusing on five core beliefs of the Reformers that united 
them together and changed the world forever.  These five core beliefs are known as the five 
solas—sola Scriptura, sola fide, sola gratia, solus Christus, and soli Deo gloria. 

We began the series last week with sola Scriptura—the belief that because Scripture is God’s 
inspired word, then Scripture alone is our inerrant, sufficient, and final authority for the life and 
practice of Christians.  Scripture is the supreme authority for the church—not traditions, not 
popes, and not creeds. 

The adjective sola means “alone.”  So each of these five solas is restrictive.  Scripture alone. 
Faith alone. Grace alone. Christ alone. Glory to God alone. 

By themselves, though, they lack meaning. What is by grace alone? What is through faith alone? 
What is in Christ alone?  They need a sentence in order to make sense.  They need a subject and 
verb so that we don’t take these phrases to mean what the Reformers never meant them to mean. 

What is the first part of the sentence that gives meaning and content to these five solas?  The best 
answer is this: Justification before God is by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone to 
the glory of God alone as taught with the final authority of Scripture alone.  The subject of the 
sentence is justification, which is appropriate because indeed justification was the subject of the 
Reformation.  Justification is the doctrine that was at the center of the dispute between the 
Reformers and the Roman Catholic Church 

The Reformers on Justification 

John Calvin wrote this: “[Justification] is the main hinge on which salvation turns” (Institutes).  
He said, remove the knowledge of justification by faith and “the glory of Christ is extinguished, 
religion is abolished, the church destroyed, and the hope of salvation utterly overthrown.” 

Martin Luther wrote that justification by faith is the “article upon which the church stands or 
falls. . . . When the article of justification has fallen, everything has fallen. . . . This is the chief 
article from which all other doctrines have flowed. . . .  [Justification] is the head and cornerstone 
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of the church, which alone begets, nourishes, builds, preserves, and protects the church; without 
it the church of God cannot subsist one hour.” 

Not only is justification the doctrine upon which the church stands or falls, it is the doctrine upon 
which we as Christians either stand or fall.  The Reformers called sola fide the material principle 
of all theology because it involves the very heart of the matter of how we are saved.  And the 
need to stand on justification is as critical as ever as the gospel is threatened, even from inside 
the church.  One pastor has written, there is “no place at which our recovery needs to begin more 
rigorously than with the doctrine of justification by faith” (Boice). 

So we continue our series with sola fide—the biblical truth that justification before God is by 
faith alone, apart from any human works whatsoever. 

II. SOLA FIDE 

In order to understand sola fide, you need to understand both the nature of justification and the 
nature of faith.  So we should begin with what we mean by justification. 

A. WHAT DOES JUSTIFICATION MEAN? 

Justification is a word from the world of law.  It describes a judge acquitting an accused person.  
It’s a legal term.  It is the act of declaring someone righteous, to declare someone in right 
standing with the law. The declaration doesn’t make them righteous. It’s not a process of making 
them righteous. It’s a verdict. 

We see the idea illustrated in Deuteronomy 25:1.  The scene there is a courtroom with judges 
deciding between disputing men.  The judges are said to decide between the men, “acquitting the 
innocent and condemning the guilty." To acquit (or, justify) the innocent and condemn the guilty 
doesn’t make them so, it’s a declaration.  If it is a right judgment, the person is already innocent, 
but the acquittal is the judge declaring them to be innocent. 

The opposite of justification is condemnation.  Likewise, condemnation doesn’t make a person 
guilty. Rather, it’s the declaration that a person is so.  You could be falsely condemned, even if 
you aren’t actually guilty.  But if the judgment is right, then a person condemned is already 
guilty before being declared guilty. 

So, biblically, justification means that God declares a believer righteous—in perfect standing 
with God. 

B. WHY DO WE NEED TO BE JUSTIFIED BEFORE GOD? 

So why do we need to be justified before God?  Simply put: we need to be justified because he is 
our Judge and we are guilty.  Left to ourselves, the verdict is not in doubt.  Romans 3:10 says, 
“None is righteous, no, not one.”  Why? Romans 3:23 explains, “All have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God.”  There are two things there, not one.  We are guilty not only because of 
what we have done (sinned), but also because of what we have failed to do (given God his full 
glory).  Obedience to God requires not only that we refrain from doing what he hates, but that we 
do what he loves. 
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Jesus says in Matthew 5:20: "Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and 
Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven."  The very thing we need, the very thing 
God demands, we don’t have. 

