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I. INTRODUCTION 

This is the fourth week of our series on the five solas of the Reformation. The five solas are the 
five core beliefs that united the Reformers together.  So far, we’ve seen that the Reformers lit the 
world aflame with their conviction that justification before God is by grace alone through faith 
alone as taught with the final authority of Scripture alone. 

This week, we come to the very heart of what the Reformers believed as we study their 
conviction that justification before God is in Christ alone (solus Christus).  Christ alone is the 
cornerstone of the other four solas and unites them together.  

Relating to sola Scriptura, the focal point of Scripture is the work of Christ and Scripture speaks 
of God’s saving work in Christ alone. 

Relating to sola fide, we don’t put our faith in faith, we put our faith in Christ alone. 

Relating to sola gratia, God’s saving grace doesn’t come to us abstracted from Christ, rather we 
receive God’s saving grace in Christ alone. 

Relating to soli Deo gloria, the radiance of God’s glory is seen in Christ and God receives glory 
in our salvation in Christ alone. 

In summary, Christ is the center of God’s saving work and, therefore, the heart of Reformation 
theology is Christ. 

Luther’s Attack on the Sacerdotal System 

In October 1520, Martin Luther published a second of his major works entitled, On the 
Babylonian Captivity of the Church.  In this book, he attacked the priesthood, the papacy, and the 
sacramental system of the Roman Catholic Church. 

Specifically, Luther condemned Rome’s teaching that there were seven sacraments that 
conveyed the favor of God and, when performed, earned the merit of God. Briefly, the Roman 
Catholic Church taught that the seven sacraments were: 

• Baptism as an infant; 
• Confirmation as a youth; 
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• Marriage as an adult; 
• Extreme unction on one’s deathbed; 
• Regularly taking the mass throughout one’s life; 
• Penance received from a priest based on confession of sin; 
• Holy orders designating men to be an image of Christ as they are appointed a bishop, 

priest, or deacon. 

Luther forcefully argued against Rome’s teaching that these seven sacraments were means of 
grace whereby saving grace came from God to the sinner.  He said that as Judah was captured by 
Babylon because of idolatry, the priestly system along with its sacramentalism was the church’s 
Babylonian captivity with the pope as the Antichrist.  His book created a firestorm. 

Less than a year later, he was summoned to the Diet of Worms and put on trial, where this work 
along with others were displayed on a table before an audience of the Emperor and all the 
princes of the Holy Roman Empire and the prosecutor demanded that he recant of what he had 
written in his books. 

Along with the other Reformers, Luther believed that we look to Christ alone—not to the church, 
not to the sacraments, not to the priests—for saving grace.  Saving grace comes from Christ 
alone.  And Christ alone is the mediator between man and God—not the pope, not the priests, not 
Mary, and not saints.  He believed that everyone who puts their faith in Christ has direct access 
to God through Christ alone.  These convictions he and the other Reformers developed based on 
what they found in Scripture. 

II. SOLUS CHRISTUS 

What did the phrase Christ alone mean to the Reformers and what does it mean for us today?  
Perhaps the most helpful summary of solus Christus is that it means three things: Jesus is our 
only Sacrifice, Jesus is our only Mediator, and Jesus is our only Savior.1  Let’s examine each of 
these in turn. 

First solus Christus means that Jesus is our only Sacrifice. 

A. JESUS IS OUR ONLY SACRIFICE 

The reason we need to be saved by God is that we have sinned against him. 

In order to be saved, our sin must be forgiven by him.  But in order for our sin to be forgiven, the 
penalty for our sin must be paid and someone must die. 

                                                      

1 See Terry L. Johnson in The Case for Traditional Protestantism. 
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Hebrews 9:22: "Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins."  

That’s what Jesus came to do—he came to die. 

Hebrews 9:26: "He has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the 
sacrifice of himself."  

Jesus came to be the sacrifice for the payment of our sins.  Because of who he is, his sacrifice is 
unlike any that has ever been offered. His sacrifice was unique in three respects2: 

1. His Sacrifice was Substitutionary 

Substitutionary means that Jesus died in our place. He died on our behalf.  He didn’t die for his 
own sins (because he had none); he died for our sins. 

Jesus said that this was the reason why he came: 

Mark 10:45: "The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom 
for many.”"  

Jesus paid the price necessary to redeem us from our bondage to sin.  On another occasion, he 
said: “I lay down my life for the sheep” (John 10:15).  He died on behalf of his sheep.  That is, 
he became our representative, dying in our place. 

This is the pervasive teaching of the New Testament: 

Romans 5:8: "God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us."  

Romans 8:32: "He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also 
with him graciously give us all things?"  

Galatians 3:13: "Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us. . .”  

