
 

“Sola Gratia:  Salvation Is by Grace Alone” 
(Romans 11:6) 

 
 
 

 Tonight, we are continuing our series on the Five Solas of the Reformation.  The first 
week, we looked at what is the most foundational of the Solas, at least the one that must be 
accepted if we are ever to find the truth:  Sola Scriptura:  The Scripture alone is the standard of 
truth, as opposed to traditions, popes and councils.  If we don’t settle on this as the foundation of 
all truth, and allow there to be other authorities, then we destroy true biblical authority, and we 
will be able to arrive at just about any conclusion we choose, depending on the authorities we 
choose to accept.  Last week, Greg lectured on the second of the solas:  Solus Christus:  Christ 
alone is the mediator between God and man, not the priests, or the saints, or the virgin Mary.  If 
we allow for any other way that we might approach God, then we destroy the only way by which 
we can come.  This week and next week, we will see why Christ is the only way to God:  He 
alone is able to reconcile us with the Father, and He alone has actually done so.  And unless we 
trust in Him and in His righteousness alone to save us, we will be eternally lost.   
 This evening, we will be looking at Sola Gratia:  the fact that it is through the works or 
merits of Christ alone, given to us by His mere free grace, that we are saved, and not by our own 
works in any sense.   
 We have seen how Rome went astray by accepting other sources of authority, and we 
have seen how they went astray by accepting other mediators.  But Rome also went astray by 
accepting other works, besides those of Christ, in order to reconcile us to God.  Let’s begin by 
considering what the Council of Trent had to say on the subject of Justification, remembering 
that this council -- which is also called the Counter Reformation -- was the official response of 
Rome to the Reformation and the statement which all the faithful, who wished to remain in the 
communion of the Roman Church, had to hold to.  Listen to their introduction to the chapter on 
Justification, “Whereas there is, at this time, not without the shipwreck of many souls, and 
grievous detriment to the unity of the Church, a certain erroneous doctrine disseminated touching 
Justification; the sacred and holy, oecumenical and general Synod of Trent, lawfully assembled 
in the Holy Ghost . . . purposes, unto the praise and glory of Almighty God, the tranquillising of 
the Church, and the salvation of souls, to expound to all the faithful of Christ the true and sound 
doctrine touching the said Justification; which (doctrine) the sun of justice, Christ Jesus, the 
author and finisher of our faith, taught, which the apostles transmitted, and which the Catholic 
Church, the Holy Ghost reminding her thereof, has always retained; most strictly forbidding that 
any henceforth presume to believe, preach, or teach, otherwise than as by this present decree is 
defined and declared” (6:Proem).  The “certain erroneous doctrine” concerning justification, 
which they said had been the cause of the shipwreck of many souls -- meaning, of course, their 
damnation --  and the cause of  “grievous detriment to the unity of the church” -- because of the 
Protestants who withdrew from the Roman church -- is doubtless referring to what the Reformers 
believed, and what we continue to hold to be true today.  This is the doctrine that they are about 
to refute.   
 First, they believe, as we do, that all men lost their innocence in Adam.  They fell with 
him and are polluted with the same sin.  However, they believe that this sin wasn’t transmitted to 
us by imputation, but by infusion.  In other words, it didn’t come directly to us from Adam, but 
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indirectly, through our parents.  They believe that sin is “transfused into all by propagation” 
(5.Original Sin.3), that is, through our conception and birth into the line of Adam.  Now we 
believe that it’s at the time of our conception that we are infected with Adam’s sin, but it comes 
to us more directly.  It is credited to us by God, because Adam was our representative in the 
garden.  What he did, in God’s eyes, we did.  Paul writes, “Through one man sin entered into the 
world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men, because all sinned” (Rom. 5:12).  
