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THE REFORMATION CONTEXT OF SOLI DEO GLORIA 

 

We’ve spent the last four weeks, and we’ll conclude this morning, studying the five solas (alones) 

of the Protestant Reformation. The five solas – Sola Scriptura, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide, Solus 

Christus, and Soli Deo Gloria – sum up the theological commitments of the reformers  

 

When the Reformers spoke about Sola Scriptura (Scripture alone) they were concerned with the 

authority of God’s Word. Luther and many others contended 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 our personal intimations or subjective feelings. These other sources of limited authority are 

sometimes useful and may have a place, but Scripture and Scripture alone is ultimate. Therefore, 

if any of these authorities differ from Scripture, they are to be judged by the Bible and rejected. 

This was so important to the Reformers that they called it the “formal principal,” meaning that it 

gives form or substance to everything else. It was their intention, in affirming Scripture alone, to 

give glory to God alone.   

 

When the Reformers spoke about Sola Gratia (grace alone) they did so insisting that sinners have 

no claim upon God. God owes us nothing but punishment for our sins. If God chooses to save 

some, which by His grace He does, He saves them in spite of their sins and only because it 

pleases Him to do so (cf. Psalm 115:3). Grace, by definition, is receiving something that isn't 

owed – something that isn’t due to us. By affirming that salvation is by grace alone, the Reformers 

were giving glory to God alone.  

 

When the Reformers spoke about Sola Fide (faith alone) they were concerned about the purity of 

the gospel. They affirmed that the believer is justified by God through faith entirely apart from 

any works that he might do (cf. Romans 3:28, 5:1). The doctrine of justification by faith alone 

was the central issue of the Protestant Reformation. It was the doctrine around which the solas 

orbited. The question the Reformers were trying to answer with exacting biblical precision was, 

“How can a sinful person be right with a Holy God?” In other words, If God, because of our sin, 

is against us, how is it that God can be for us? The answer? By grace alone, through faith alone, 

in Christ alone, and to the glory of God alone. The theological battle Luther and the reformers 

fought wasn’t over the issue of justification by faith, but rather over the issue of justification by 



faith alone. You see, it was the sola of Sola Fide that was the central point of dispute between the 

reformers and the Roman Catholic Church. The Roman Catholic view – A person is justified by 

faith + works (infused righteousness). The Protestant view – A person is justified by faith alone 

(imputed righteousness). In insisting that justification is by faith in Christ alone, the Reformers 

were ascribing glory to God alone.  

 

When the Reformers spoke about Solus Christus (Christ alone) they were saying salvation has 

been achieved for us by Jesus Christ alone and that this has been accomplished entirely outside 

of us, apart from anything we have done or might do. Christ’s death on the cross made perfect 

atonement for our sins and we cannot contribute to that atonement in any way. Moreover, in 

salvation, Christ’s righteousness is applied to us by the Spirit, and this is the sole ground of our 

justification. Our righteousness does not enter into our being made right with God in any way (cf. 

Isaiah 64:6). Martin Luther referred to this righteousness as “alien righteousness.” When the 

Reformers spoke about Christ alone, they did so in order to give glory to God alone.1   

 

It is true that the Reformers did not speak explicitly of “the five solas,” they were summarized 

later, but the magnification of Scripture, grace, faith, Christ, and God’s glory - and these alone - 

suffused their theology and ethics, their worship and piety. Scripture alone, and no mere human 

word, is our ultimate standard of authority. Grace alone, and not any human contribution, saves 

us. Faith alone, and no other human action, is the instrument by which we’re saved. Christ alone, 

and no other redeemer, is the Mediator of our salvation.2 All of the solas lead to this last one: To 

God alone be the glory. Soli Deo Gloria has been referred to as the glue that holds the 

reformation together.  