Because of who Jesus is, his one sacrifice is able save the many by dying on their behalf. Listen 
to Paul describing how Jesus’ death benefited those he saves:  

Romans 5:15: "If many died through one man’s trespass, much more have the grace of God and 
the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many."  

Romans 5:17: "For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man, much 
more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life 
through the one man Jesus Christ."  

                                                      

2 Ibid. 
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Romans 5:18: "Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of 
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men."  

Romans 5:19: "For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one 
man’s obedience the many will be made righteous."  

Sometimes Christ’s substitutionary atonement is called his vicarious atonement.  A vicar is one 
who stands in the place of another.  He stood in our place (i.e., vicariously) to take the penalty of 
our sin. 

2. His Sacrifice was Penal 

His sacrifice was also unique in that it was penal.  Penal has to do with the penalty for crimes.  
Our crime against God is that we have dishonored God and disobeyed his law.  Accordingly, 
we’re guilty and the penalty of death must be paid.  We deserve the wrath of God for our sins. 

God in his justice must punish sin. So Jesus bore God’s wrath for us. In theological terms, he 
died as our propitiation.  That means, he died in order to satisfy the wrath of God by receiving 
his wrath for us and thereby turning God toward our favor. 

1 John 4:10: "In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to 
be the propitiation for our sins."  

He sent his Son to take the penalty for our sins and remove God’s wrath from us. 

Isaiah 53:5 : “He was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him 
was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed.” 

Romans 4:25: “[Jesus] was delivered up for our trespasses. . .” 

Romans 8:3: " By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned 
sin in the flesh,"  

To “condemn sin in the flesh” means that God rendered a verdict condemning the sin of sinners 
by punishing Jesus. 

3. His Sacrifice was Sufficient 

A third way his sacrifice was unique is that it was sufficient.   

By sufficient, we mean at least two things: His sacrifice was final.  His sacrifice never needs to 
be repeated. 

Hebrews 7:27: "He has no need, like those high priests, to offer sacrifices daily, first for his own 
sins and then for those of the people, since he did this once for all when he offered up himself." 
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His sacrifice doesn’t need to be re-presented as the Catholics do at the mass. It was done once for 
all time with no re-presentation of it needed.  His sacrifice was also sufficient in that it was 
complete.  His sacrifice lacked nothing to be added. 

Hebrews 10:12: "When Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at 
the right hand of God. . ." 

One “single sacrifice” “for all time” and then he “sat down.”  That’s the position of finished 
work. He had nothing left to do.  So Jesus’ sacrifice was substitutionary, penal, and sufficient. 

Secondly, solus Christus means that Jesus is our only Mediator. 

B. JESUS IS OUR ONLY MEDIATOR 

A mediator is one who goes between two opposing parties to attempt reconciliation.  In our case, 
because of our sin, we were enemies of God.  But Christ became our mediator to bring about 
reconciliation. 

Romans 5:10: "While we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much 
more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life."  

God’s Word teaches that there is only one mediator: 

1 Timothy 2:5: "There is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man 
Christ Jesus,"  

As our only meditator, he acts as our advocate before the Father. 

1 John 2:1: "My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. But if 
anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous."  

Jesus acts as our defense attorney. Satan attempts to prosecute us before the Father, but Jesus 
successfully defends us because his perfect righteousness is counted as our own.   

As our only mediator, Jesus also prays for us continually. 

Hebrews 7:25: "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."  

He goes to the Father on our behalf day after day.  Again, we don’t need Mary to advocate for 
us. We don’t need a priest to be the one who goes before God on our behalf. We have Christ 
alone as our mediator. 

The third meaning of solus Christus is that Jesus is our only Savior. 
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C. JESUS IS OUR ONLY SAVIOR 

This logically flows from the first two. Because he is our only Sacrifice and only Mediator, he 
can be the only Savior. 

In John 14, Jesus told his disciples in the upper room during Passover before his death that he 
was going to prepare a place for them in his Father’s house and that he would come back for 
them.  And then he said (14:4), “And you know the way to where I am going.”  To which 
Thomas replied, “Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?” 
Jesus responded with some of his most well-known words. 

John 14:6: "Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except through me."  

So “the way” to the Father’s house is not a path, but a person.  The way is Jesus.  They knew 
Jesus, so they knew the way to the Father’s house.   

Notice the definite articles in front of way, truth, and life.  The way. The truth. The life.  Not a 
way, but the way.  There is no other. The only way to God is through the person of Jesus.  And 
then Jesus restricts the way to God in the negative: “No one comes to the Father except through 
me.”  In coming to God, Jesus is the only avenue.  He leaves no other possibilities open. Jesus 
closes all other doors.  There is only one door to God, and that is Jesus.  In fact, Jesus calls 
himself the door. 