They believe that it came to us because we are related to Adam.  You might ask what difference 
this makes, since they still believe that we are “the servants of sin, and under the power of the 
devil and of death” (6.1), just as we do.  Except for its not being true, it doesn’t make much 
difference.  Calvin also believed that this was the way Adam’s sin affected us.  But there is one 
significant difference in their view of fallen man:  we believe that Adam’s sin destroyed our free 
will, our ability to choose between good and evil.  Rome does not.  Trent says, “Free will, 
attenuated as it was in its powers, and bent down, was by no means extinguished in them [that is, 
in man]” (ibid.).  This means that they believed that man, even in his fallen state, still has the 
ability to choose between good and evil, that is, he still has the ability to cooperate with God in 
the work of salvation.  Rome is not the only church which believes this today (and when I say 
church, I am using the term loosely, since Rome is not a true church).  Most of the evangelical 
church, being Arminian in doctrine, also believes the same thing.   
 Now, to save us from the damnation that this sin would bring upon us, they believe, again 
as we do, that the Lord sent His Son into the world that those “who followed not after justice, 
might attain to justice, and that all men might receive the adoption of sons.  [Jesus Christ] God 
hath proposed as a propitiator, through faith in his blood, for our sins, and not for our sins only, 
but also for those of the whole world” (6.2).  This sounds close to what we believe, but there are 
difference.  When they say that Christ died for the whole world, they believe that He died so that 
each and every individual might have salvation, while we believe that He died for all kinds of 
men, but not for every person.  He died only for the elect.  We believe that when Christ died that 
His blood, or His death, removed the guilt of our sin and made full satisfaction to the justice of 
God, whereas they believe it only removed our guilt and not our need to make satisfaction, which 
is why they practice penance and hold to the doctrine of purgatory.  These by themselves are 
significant differences.  But the most significant difference that exists between us on the doctrine 
of justification, is how a person is justified, that is, how he receives the benefits of Christ’s death.  
Their system of belief introduces works which a person must do in order to receive the grace of 
God:  such as doing good works, keeping the commandments, participating in the sacraments -- 
and they have several more sacraments --, venerating relics, etc.  They do not believe in 
justification by grace through faith alone.  They do believe that salvation is by grace -- a person 
could never be saved on their own, they could never be saved apart from the merits of Christ -- 
but not grace alone.  There is something that we must do.   
 What are the works we must do to be saved?  For them, salvation begins with baptism.  
We read in Trent, “If any one asserts, that this sin of Adam,--which in its origin is one, and being 
transfused into all by propagation, not by imitation, is in each one as his own, --is taken away 
either by the powers of human nature, or by any other remedy than the merit of the one mediator, 
our Lord Jesus Christ, who hath reconciled us to God in his own blood, made unto us justice, 
sanctification, and redemption; or if he denies that the said merit of Jesus Christ is applied, both 
to adults and to infants, by the sacrament of baptism rightly administered in the form of the 
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church; let him be anathema:  For there is no other name under heaven given to men, whereby 
we must be saved.  Whence that voice; Behold the lamb of God behold him who taketh away the 
sins of the world; and that other; As many as have been baptized, have put on Christ” (5.3).  
They believe in the merits of Christ and that those merits must be applied to us to save us, but it 
is not done through faith, but through baptism.  Here, we see the beginning of their salvation by 
works:  the work of baptism, which, although it conveys to the one baptized the grace of Christ 
(which, as I said, they believe they cannot be saved without), it is done through a work.  This 
applies to both children and adults.  You cannot be saved apart from baptism.  Berkhof writes, 
“Children born within the pale of the Church receive the grace of regeneration, including an 
infusion of grace and forgiveness of sin, in baptism.  Others, however, who come under the 
influence of the Gospel in later years, receive sufficient grace, that is, an illumination of the 
understanding and a strengthening of the will by the Holy Spirit.  They can resist but also yield 
to this work of God and follow the promptings of the Spirit.  By yielding to it and co-operating 
with God they prepare themselves for the grace of justification [notice, there is something they 
must do to prepare themselves for this initial justification -- I say initial, because there are more 
works a person must do to reach final justification after they are baptized.  Now what is this 
preparation?].  This preparation consists of the following seven elements:  (a)  Assent to the truth 
taught by the Church; (b)  insight into one’s sinful condition; (c)  hope in the mercy of God; (d)  
the beginning of love to God; (e) an abhorrence of sin; (f) a resolution to obey the 
commandments of God; and (g) a desire for baptism . . .  After this sevenfold preparation 
justification itself follows in baptism.  It consists in the infusion of grace (super-natural virtues), 
followed by the forgiveness of sins.  [But notice this is not full forgiveness, but a forgiveness 
based upon how much that person actually is able to overcome his sins.]  The measure of this 
forgiveness is commensurate with the degree in which sin is actually overcome.  It is given freely 
and is not merited by the preceding preparations.  And it is preserved by obeying the 
commandments and by doing good works.  In the [infusion of grace] man receives the 
supernatural strength to do such works, and thus to merit with a merit of condignity all following 
grace and everlasting life.  The grace of God, therefore, serves the purpose of enabling man 
once more to merit salvation.  But it is not certain that the precious gift of justification will be 
retained.  It may be lost, not only through unbelief, but by any mortal sin.  It may be regained, 
however, by the sacrament of penance, consisting in contrition (or attrition), confession, together 
with absolution, and works of satisfaction.  Both the guilt of sin and eternal punishment may be 
removed by absolution, but the temporal penalties of sin can only be cancelled on the basis of 
works of satisfaction” (History 215-16).   