 

The first four solas (Sola Scriptura, Sola Gratia, Sola Fide, and Solus Christus) answer the “How” 

question. Remember, the men and women who fought the doctrinal battle of the Protestant 

Reformation were seeking to answer the question, “How can sinners be made right with God?” If 

God is against us, which He is because of sin, how can He be made to be for us? The solas 

answer that question. According to the authority of Scripture, the final and authoritative court of 

appeals, salvation is by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone. But the final sola 

answers the “Why” question. Why does God save sinners by grace alone through faith alone, in 

Christ alone? The answer - Soli Deo Gloria - for His glory alone! 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1 James Montgomery Boice, Whatever Happened to the Gospel of Grace (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2001), 157-
158. 
2 David VanDrunen, God’s Glory Alone: The Majestic Heart of Christian Faith and Life (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2015), 14. 



ROMAN CATHOLIC SACREMENTAL SYSTEM 

 

The Roman Catholic Church had developed an entire sacramental system by which people could 

cooperate with grace to contribute to their justification. If this is the case, if a person can acquire 

for themselves grace through baptism, the Eucharist, or any other means, then I and the Church 

are to be thanked and glorified, at least in part, for my justification.   

 

One of the reasons the Roman Catholic Church has seven sacraments, rather than two as in most 

Protestant [churches], is that a fundamental sacramental approach to man underlies Catholic 

theology. The key difference, other than the number of sacraments is their efficacy. That is what 

the sacraments do or accomplish. The Roman Catholic Church believes the sacraments do what 

they are designed to do ex opera operato – “by the working of the works”. In other words, simply 

performing the sacrament causes it to operate and perform what it was designed to perform. 

According to the Catholic Church, they are designed to convey grace to the recipient.3  

 

Baptism, Confirmation, Matrimony, Extreme Unction, Holy Orders (Ordination), and the two 

believed to give the most assistance in this world. One is Penance, which gives assistance for the 

whole life after baptism, and the Lord’s Supper, which is the sacrament above all others in the 

Catholic Church.  

 

ROMAN CATHOLIC SACERDOTAL SYSTEM  

 

Sacerdotal simply refers to the doctrine or system of ascribing spiritual or supernatural powers to 

priests or other religious authorities. The Roman Catholic Church has set up a system of 

mediators between God and man. There are prayers to patron saints, prayers beseeching the 

Pope and other priests, prayers offered to Mary. The problem is that to do so, which is found 

nowhere in your Bible, sets those spiritual individuals up as co-mediators of grace with Christ. 

Paul tells us clearly, “For there is one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the 

man Christ Jesus” 1 Timothy 2:5. We are not to look to an individual to perform an office that 

was only given to Christ to perform and execute. To do so is to give glory, in some manner, to 

men for your salvation.  

 

In Roman Catholic Mariology, the title Mediatrix refers to the intercessory role of Mary as a 

mediator in the salvific redemption by her son Jesus Christ and that He bestows graces through 

her. If you grew up Catholic, you are undoubtedly familiar with the intercessory prayer to Mary, 

“Hail Mary, full of grace. Our Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is 

the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.” So far so good, right? The prayer continues, “Holy Mary, Mother of 

God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death. Amen.” You have just jumped off the 
                                                
3 R.C. Sproul, Are We Together? A Protestant Analyzes Roman Catholicism (Sanford, FL: Reformation Trust 
Publishing, 2012), 67-68. 



deep end. Nowhere does Scripture assign any mediatorial role to Mary. This false doctrine is the 

result of the tradition of the Catholic Church.   

 

 

I. GOD DOES EVERYTHING HE DOES FOR HIS GLORY (cf. Isaiah 42:8, Romans 11:33-36) 

 

God’s glory is to be understood essentially, as one of the divine attributes but, moreover, as an 

attribute that eminently reflects and reveals the perfection of all the attributes.4 God is the only 

being in all of existence who can be said to possess inherent glory. Another way of saying that is 

that glory is intrinsic to God. We don’t give it to Him; it is His by virtue of who He is. God didn’t 

become glorious when He created the world. God’s act of sovereign creation was an expression 

of His glory. He was glorious before any beings were created to worship Him. If no one ever 

gave God any praise, He would still be the glorious God that He is, because … His glory is His 

being – simply the sum of what He is, regardless of what we do or do not do in recognition of it. 

