
 

“Sola Scriptura:  God’s Word Alone Is the Authority” 
(2 Timothy 3:14-17) 

 
 
 

 This month we are again commemorating that great revival sent by the Lord to His 
church almost 500 years ago, that began to move us away from the superstition and abuse of the 
Roman Catholic Church into the clearer light of the Scripture.  That revival was called the 
Protestant Reformation.  The Reformation actually took place because more and more men 
within the church were noticing that she had strayed from the truth of Scripture.  They were 
noticing this, because they were studying the Scriptures in the original languages, and because 
the Lord was opening their minds through the work of His Spirit to the possibility that the 
tradition handed down to them by the fathers was wrong.  All this is to say that that which caused 
the problem in the church in the first place was really one of authority.  The question was, Whom 
should we listen to:  the church or the Scripture?  If they agreed, there was no problem.  But what 
if they disagreed?  The question seemed to be answered in two different ways by the two 
different groups.   The Roman church went with tradition, while the Protestant church went with 
the Scripture.  This is what we’ll want to look at this evening.   
 Now we need to understand that the Reformation was really more than one movement.  It 
was actually several.  And there were also several individuals whom the Lord used to lead up to 
it.  There were indications in the church that reformation was needed several centuries before 
Luther.  In the fourteenth century, John Wycliffe wanted to reform the Roman church by 
removing those ministers who were immoral and by getting rid of the church ownership of 
property.  He believed that the church’s material possessions were largely responsible for the 
church’s corruption.  Later, he began to attack the authority of the pope, by insisting that Christ, 
not the pope, was the head of the church.  He also taught that the Bible, not the church, was the 
sole authority for the believer.  In order to support his teachings, Wycliffe translated the New 
Testament into English by 1382, which, added to Nicholas of Hereford’s nearly complete 
translation of the Old Testament into English in 1384, gave Englishmen the ability to read the 
Bible for the first time in their own language.  John Wycliffe died in 1384, but was succeeded by 
a Bohemian priest by the name of John Hus, who read and accepted Wycliffe’s ideas.  Hus didn’t 
survive long against the persecution of the Roman church.  He was burned at the stake in 1415, 
for trying to reform the church along the line of Wycliffe’s thinking, but his ideas lived on in his 
books and in his followers.  One such group of followers arose in 1450, called the Bohemian 
Brethren.  This is the group from which the Moravians later came, who were one of the most 
missionary minded churches in the history of Christianity, and the group which would eventually 
lead John Wesley to a saving faith in Christ.  One last reformer was Savonarola, whose 
preaching against the evil life of the pope resulted in his being hung in 1498 (Cairns 251-53).   
 All of these men came before Luther and prepared the way for his reforms.  But it was 
Martin Luther himself that the Lord used to begin the Reformation.  It was October 31, 1517, 
when Dr. Luther nailed his famous ninety-five theses to the church door in Wittenburg, 
Germany.  When he did this, he was actually asking for a debate on what he considered to be 
abuses in the sale of indulgences.  Indulgences were originally sanctioned the pope in order to 
raise money to build St. Peter’s Cathedral in Rome.  It was a piece of paper that absolved 
someone from doing penance or making satisfaction for a sin that they had committed.  If a 
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person didn’t make a full satisfaction for their sins before they died, they would have to spend a 
great deal of time suffering in purgatory, to be purged of their sins, before they could enter into 
heaven.  These indulgences were good for those who were dead, as well as for those who were 
still alive, which made them much more desirable and easy to sell.  This was one of Tetzel’s 
main selling points, when he preached to the people.  But he also went beyond this.  He also 
promised forgiveness of sins to those who would buy them.  Listen to a portion of what remains 
of one of his sermons, “You priest, you nobleman, you merchant, you woman, you virgin, you 
married woman, you youth, you old man, go into your church, which as I have said, is St. 
Peter’s, and visit the hallowed cross that has been put up for you, that incessantly calls you. . . .  
Remember that you are in such stormy peril on the raging sea of this world that you do not know 
if you can reach the harbor of salvation. . . .  You should know:  whoever has confessed and is 
contrite and puts alms into the box, as his confessor counsels him, will have all of his sins 
forgiven, and even after confession and after the jubilee year will acquire an indulgence on every 
day that he visits the cross and the altars, as if he were visiting the seven altars in the Church of 
St. Peter, where the perfect indulgence is granted.  So why are you standing about idly?  Run, all 
of you, for the salvation of your souls.  Be quick and concerned about redemption as about the 
temporal goods you doggedly pursue from day till night.  ‘Seek ye the Lord while he may be 
found . . . while he is near’ (Isa. 55:6); work, as John says, ‘while it is day,’ for ‘night cometh 
when no man can work’ (John 9:4).--Do you not hear the voices of your dead parents and other 
people, screaming and saying:  ‘Have pity on me, have pity on me . . . for the hand of God hath 
touched me’ (Job 19:21)?  We are suffering severe punishments and pain, from which you could 
rescue us with a few alms, if only you would.’  Open your ears, because the father is calling to 
the son and the mother to the daughter” (Oberman 188).  Tetzel’s slogan was, “A penny in the 
box, a soul out of purgatory” (190).  Luther was hearing the confession of those who had 
purchased these indulgences from Tetzel, and was deeply concerned.  It’s interesting that at this 
time, Luther himself was still unconverted.  He wouldn’t actually discover the glorious Gospel in 
the Scripture until the following year.   