John 10:9: "I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he will be saved. . ."  

The apostles understood that Jesus was the only way to be saved.  Peter preached in Acts 4:12: 
"There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by 
which we must be saved.”"  

See how restrictive the verse is: “there is salvation in no one else”  “there is no other name. . . by 
which we must be saved.”  All other possibilities of salvation are excluded. 

And notice that Peter says, “there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we 
must be saved.”  You must know his name in order to be saved by him. 

We see the same thing in: 

Acts 10:43: "Everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.”"  

Romans 10:13: "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”"  

What they mean is that you must know the essence of who Jesus is and what he did in order to be 
saved.  Jesus’ name is more than just what he’s called, but it also isn’t less.  You must know  
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Jesus to be saved by Jesus. 

So our call to evangelism is to proclaim him (Col. 1:28), to preach Christ (1 Cor. 1:23).  But 
sadly, even this truth has been abandoned by prominent evangelicals.  Sometimes people will 
argue that although Jesus is the only source of salvation, God will still save those who have 
never heard of the name of Jesus so long as they are sincere in whatever religion they believe. 

Interview between Dr. Billy Graham and Robert Schuller (May 31, 1997). 

About 20 years ago, a well-known evangelist (of all people!) denied that people need to hear 
about Jesus in order to be saved by Jesus: 

Schuller: Tell me, what do you think is the future of Christianity? 

Graham: Well, Christianity and being a true believer--you know, I think there's the Body 
of Christ, which comes from all the Christian groups around the world, or outside the 
Christian groups. I think everybody that loves Christ, or knows Christ, whether they're 
conscious of it or not, they're members of the Body of Christ. And I don't think that we're 
going to see a great sweeping revival, that will turn the whole world to Christ at any time. 
I think James answered that, the Apostle James in the first council in Jerusalem, when he 
said that God's purpose for this age is to call out a people for His name. And that's what 
God is doing today, He's calling people out of the world for His name, whether they 
come from the Muslim world, or the Buddhist world, or the Christian world or the non-
believing world, they are members of the Body of Christ because they've been called by 
God. They may not even know the name of Jesus but they know in their hearts that they 
need something that they don't have, and they turn to the only light that they have, and I 
think that they are saved, and that they're going to be with us in heaven.  

Schuller: What, what I hear you saying that it's possible for Jesus Christ to come into 

 human hearts and soul and life, even if they've been born in darkness and have never had 
exposure to the Bible. Is that a correct interpretation of what you're saying? 

Graham: Yes, it is, because I believe that. I've met people in various parts of the world in 
tribal situations, that they have never seen a Bible or heard about a Bible, and never 
heard of Jesus, but they've believed in their hearts that there was a God, and they've tried 
to live a life that was quite apart from the surrounding community in which they lived. 

Schuller: I'm so thrilled to hear you say this. There's a wideness in God's mercy. 

Graham: There is. There definitely is. 
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The interviewer was Robert Schuller and the evangelist was none other than Billy Graham.  I 
hope you can see that, biblically, Dr. Graham cannot be right.  Paul’s whole argument in Romans 
10 is that people must hear of Christ to be saved by Christ. 

Romans 10:14: "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?"  

Romans 10:17: "So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ."  

What Dr. Graham was advocating is justification by sincerity.  That is, you can be right with God 
if you just live up to the light you have.  But that is a gospel without Christ.  The gospel without 
Christ is not the gospel at all.  The true gospel has Christ at the center as our only Sacrifice, our 
only Mediator, and our only Savior. 

III. CONCLUSION 

Of all the solas, perhaps this one is the most controversial.  To say that Jesus is the only way of 
salvation is offensive to those who do not believe.  If you say salvation is in Christ alone, you’ll 
be called by the world intolerant and hateful, but not truthful. They’ll say it sounds like 
arrogance, but they won’t say it sounds like love.  Yet, this is what Scripture teaches us. 

The most critical issue for man is to be saved from the just wrath of God.  God desires that none 
would perish (2 Peter 3:9), so he provided a sacrifice for the whole world (1 John 2:2).  But only 
those who trust in Christ will be saved. 

What is at stake today in solus Christus?  What is at stake is the gospel itself.  If we abandon this 
conviction, we abandon the gospel.  We must have the conviction that justification is in Christ 
alone.  Just as the sun’s gravity holds all the planets in their orbits, so too does the conviction  

that justification is in Christ alone hold the rest of our understanding of the gospel in orbit.  If we 
are going to be a people that proclaims this gospel to the next generation, the center must hold.  
We can never let go of Christ. We can never break off our faith from the object of our faith. 

If the flame of the Reformation is to continue, we must be Christ-centered like Luther who at the 
end of his life said, “I have taught you Christ purely, simply, and without adulteration.” 
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