 

HE IS WEIGHTY 

 

The Hebrew word for glory (dwøbDk - kavod) is sometimes used figuratively to mean “heavy” or 

“dense.” When we speak of a “weighty” person, someone who is honorable, worthy, or 

impressive, we come close to the way in which the word is used to describe 

God. Kavod includes “reputation” but is never detached from the actual reality of the worth and 

majesty of God. We honor and glorify God by giving Him appropriate respect, attention and 

obedience in recognition of His glory.  

 

GOD’S PASSION FOR HIS GLORY 

 

God declares of Himself, “I am the Lord; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my 

praise to carved idols” Isaiah 42:8. What this text hammers home to us is the centrality of God in 

his own affections. The most passionate heart for the glorification of God is God’s heart. God’s 

ultimate goal is to uphold and display the glory of His name. God glorifies Himself through 

Scripture, in His plan for all history, in His decree of election, through the work of creation, 

through His providence (sustaining, ruling, and superintending of His handiwork), and through 

His work of redemption. God does everything He does for His glory. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
4 David VanDrunen, 28. 



GLORY NAMES (7) 

 

Both the Old and New Testaments use “glory” as a name for a God. He is the “Glory of Israel” (1 

Samuel 15:29), the “King of glory” (Psalm 24:7-10), and the “God of glory” (Psalm 29:3). Paul 

picks up the theme in Ephesians 1:16-17, “I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering 

you in my prayers, that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you the 

Spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him.” “Lord of glory” (1 Corinthians 2:7-

8). “Spirit of glory” (1 Peter 4:14). “Majestic glory” (2 Peter 1:17).  

 

GOD’S GLORY IS THE OVERARCHING THEME OF THE BIBLE 

 

God is a jealous God and He will not share His glory: 

I am the Lord; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, nor my praise to carved idols.   

Isaiah 42:8 

 

God created us for His glory: 

I will say to the north, Give up, and to the south, Do not withhold; bring my sons from afar and 

my daughters from the end of the earth, everyone who is called by my name, whom I created for 

my glory, whom I formed and made.”  Isaiah 43:6–7 

 

Jesus is returning for the glory of God: 

They will suffer the punishment of eternal destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and 

from the glory of his might, when he comes on that day to be glorified in his saints, and to be 

marveled at among all who have believed, because our testimony to you was believed.   

2 Thessalonians 1:9–10 

 

God’s plan is that the earth would be filled with His glory: 

For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the 

sea.  Habakkuk 2:14 

 

In the New Jerusalem the Glory of God will replace the Sun:  

And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and its 

lamp is the Lamb. Revelation 21:23 

 

God will receive glory forever: 

Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his 

judgments and how inscrutable his ways! “For who has known the mind of the Lord, or who has 

been his counselor?” “Or who has given a gift to him that he might be repaid?” For from him and 

through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen.  Romans 11:33–36 

 



Those of you that have an interest in classical music are probably aware that a number of 

composers affixed the idea of Glory to God alone to their work. Perhaps chief among them was 

Johann Sebastian Bach. History recounts that which Johann sat down to compose a new piece, 

before writing even one note, Johann wrote the letters JJ (Latin: Jesu Juva “Jesus help”) at the top 

of the page. He then bowed his head and prayed, “Jesus, help me show your glory through the 

music I write. May it bring you joy even as it brings joy to your people.” Without Jesus’ help, 

Johann knew he’d never be able to complete the task. With that, the music began to pour from 

his soul and onto the page. When he was finally satisfied, Johann wrote the initials SDG at the 

bottom of the page - Soli Deo Gloria - For the Glory of God Alone. Johann wrote for the glory of 

