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Genesis 15:1-6 

After these things the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision, “Do not be afraid, Abram, I 

am your shield; your reward shall be very great.” But Abram said, “O Lord God, what will you 

give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” And Abram 

said, “You have given me no offspring, and so a slave born in my house is to be my heir.” But the 

word of the Lord came to him, “This man shall not be your heir; no one but your very own issue 

shall be your heir.” He brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if 

you are able to count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be.” And he believed 

the Lord; and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness. 

 

Galatians 2:15-21 

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet 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. 

But if, in our endeavor to be justified in Christ, we too were found to be sinners, is Christ then a 

servant of sin? Certainly not! For if I rebuild what I tore down, I prove myself to be a transgressor. 

For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I have been crucified with Christ. 

It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by 

faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not nullify the grace of God, 

for if righteousness were through the law, then Christ died for no purpose. 

 

“Five Solae of the Reformation: Sola Fide” 

The grass withers and the flower fades, but the Word of the Lord remains forever. Friends, this is 

the Word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God. May the words of my mouth and the 

meditations of all our hearts be pleasing and acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our Rock and our 

Redeemer. Amen. 

Today marks the halfway point of our sermon series on the Five Solae of the Reformation. In 

recognition of and in lead up to Reformation Sunday on October 29th, we’re taking an in-depth 

look at the five doctrinal reasons that the Reformers had for reforming the Medieval church. Two 

weeks ago we talked about sola scriptura, Scripture alone. The Reformers asserted that only 

Scripture has the final authority for the Christian and for the Church, all other influences must be 

weighed against Scripture. Last week we talked about sola gratia, grace alone. We learned that 

divine grace is God’s free and unmerited gift towards us, and our response to this graciousness is 

our own costly grace, as Bonhoeffer says. For this morning, we’re going to talk about the historical 

objections, biblical precedent, and modern application of sola fide, faith alone. 

Historical Objection 

Whenever someone says to me in the middle of a conversation, “To be perfectly honest with 

you…,” I usually think to myself, “So was everything up to now a lie?” Well, to be perfectly honest 

with you, sola fide is a slight misnomer. For both the Roman Church and the Reformers, faith is 

an active and necessary component of the system of redemption. So the Reformers didn’t come up 

with the necessity of faith, faith itself is not a new concept. Sola fide is actually short for 

justification by faith alone. This phrase appears in different forms throughout Paul’s letters, but 

one of the most clear is from our New Testament reading where the Apostle tells the Galatians “a 
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person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ.” Justification is where 

Rome and the Reformers differ. So let’s start there. 

The Greek word Paul uses that is frequently translated as justification is dikaiosune. This word is 

also translated as righteousness. Dikaiosune is hard to translate into one modern English word. It 

conveys the idea of being made righteous or being reckoned as righteous. The Roman Church 

believed, and continues to believe, that a person can cooperate with God in this justification 

process. In fact, most Catholics are encouraged to participate and cooperate. They consider seven 

ways a person can recharge or earn grace. These are the Roman church’s seven sacraments. Their 

sacraments are Baptism, Confirmation, Communion, Penance, Unction, Matrimony, and 

Ordination. In Baptism, a person participates in justification by entering into the Body of Christ, 

into the Church. In Confirmation, a person participates in justification by sealing herself with the 

gift of the Holy Spirit. In Communion, a person participates in justification by sharing in the 

sacrificed body and blood of Christ. In Penance, a person participates in justification by confessing 

sins, acting contrition, and receiving absolution. In Unction or Last Rites, a person participates in 

justification by uniting in sickness and suffering with Christ’s suffering. In matrimony, a person 

participates in justification by entering into a union with another baptized Christian and the 

procreation of offspring. Finally, in ordination, a person participates in justification by setting 

himself apart for service to the Body of Christ. Now, all seven of those things are important for 

Luther and Calvin, but they are not participatory in justification. 

Where the Reformers saw that the Medieval church went astray was in the biblical basis for these 

so-called sacraments. In Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, he writes of divine mysteries or secrets that 

were revealed or made known in Christ Jesus. The Greek word there is musterion, where we get 

“mystery,” but in the Latin Vulgate the word is translated as sacramentum, meaning sacred. From 

that translation the Medieval church developed the seven sacraments. Well, the Reformers, going 

back to the original languages, said, “No, Paul isn’t talking about the Sacraments of the Church, 

he’s talking about God’s revelations through Christ.” So they whittled down from seven to two 

Sacraments, the two actual sacramentum, orders of Jesus Christ: “baptize the nations” and “do this 

in remembrance of me.” Since the word sacramentum means to keep something sacred, the Roman 

Church says it can be used in the system of justification, because sacred things or holy things are 

from God. To this the reformers said, “No.” These orders are certainly sacred rituals, but they do 

not affect or influence salvation. Justification is by faith alone, and only faith in Christ Jesus. The 

Roman Church responded to the Reformers, specifically to Luther, and said if justification is by 

faith alone, than where is sanctification, how is a person suppose to reach holiness? Luther 

famously responded along these lines, “A person in Christ is simul justus et peccator—in the same 

instant a sinner and just.” Because of Christ, a person is able to be both justified and a sinner, and 

it is mystery not a sacrament. And we see this playing out in Scripture. 