 Now it’s interesting to note that the Roman Church does do lip-service to salvation by 
grace alone, apart from works.  Listen to this section out of Trent, “And whereas the Apostle 
saith, that man is justified by faith and freely, those words are to be understood in that sense 
which the perpetual consent of the Catholic Church hath held and expressed; to wit, that we are 
therefore said to be justified by faith, because faith is the beginning of human salvation, the 
foundation, and the root of all Justification; without which it is impossible to please God, and to 
come unto the fellowship of His sons:  but we are therefore said to be justified freely, because 
that none of those things which precede justification -- whether faith or works -- merit the grace 
itself of justification.  For, if it be a grace, it is not now by works, otherwise, as the same Apostle 
says, grace is no more grace” (6.8).  Canon I, or rule I, under Justification, states, “If any one 
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saith, that man may be justified before God by his own works, whether done through the 
teaching of human nature, or that of the law, without the grace of God through Jesus Christ; let 
him be anathema.”  But having said this, they add so much human cooperation with this grace 
and human merit, that they destroy the principle of salvation by grace alone.  Listen to these two 
canons, “If any one saith, that the justice received is not preserved and also increased before God 
through good works; but that the said works are merely the fruits and signs of Justification 
obtained, but not a cause of the increase thereof; let him be anathema” (XXIV) [this, by the way, 
is what we say, and are therefore accursed in the eyes of the Roman Church], and “If any one 
saith, that the good works of one that is justified are in such manner the gifts of God, as that they 
are not also the good merits of him that is justified; or, that the said justified, by the good works 
which he performs through the grace of God and the merit of Jesus Christ, whose living member 
he is, does not truly merit increase of grace, eternal life, and the attainment of that eternal life,-- 
if so be, however, that he depart in grace, -- and also an increase of glory; let him be anathema” 
(XXXII).  I don’t know if you could find a clearer statement from Rome that they believe that 
the works we do, in cooperation with the grace of God, merit or earn salvation.  This is certainly 
the only way it appears that we can understand their teaching.  Listen to the way merit is defined 
in The Concise Dictionary of the Christian Tradition, “[The] Roman Catholic teaching 
concerning the right of a Christian to be rewarded by God with salvation and eternal life for good 
works done in the power of the Holy Spirit . . .  Developed in the Latin church by Tertullian, 
Cyprian, and Augustine, it was elaborated by medieval theologians and defined by the Roman 
Catholic Council of Trent (1545-1563)” (248).  They not only talk about earning enough merit to 
be rewarded with eternal life, they also go beyond this and say that it is possible to earn more 
than is needed.  Their definition continues, “It is claimed that when a Christian does more than 
God expects of him, he acquires more merit than is needed for his own salvation.  This extra or 
surplus merit then becomes part of the Treasury of Merit on which the church can draw for the 
benefit of those who are deficient in merit.  This is how indulgences could be justified” (248-49).  
This is what is called “supererogation,” meriting more than, or beyond, what you need to be 
saved.   
