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THE FIVE SOLAS OF THE REFORMATION
Why did the Reformation occur? What really brought about this great division in Christendom?
Although there were other contributing factors, the keys to understanding the reasons for the
Reformation are spiritual and theological. The Reformation’s understanding of salvation, religious
authority, and the church was a major break with the theology officially espoused by the Roman
Catholic Church. The Protestant Reformation was then, first and foremost, a theological revolution.
The present-day evangelical attitude toward the place and importance of theology in the life of the
church is a major reason why the Reformation has been eclipsed in the evangelical church. Theology
is either considered a necessary evil or something that is, practically speaking, irrelevant to the
concerns of ministry and church growth. Lip service is often paid to the Reformation, but it is rarely
more than that. More often than not, today’s evangelicals are, in the words of R. K. McGregor
Wright, “conditioned more by the thirty-second sound bites than the two-thousand-year-old discourse
of Christian orthodoxy.”1
I.

THE FORMAL PRINCIPLE OF THE REFORMATON: SOLA SCRIPTURA. Reformational distinctives are usually identified with the five solas, and for the sake of brevity these
will be used to expound the substance of the theology of the Reformation. Sola Scriptura is
referred to as the formal principle of the Reformation in the sense that it forms and gives
direction to what is to be believed. As such it stands at the very beginning of Reformational
theology. Scripture stands, not only as the sole source for what is to be believed and
practiced, but also is considered sufficient to that end. The late James Boice captured the
essence of the matter when he wrote: “When they used these words the Reformers were
indicating their concern for the Bible’s authority, and what they meant to say was that the
Bible alone is our ultimate authority – not the pope, not the church, not the traditions of the
church or church councils, still less personal intimations or subjective feelings, but Scripture
only. These other sources of authority are sometimes useful and may at times have a place,
but Scripture alone is ultimate. Therefore, if any of these other authorities differ from
Scripture, they are to be judged by the Bible and rejected, rather than it being the other way
around.”2 Although affirmed in principle by most evangelicals, sola Scriptura has actually
ceased to exercise a controlling influence on the beliefs of an ever-growing number of
professed evangelicals. Many evangelicals who identify with the Pentecostal/charismatic
traditions categorically reject sola Scriptura because it does not allow for continuing
revelation in terms of dreams, visions, and ongoing prophecy.3 Some who stand in this
tradition may protest and declare their allegiance to sola Scriptura, but as Reymond has
pointed out: “It must be noted that to the degree that one believes that God still speaks
directly to men and women today through prophets and glossolalists, just to that same
degree he is saying that he does not absolutely need the Bible for a word from God, and
accordingly he has abandoned the great Reformation principle of sola Scriptura.”4 Sola
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Scriptura has been eclipsed in many of our evangelical pulpits – not in the sense that the
Bible is not appealed to or read, but in the sense in which the message of Scripture is treated
as if it required supplementation by contemporary insights into human behavior. In other
words, what may have been sufficient in times past is today inadequate; our present
conditions require additional insights provided by techniques and methods that were
unknown until modern times.
II.

THE MATERIAL PRINCIPLE OF THE REFORMATION: SOLA FIDE. Luther called
the doctrine of justification by faith alone the articulus ecclesiae stantis et cadentis, the “article
by which the church stands and falls.” As a result of ECT (“Evangelicals and Catholics
Together”) and ECT II5 sola fide (justification by faith alone) has been the subject of intense
discussion among a number of concerned evangelicals. At the same time, however, a great
many evangelicals are openly indifferent to the seriousness of this debate, considering it
hair-splitting or quibbling over petty doctrinal issues that really have no bearing on the great
concerns (usually identified in terms of the culture wars being waged between political
liberals and conservatives) facing the church in these days and times. The evangelical
Lutheran-turned-Roman Catholic Richard John Neuhaus dismisses altogether the notion
that sola fide is the article by which the church stands and falls and confidently declares:
“Those who adamantly hold to this position view themselves as the champions of sixteenthcentury Lutheran and Calvinist orthodoxy. The great majority of evangelicals in America
and the world do not believe that those schools of theology are normative for their
understanding of the Christian faith. Wesleyan, Arminian, Holiness, Pentecostal, and
other evangelical traditions are much closer to the Catholic understanding of the
connections between faith and the converted life, between justification and sanctification.”6
While we admit the truthfulness of this remark, it should serve only as a rebuke to those
evangelicals whose tradition has departed so significantly from the gospel. Perhaps in light
of Galatians 1:6 one should not be greatly surprised by such things. Nonetheless, it should
cause us to stop and ponder. Why do a large number of evangelicals desire to maintain a
commitment to an Arminian understanding of free will if it entails a distorted doctrine of
justification by faith alone?7 Protests of evangelical Arminians notwithstanding, R. K.
McGregor Wright’s analysis is difficult to refute: “The Arminian Presupposition of a free
will weakens the Bible’s doctrine of grace to the same degree that it weakens the doctrine
of omnipotence. When the Arminian insists that somehow God limits himself at the door
of the human will, this can only mean in practice that the sinner must supply something for
salvation that God is powerless to supply. That something is the act of saving faith,
essentially an autonomous manifestation of a purely natural, innate spiritual competence.
In other words, salvation is partly a transcendent act of God’s mercy in providing the
necessary circumstances and partly an immanent natural achievement of the sinner’s
spiritual competence.”8

III.