 Now Luther’s work was only the beginning.  There were other reforming movements 
which took place at that time as well, such as that carried on by John Calvin in Geneva.  Calvin 
was known as the great systematizer of the teaching of the Reformation.  His Institutes of the 
Christian Religion are still in print and read today.  Ulrich Zwingli was another great Reformer 
in Switzerland.  There was also a large movement called the radical reformation, which had to do 
with the Anabaptists who were persecuted by Romanist and Protestant alike.  But another very 
significant movement that took place was actually a movement against the Reformation, called 
the Counter Reformation, which was embodied in the Council of Trent.  This council met from 
December 13, 1545 to December 4, 1563.  It’s main purpose was to formulate what the church 
believed on several doctrines and to formulate refutations of the Protestant teaching.  This 
document clearly shows us the Roman view of things, so it is this we will look at to see the 
source of all of these problems in the church, namely that of authority.   
 Listen to what the Council of Trent had to say about the subject of authority, “The sacred 
and holy ecumenical, and general Synod of Trent,-- lawfully assembled in the Holy Ghost, the 
same three legates of the Apostolic See presiding therein,-- keeping this always in view, that, 
errors being removed, the purity itself of the Gospel be preserved in the Church:  which 
(Gospel), before promised through the prophets in the holy Scriptures, our Lord Jesus Christ, the 
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Son of God, first promulgated with His own mouth, and then commanded to be preached by His 
Apostles to very creature, as the fountain of all, both saving truth, and moral discipline; and 
seeing clearly that this truth and discipline are contained in the written books, and the unwritten 
traditions which, received by the Apostles from the mouth of Christ himself, or from the 
Apostles themselves, the Holy Ghost dictating, have come down even unto us, transmitted as it 
were from hand to hand:  [the Synod] following the examples of the orthodox Fathers, receives 
and venerates with an equal affection of piety and reverence, all the books of the Old and of the 
New Testament--seeing that one God is the author of both--as also the said traditions, as well as 
those appertaining to faith as to morals, as having been dictated, either by Christ’s own word of 
mouth, or by the Holy Ghost, and preserved in the Catholic Church by a continuous succession” 
(Creeds 79-80).  It then goes on to list the books they consider to be a part of the Scripture, 
including the books of the Apocrypha, and then ends with this statement, “But if any one receive 
not, as sacred and canonical, the said books entire with all their parts, as they have been used to 
be read in the Catholic Church, and as they are contained in the old Latin vulgate edition; and 
knowingly and deliberately condemn the traditions aforesaid; let him be anathema.  Let all, 
therefore, understand, in what order, and in what manner, the said Synod, after having laid the 
foundation of the Confession of faith [i.e., the Nicene Creed], will proceed, and what testimonies 
and authorities it will mainly use in confirming dogmas, and in restoring morals in the church” 
(82).   
 Their source of authority was not only the written Word of God, the Bible -- which for 
them included several additional books, called the Apocrypha -- they also held to the unwritten 
tradition of the Apostles -- that tradition they believe was spoken of in the Scriptures, but was 
never written down, until later when it was embodied in the church’s writings.  This included not 
only the practice of the church, but also its interpretation of the Bible.  They also have what we 
might call their developing tradition, which includes the writings of the Church Fathers, of which 
there were some 39 Latin fathers and some 50 Greek fathers (Concise 150-51), the decisions that 
were arrived at by the councils of the church -- at least those counsels that were ecumenical, 
those which were attended by the bishops of the whole church, including Trent.  Rome 
recognizes 21 such councils.  “To be ecumenical, a council has to be called by the pope and to 
have had its decisions promulgated (or proclaimed to be right) by him” (Concise 136) --, there is 
also the Magisterium, which is the teaching authority of the church -- Rome claims that “this is 
vested by God’s appointment in the pope and bishops.”  There is the ordinary magisterium, when 
a bishop teaches his diocese (or geographical area of authority), and the extraordinary 
magisterium, which is when the pope makes a declaration by himself (238) -- and finally there 
are the “ex Cathedra” proclamations, which refers “to the pope when speaking from his bishop’s 
chair in an official capacity as vicar of Christ on earth.  Thus what he says on such an occasion is 
seen by Roman Catholics to be infallible” (146).   