 Now what are we to think of this teaching of the Roman Church?  First, we would want 
to give them some credit for seeing that, even though they leave room for man to prepare himself 
to receive the grace of salvation -- which is impossible, unless it is conceived as a preparation to 
be baptized --, he cannot save himself apart from the grace of Christ.  But we would severely 
criticize them, and say that they have in essence destroyed the Gospel, for believing that 
somehow their works or their cooperation with God in the work of salvation actually earns 
salvation and eternal life.  The Bible clearly tells us that our works earn exactly nothing in the 
sight of God.  Jesus said, “When you do all the things which are commanded you, say, ‘We are 
unworthy slaves; we have done only that which we ought to have done’” (Luke 17:10).  We can’t 
earn anything by doing what we are obligated to do in the first place.  Not only this, but we need 
to remember that grace and works are mutually exclusive.  They are the opposite of one another.  
Paul writes, “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, otherwise grace is no 
longer grace” (Rom. 11:6).  Work is something we do that earns something.  Grace, on the other 
hand, is something that is freely given, completely apart from merit.  It is a free gift.  When you 
work for a day, and your employer hands you a day’s wages, you don’t thank him for giving you 
the money, unless he is in the habit of sometimes not paying you.  You earned it.  But if he gave 
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you a day’s wage for no work, or if he paid you more than you earned, then you would have a 
reason to thank him.  God’s salvation is just that:  it is given freely, completely apart from what 
we earn.  It is all of grace, not of works, so that no one can boast, but God alone gets all of the 
glory.  Paul writes in Ephesians 2:8-9, “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that 
not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of works, that no one should boast.”  He 
writes in Romans 4:1-5, “What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the 
flesh, has found?  For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about; but 
not before God.  For what does the Scripture say?  ‘And Abraham believed God, and it was 
reckoned to him as righteousness.’  Now to the one who works, his wage is not reckoned as a 
favor, but as what is due.  But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies 
the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness.”  What do our works earn anyway?  Do they 
merit the reward of eternal life?  No.  Because of our sin, all they earn is hell.  What can we add 
to the perfect works of Christ?  Only imperfection.  If we try to add to them at all, all we do is 
take away from the perfect righteousness of Christ.  Of course, when Rome says what it does 
about works, it is, in it’s own eyes, trying to do justice to James, who tells us, “You see that a 
man is justified by works, and not by faith alone” (James 2:24).  But what they don’t see is, that 
upon closer examination, instead of contradicting what Paul clearly says about works and grace, 
James is only bringing out the point that merely saying that a person has faith is not enough.  It 
must be vindicated by the works a person does.  When we say that salvation is not earned in any 
way by our works, but by Christ’s alone, we do not mean that works are unimportant.  God 
recreated us unto good works (Eph. 2:10).  James tells us that faith is perfected or brought to 
completion by our works (2:22).  He says, faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself” (v. 
17).  Works are important.  They are necessary to our salvation, but they absolutely do not earn 
anything towards our salvation.   
 In closing, I would just point out a few ways in which Protestants can be guilty of doing 
the same thing Rome does in adding works to salvation.  One is to make salvation dependent 
upon faith in a way that turns faith into a work.  Some see faith as a work we do to be saved.  It 
is not a work.  Rather it is a turning away from all of our works to Christ’s work alone.  It is a 
looking away from ourselves and everything we have done to be saved by everything Christ has 
done.  We must not rest in our faith to save us.  It is merely the instrument by which we reach out 
to Christ.  We must rest in Christ.  Another way we turn the grace of God into a works system is 
by believing that somehow we need to keep up a certain level of righteousness or certain amount 
of works to hold onto our salvation.  Now works are important, as I’ve said.  They are the fruits 
of a living faith.  But if we ever begin to look at those works as that which keeps us in the grace 
of God, then we have turned them into a works system.  We have become legalists.  Luther said 
that works which are done merely because we’re afraid of what God threatens if we don’t, or 
which are done to obtain the promise of salvation, are of the Law.  It is only those works which 
are done out of thankfulness for mercies received that is evangelical obedience, and the kind of 
works that are necessary for salvation.  Let us learn from this never to trust in any degree our 
own works to save us, but to trust in the works of Christ alone.  But let us also learn that even 
though we cannot save ourselves by our works, that works done out of a thankful heart are still 
necessary if we would show ourselves to be true Christians.  Amen.   