And what is the just result of sinning against God and falling short of his glory?  Romans 6:23: 
"The wages of sin is death. . .”  After death comes judgment.  Hebrews 9:27: "It is appointed for 
man to die once, and after that comes judgment. . ."  The judgment will be guilty, if we are left to 
ourselves. 

What is the punishment?  According to 2 Thessalonians 1:8-9, the Lord Jesus will come with his 
angels "in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those who do not know God and on those who do 
not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will suffer the punishment of eternal destruction. . ."  
“Eternal destruction” means an irreversible destruction that goes on for eternity. 

So we need to be justified before God because we do not want to suffer that fate.  We need his 
wrath removed so that we have peace with God.  We need to be able to stand in a right 
relationship with God so that we can be with him forever. 

In other words, we need for God to declare us righteous. We need to be justified. 

C. HOW CAN GOD DECLARE US RIGHTEOUS, IF WE ARE NOT? 

But how can God declare us righteous, if we are not righteous?  In the words of Romans 4:5, 
how can God justify the ungodly? 

What’s the basis of justification? On what ground can God declare us righteous?  As both our 
Judge and the one we have sinned against, he can’t wipe away our sins without someone paying 
the penalty.  If he let us go and treated us as righteous without our punishment being paid, he 
wouldn’t be just.  The penalty must be paid so that justice is done.  And, yet, we cannot pay it 
and need to be declared righteous in order to be with him forever.  How, then, are we justified? 

The answer is that Christ went to the cross and accomplished what we could not.  In Romans 
3:24, Paul writes that we "are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in 
Christ Jesus,"  

Redemption has to do with payment. It means to purchase, to buy back, to liberate.  We can be 
justified through the payment that Jesus made on the cross.  In verse 25, Paul says that Jesus was 
the one “whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood.”  “By his blood” means that 
Jesus died as a sacrifice.  His death was a propitiation. “Propitiation” means to satisfy the wrath 
of God.  Jesus satisfied the wrath of God by paying our sin penalty with his blood—by dying on 
the cross.  He satisfies the wrath of God by receiving the punishment we deserve. 

This means that Jesus became our substitute.  He made atonement for our sin on our behalf.  That 
is, on the cross, Jesus was treated as we deserved to be treated. He received our punishment.  On 
the cross, something wonderful happened.  We call it the great exchange—a double transfer.  We 
see this great exchange most clearly in 2 Corinthians 5:21. 

Look carefully at 2 Corinthians 5:21: "For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin. . .” 



www.tccathens.org 

4 

 

“For our sake”—Jesus went to the cross for us.  For our sake God made Jesus to be sin who 
knew no sin.  Jesus was sinless—he knew no sin—but he was made to be sin.  That doesn’t mean 
that God made Jesus a sinner on the cross.  But it means, in the words of 1 Peter 2:24, that Christ 
actually “bore our sins in his body on the tree.” 

God counted Jesus to have committed all the sins of all those who would repent and believe in 
him.  God punished him for my sins.  God counted Jesus to have committed my sins.  There’s a 
theological word for that: imputation.  It means that God transferred my sins to Jesus and God 
punished him as I should be punished. 

But he did more than that.  If he had just punished Jesus for my sins, my penalty would be paid, 
but that wouldn’t make me righteous.  I would stay out of hell, but I wouldn’t be bound for 
heaven.  Jesus also went to the cross, 2 Corinthians 5:21, continues, “so that in him we might 
become the righteousness of God."  

In other words, God also imputed or transferred the righteousness of Christ to my account.  And 
there is the basis of our justification.  I can be declared righteous, because Christ’s righteousness 
is counted to me.  And because Christ’s righteousness is credited to my account, God can declare 
me righteous—not because of a righteousness of my own, but because of the righteousness of 
Christ. 

Someone might object: How is that not a legal fiction? You are declared something you are not.  
It’s not a legal fiction for two reasons.  First, God really did lay my sins on Christ and God really 
did transfer Christ’s righteousness to me (Sproul).  And second, it’s not a legal fiction because 
when I embrace Christ, at that very moment, I am united with Christ and found in him. I become 
united with and found in him who is righteous.  

So when God declares me righteous, he does so on the basis of Christ’s righteousness and I am 
found in him.  He justifies me not because I am righteous, but because I am in him who is 
righteous.   

Again, what’s the basis of justification? The righteousness of Christ. 

D. HOW DO WE RECEIVE CHRIST’S RIGHTEOUSNESS? 
So, then, how do we receive Christ’s righteousness?  By what means do we receive justification? 
How does this great exchange become ours? Not everyone is saved, so how do we receive 
justification? What is the instrument of justification? 