AMAZING GRACE: SOLA GRATIA. The doctrine of salvation by the free grace of God
alone is affirmed in the verbal sense by all who call themselves evangelical. However, if you
probe beneath the surface, you discover all too quickly that sola gratia is actually repudiated
in its true theological meaning. The notion that people are born sinners and, as such, do
not deserve grace runs contrary to the widespread popular belief that deep down people are
basically good and that God owes everyone a chance at salvation. Regrettably this notion
has won wide acceptance in many evangelical circles. I am personally persuaded that this
is, more than anything else, the reason to many evangelicals (like those traditions that
Neuhaus celebrated as having more in common with traditional Catholicism than classic
Protestantism) have a truncated understanding of sola fide9 Theologian Donald Bloesch
assesses this way: “Catholic theology will gladly accept salvation by grace, but it is adamant
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that this is grace that assists human free will and therefore is not grace alone. Likewise
Catholics can affirm justification by faith, but this is faith formed by love, not faith alone
(sola fide). The Council of Trent concluded that even before coming to faith we can dispose
ourselves to receive God’s justifying grace. Consequently, salvation was portrayed as a
cooperative endeavor between the gracious God and the human sinner, though we cannot
move toward God on our own apart from His grace. In evangelical Protestantism grace
does more than enable our free will; it liberates our will for faith and service. Grace does
not simply bring us the possibility of a salvation yet to be realized; it brings us the reality of
a salvation already accomplished. Our role is not to cooperate with God in procuring grace
or justification but to celebrate and proclaim a salvation won by Christ alone (solus Christus).
We are not agents of God’s saving work but witness to His saving work. His grace when it
first comes to us is irresistible, for it breaks down the resistance of the old nature and in
effect implants within us a new nature. The decision of faith is a sign that grace is working
for us and in us; it is not the condition for receiving grace. One should recognize that
modern evangelicalism is probably closer to semi-Pelagianism (which viewed salvation as
partly the work of the human subject and partly the work of God) than as traditional
Catholicism because of the prominent role assigned to natural human free will in the
effecting of salvation. In classical Protestantism faith is not a theological virtue (and thereby
meritorious) but an empty vessel that only receives what is given by Christ.”10 Given this
perspective, Neuhaus’s claim is actually an admission that Catholicism and much of
modern evangelicalism really share a common commitment to varying degrees of semiPelagianism.
IV.

OUR ONE AND ONLY MEDIATOR: SOLUS CHRISTUS. The vast majority of
evangelicals readily acknowledge that we are saved exclusively by Christ, but given the
blurred nature of so much that passes for evangelicalism, which Christ are we affirming
when we declare solus Christus? The “Jesus” of the health and wealth charismatic crowd, i.e.,
Kenneth Copeland, as well as the “Jesus” being promoted by the Emergent crowd, i.e.,
Brian McLaren, Steven Chalke and Rob Bell, bear no resemblance to the Christ of Christian
Orthodoxy. The Emergent spokesmen, along with the people like Open-view theist Clark
Pinnock, have no reservations about adopting the idea that people attain salvation through
the various world religions. Christianity Today, in an interview with Timothy George, dean
of Beeson Divinity School, had no qualms about suggesting that evangelicals should not be
overly dogmatic regarding the question of whether sincere worshipers of other faiths are
excluded as such from salvation.11 A recent poll revealed that over 70% of professing Born
Again Christians say other religions can lead to heaven!12 This is a denial of solus Christus.

V.

THE MAJESTY OF GOD: SOLI DEO GLORIA. I close by once again citing the words
of Boice, “Wherever in the church biblical authority has been lost, Christ has been
displaced, the gospel has been distorted, or faith has been perverted, it has always been for
one reason: Our interests have displaced God’s and we are doing his work in our way. The
loss of God’s centrality in the life of today’s church is common and lamentable. It is this
loss that allows us to transform worship into entertainment, gospel preaching into
marketing, believing into technique, being good into feeling good about ourselves, and
faithfulness into being successful. As a result, God, Christ, and the Bible have come to
mean too little to us and rest too inconsequentially upon us. God does not exist to satisfy
human ambitions, cravings, the appetite for consumption, or our own private spiritual
interests. We must focus on God in our worship, rather than the satisfaction of our personal
needs. God is sovereign in worship; we are not. Our concern must be for God’s kingdom,
not our own empires, popularity, or success.”13
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