 When Luther stood before the Diet of Worms in 1521, he stated the problem very clearly, 
the reason he could no longer accept the teaching of the church, and the reason why he must 
continue on the path the Lord had placed his feet on.  When he was told that he must recant of 
his teaching, he said, “Unless I am overcome with testimonies from Scripture or with evident 
reasons -- for I believe neither the Pope nor the Councils, since they have often erred and 
contradicted one another -- I am overcome by the Scripture texts which I have adduced, and my 
conscience is bound by God's Word.”  For Luther, if the Scripture had spoken, there was nothing 
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more to be said.  Similarly, the Belgic Confession, which was written in 1561, states, “We 
believe that [the] holy Scriptures fully contain the will of God, and that whatsoever man ought to 
believe unto salvation is sufficiently taught therein...Neither may we consider any writings of 
men, however holy these men may have been, of equal value with those divine Scriptures nor 
ought we to consider custom or the great multitude, or antiquity, or succession of times and 
persons, or councils, decrees or statutes, as of equal value with the truth of God... Therefore, we 
reject with all our hearts whatsoever does not agree with this infallible rule” (VII).  This is what 
Paul tells us in 2 Timothy 3:16 and 17.  Scripture alone is the authority.  Scripture alone is 
enough for us.  We know that God has spoken to us there.  It is able to make us wise to salvation, 
to teach us, reprove us, correct us, and adequately to train us and equip us for every good work.  
As far as traditions go, they are fine, as long as they agree with the Scripture.  But if they 
contradict that authority, they need to go.  Listen to what Jesus tells the Pharisees about their 
traditions in Mark 7:5-13, “And the Pharisees and the scribes *asked Him, ‘Why do Your 
disciples not walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat their bread with impure hands?’  
And He said to them, ‘Rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written, “This 
people honor Me with their lips, but their heart is far away from Me.  But in vain do they 
worship Me, teaching as doctrines the precepts of men.”  Neglecting the commandment of God, 
you hold to the tradition of men.’  He was also saying to them, ‘You nicely set aside the 
commandment of God in order to keep your tradition.  For Moses said, “Honor your father and 
your mother”; and, “He who speaks evil of father or mother, let him be put to death”; but you 
say, “If a man says to his father or his mother, anything of mine you might have been helped by 
is Corban (that is to say, given to God),” you no longer permit him to do anything for his father 
or his mother; thus invalidating the word of God by your tradition which you have handed down; 
and you do many things such as that.’”  Do I really need to add anything to this?  Whatever 
traditions we may have that contradict the Word of God need to go, no matter how good our 
intentions may be.  And we must be careful that we never elevate our traditions to the level of 
Scripture, even if they don’t contradict it.  We could also add to this prohibition the teachings of 
men, whether they be popes or bishops.  There is no promise in Scripture that any pope or bishop 
would ever be infallible.  And as to church councils, the only example in Scripture of a church 
council -- that in Acts 15 -- shows us that such councils don’t need to be ecumenical -- that is, 
include the whole church --, and the way they are to determine truth is by the Scripture -- for that 
is what they did:  they examined the Scripture to see what the Lord had to say about the matter.  
Rome’s problem was that they had far too many authorities.  If they had stuck to the Bible, they 
wouldn’t have gone so far off track.   
 But by way of application, we need to realize that they’re not the only ones who have 
gone off track.  They were always afraid that if the Scripture were given to the people in a 
language they could understand, that it would split the church in many different directions.  What 
they said was true, however we need to recognize that it didn’t save them either.  They are one 
church with many internal divisions, while we are many churches.  But we need to realize that 
one of the things that causes this division is that we have too many sources of authority.  We 
have left the Bible alone as our standard.  Now, I’m not saying that this is the cause of all of our 
divisions.  There are many churches that hold to the Bible alone, and actually practice it.  It is 
only our sin and the problem sin causes in our understand of the Bible that divides us.  But there 
are authority problems that also do this.  What are some of them?  In some instances, it is a 
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charismatic Bible teacher who divides the church.  A person rises up, almost as a self-proclaimed 
prophet, and is so powerful in his preaching or teaching, that he mesmerizes his hearers.  They 
believe whatever he says.  Some people don’t read and study the Scripture.  It’s too much work 
for them.  And so they find someone they believe teaches the truth and simply believes what he 
or she believes.  Others believe in the continuing gifts of revelation.  And so they only believe 
what this or that prophet has to say, or what God says to them directly.  I believe I told you what 
the McIlhenny’s related to me about their experiences in Australia, when they were being 
interviewed on Christian television.  After the interviews, they would talk with some of these 
Christians, trying to reason with them from the Scriptures.  Every time they said the Bible said 
this or that, their hearers would just sort of blink and it wouldn’t register.  They would come 
back with, “The Lord told me this or that.”  When the McIlhenny’s finally caught on, they began 
to say, “Well the Lord told me this,” and then would paraphrase the Scripture.  When they did 
this, then these others would listen.  Still other Christians are led by their feelings, believing that 
somehow how they feel is being directed by the Spirit.  Still others are led by the traditions of 
their church:  this is the way we were raised, this is the way we have always done it, therefore, 
this is the right way.   
 If we have learned anything from the Reformation with regard to authority, it is that the 
Bible alone is the authority.  If what we believe doesn’t match up with Scripture, it has no 
business in our thinking.  It will hinder us in some way.  It might even lead us astray.  So let us 
be encouraged to examine all of our own beliefs and practices and traditions by the light of 
Scripture, and be ready to do some revamping to bring them into conformity with the Word.  We 
might even find that this will go a long way in unifying the church and bringing the peace that 
we all long for.  Amen.   