About two years after he posted the 95 Theses on the door of the church in Wittenberg, Martin 
Luther was at study in the tower of that same church.  There, he was meditating on Romans 1:17. 

Romans 1:16–17: "For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to 
everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is 
revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.”"  

This passage haunted him.  Specifically, one phrase haunted him, “the righteousness of God.”  
He understood that phrase to mean the righteousness with which God punishes the unrighteous 
sinner. 
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He wrote, “I hated the just God who punishes sinners. . . . I said, ‘Isn't it enough that we 
miserable sinners, lost for all eternity because of original sin, are oppressed by every kind of 
calamity through the Ten Commandments? Why does God heap sorrow upon sorrow through the 
Gospel and through the Gospel threaten us with his justice and his wrath?’ This was how I was 
raging with wild and disturbed conscience.” 

He goes on, “I meditated night and day on those words until at last, by the mercy of God, I paid 
attention to their context: ‘the [righteousness] of God is revealed in it, as it is written, ‘The 
righteous shall live by faith.’” 

This began the turning point in Luther’s life and probably his conversion. He wrote of his 
discovery: “All at once I felt that I had been born again and entered into paradise itself through 
open gates. . . . I exalted this sweetest word of mine, "the righteousness of God," with as much 
love as before I had hated it with hate. This phrase of Paul was for me the very gate of paradise. 

What did Luther see for the first time?  He saw that the righteous that God demands is the 
righteousness that God gives by faith. 

The Roman Catholic Church had lied to him and all the people and taught that the path to 
become righteous is the sacraments.   In order to be justified, you had to partake of the 
sacraments.  And if that wasn’t enough to make you righteous, you went to purgatory after you 
died so that you could work off the punishment for the rest of your sins that were unconfessed 
until you became holy enough to enter into heaven. 

Luther’s conscience had been berating him because he knew he wasn’t holy enough for heaven. 
He knew he couldn’t stand before a holy God, despite all his efforts. So he grew to hate God 
because God demanded righteousness. 

But then Luther in a tower discovered sola fide—that justification is by faith alone and not by 
works.  Paul writes in Romans 3:28: "For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works 
of the law."  

He also writes in Galatians 2:15–16: "We know that a person is not justified by works of the law 
but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified 
by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be 
justified."  

How does justification become ours?  Through the means of faith.  The righteousness that we 
need comes to us by grace through faith in Christ alone.  Scripture says we are justified “by 
faith” (Rom 3:28, 30) and “through faith” (Rom. 3:22), but never “on account of faith.” That is, 
the basis of our justification isn’t faith. The basis of our justification is Christ’s righteousness. 

The exercise of faith doesn’t become our righteousness that we need.  But faith is the means by 
which we are justified.  Faith must have an object. It is not faith in faith that saves, but Christ 
who saves through faith. 

E. WHAT IS FAITH? 
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Our final question, then, is: what is faith?  The Reformers understood faith to have three 
elements or dimensions. 

1. Knowledge 

First, faith must know and understand the gospel of Jesus Christ.  If you do not know Jesus and 
what he did, you cannot have faith. Faith requires knowledge of the gospel message. 

R. C. Sproul has written: “I cannot have God in my heart if he is not in my head.” Sproul’s 
mentor used to say: “Nothing can enter the sanctuary of the heart unless it first passes through 
the vestibule of the mind” (John Gerstner). 

2. Assent 

Second, faith requires assent.  

That is, you could know about Jesus and know the outline of the gospel, but not agree with it. 
You could know it without believing it. But that isn’t saving faith. 

3.  Trust / Commitment 

Many people today think that because they know the gospel message and believe that it is true, 
they’re saved.  But even the demons know the gospel message and believe that it is true! (James 
2:19). 

The Reformers, on the other hand, showed that a third element or dimension of faith was 
required for faith to be saving faith.  They taught that trust—that is, commitment—was required.  
Faith affects us not only in the mind (knowledge) and the heart (assent), but also the will. 

This is a deep personal trust in the gospel of Jesus Christ such that it could be described as 
surrender.  It is the sinner saying, all I know of me, I surrender to all I know of you.  True saving 
faith is a yielding of yourself to Christ.  It is to cross over the line from belonging to ourselves to 
surrendering to Christ. 

CONCLUSION 

So, the doctrine of sola fide is at the center of the gospel. 

We believe that justification before God is through faith alone, apart from any human works 
whatsoever. 

And anyone who truly puts their faith in Christ is united with him, justified on the basis of his 
righteousness, and receives eternal life. 
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