Biblical Precedent 

Last week we learned the Bible teaches that God’s grace is extended to us through Jesus Christ, 

which means we receive this gift by our faith in Christ Jesus. Just like grace is a precious gift, so 

too is our faith. It is not something merited to us nor is it something we find. Paul says to the church 

in Rome, 

For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law. Or is God the God of 

Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also, since God is one—

who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith.1 
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The Apostle here is telling us that our adherence to the Law does not save us. In his example, 

circumcision is a non-issue, for God is God to both Jews and Gentiles, which means God is the 

God of faith and not of adherence to the Law. This is because Christ came into this world to fulfill 

the Law. Therefore, the righteousness of Christ is the sole basis for our justification, and 

accordingly we place our faith in him and not in our works. Listen to the words of Christ himself. 

I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me 

shall never thirst…For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the Son 

and believes in him should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day.2 

We cannot participate in our own salvation. That’s like a sculpture trying to participate in its own 

sculpting. Scripture is clear that doing legalistic things like the seven sacraments, the stations of 

the cross, praying the rosary, or saying a certain number of Hail Mary’s do not produce grace. 

Now I’m not saying those things aren’t useful. They certainly help in centering our thoughts on 

Christ, but I do agree with our forefathers, that those actions aren’t salvific. Faith may produce in 

us the desire to pray the rosary or come to confession, but praying and confessing do not, in and 

of themselves, bring us closer to God. For again, Paul says to the Galatians, 

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.3 

It is because of Christ and through Christ that we receive the benefits of God’s original covenant 

with Abraham back in Genesis. Justification by faith in Christ Jesus is the fulfillment of the Old 

Testament Law and is the extension of that ancient covenant to the Gentile world. 

Modern Application 

Now, you may be thinking if faith is a gift, and like grace is not something we produce, and if faith 

alone and only a faith in Christ can save us, then how do we participate in all of this? Well, the 

Reformers would answer, We don’t participate. We don’t influence, we don’t cooperate. We are 

simply recipients of faith and grace. Although we are justified by faith alone, apart from works of 

the law, “that faith will and must produce a harvest of good works. We are in no way justified by 

those good works, but we are justified by a faith that evidences its truth and sincerity by good 

works...people who are justified by faith alone must pursue good works as the fruit and evidence 

of their justifying faith.”4 While grace and faith cannot be merited or purchased, they are witnessed 

to by our actions. Our good works, our good deeds are the fruit of the Holy Spirit’s indwelling. 

Good works are the physical representation of our spiritual faith. And these good works are as vast 

and varied as the Children of God. Sola fide, in the 21st Century means we have the license and 

the call to be good stewards, to be good disciples, to be good witnesses to the poor, downtrodden, 

and oppressed. When there are tragedies in the world, when sin rears it’s ugly head, like it did in 

Vegas, our faith should move us to respond. 

We are able to respond in good works and in faith because we have an assurance that is grounded 

in God’s sovereignty over salvation. To apply sola fide today means we have an assurance that the 

gift of grace revealed in Christ is sealed upon our hearts by the Holy Spirit. Calvin asserts that our 

victory over sin and death is absolutely certain. “This certainty, however, cannot come from 

anything found within us. Instead, we may be assured because of our adoption by God in His 

eternal purposes.”5 We are adopted by God, and while we don’t have notarized certificate of 
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adoption, we do have an assurance that is sealed on the heart. This assurance of faith alone falls 

under the doctrine of election, which we unfortunately don’t have time to get into today. I will say, 

“for Calvin, election does not lead to complacency, nor does it undermine assurance. Instead, it is 

a call to arms that we can fight the good fight with confidence.”6 

Sola fide means we confidently trust and have a blessed assurance that our salvation is in the hands 

of the Lord. My friends, our eternal life can be in no better hands than those of Jesus Christ. Which 

is why the next phrase is solus christus, or Christ alone, which we’ll talk about next week. For 

now, I invite you to pray with me. Most Holy and Wonderful God, we give all praise and thanks 

to you for hold our justification. We know that if our salvation were left to our own hands, we 

would surely fail. We know that we cannot participate or persuade your grace because it is a gift 

and not wages earned. Instead, we have an assurance that we can turn to you and knowing that 

your gift of faith is given to us through the Lord Jesus Christ. We call upon the Holy Spirit to guide 

us today as we live out this faith and witness to your saving grace. We pray this in Christ’s name 

holy and precious name. Amen. 

1 Romans 3:28-30 
2 John 6:35-36, 40 
3 Galatians 2:15-16 
4 Guy Waters, “Sola Scriptura and Sola Fide” in Tabletalk Magazine, vol. 41, no. 10, October 2017. Page 22. 
5 J. Nicholas Reid, “Calvin on Assurance” in Ministry and Leadership, Fall 2017 (Reformed Theological Seminary). 

Page 13. 
6 Ibid., 15. 

                                                 