God and He hoped that when his music was played, it would point toward God.5 

 

Let’s turn our attention to our text for this morning. Paul, writing under the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit, pens the following words: 

 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with 

every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the 

foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he 

predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 

to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. In him we 

have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches 

of his grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight making known to us the 

mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the 

fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. In him we 

have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who 

works all things according to the counsel of his will, so that we who were the first to hope in 

Christ might be to the praise of his glory. In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, 

the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, 

who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his 

glory.  Ephesians 1:3–14 

 

 

II. GOD ALONE GETS THE GLORY FOR CHOOSING SINNERS (v.3-6) 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every 

spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of 

the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for 

adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his 

glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. 

 

                                                
5 Christianity.com 



Here we see Sola Gratia. It was God’s grace alone for His glory alone that He chose us before 

the foundation of the world. That is, He chose us irrespective of anything we had done. If you 

know Christ savingly, it’s because God chose to set his saving affections on you.   

 

 

III. GOD ALONE GETS THE GLORY FOR REDEEMING SINNERS (v.7-13) 

In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to 

the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight making known to 

us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for 

the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. In him we 

have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who 

works all things according to the counsel of his will, so that we who were the first to hope in 

Christ might be to the praise of his glory. In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, 

the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, 

 

Again, we see Sola Gratia. Look at verse 7, “In Him we have redemption through His blood, 

the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of His grace.” By the way, I would 

submit to you that the glory of God is most clearly seen in the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

The writer of Hebrews, speaking about Jesus, says, “He is the radiance of the glory of God and 

the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power” 

Hebrews 1:3.  

 

We see Solus Christus and Soli Deo Gloria in verse 12, “So that we who were first to hope in 

Christ might be to the praise of His glory.”  

 

We see Sola Scriptura and Sola Fide in verse 13, “In him you also, when you heard the word 

of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him (pistis – faith), were sealed with the 

promised Holy Spirit. 

 

 

IV. GOD ALONE GETS THE GLORY FOR SANCTIFYING AND GLORIFYING SINNERS (v.14) 

who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his 

glory.   

 

For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in 

order that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those whom he predestined he 

also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also 

glorified.  Romans 8:29–30 

 

 



V. WE WERE MADE TO BE GLORY REFLECTORS. (cf. 2 Corinthians 3:18) 

And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the 

same image from one degree of glory to another. For this comes from the Lord who is the 

Spirit.   

 

In Exodus 33-34 Moses’ face was set aglow after having seen only the backside of God’s glory 

from a cleft in a rock on Mount Sinai. This terrified the people of Israel so after speaking to 

them, Moses veiled his face. When Moses went before the Lord to speak with Him, he 

removed the veil. This served as a picture of God’s unapproachable glory. The veil symbolized 

separation. We see another veil in Matthew 27:51, the temple veil, which was torn in two at 

the death of Christ. This serves as a picture of God’s mercy that bids us to come to the throne 

of grace.    

    

The word “beholding” is the Greek verb (katoptri÷zomai - katoptrizomai). It carries the idea of 

mirroring oneself or to reflect. We have been made to mirror God’s Glory, holiness, and 

righteousness back to Him, not so we may benefit (though there are immeasurable benefits) but 

so God will be glorified in beholding Himself in His creatures. John Piper asks, “What does it 

mean to glorify God? It does not mean to make Him more glorious. It means to acknowledge His 

glory, and to value it above all things, and to make it known.” Charles Spurgeon once said, “It is, 

perhaps, one of the hardest struggles of the Christian life to learn this sentence” – “Not to us, O 

Lord, not to us, but to your name give glory, for the sake of your steadfast love and your 

faithfulness” Psalm 115:1. 

 

The Reformers and those who lived just past them understood this truth. They wrote two 

enduring catechisms – The Heidelberg Catechism and the Westminster Confession of Faith. The 

Heidelberg Catechism, published in 1562, begins with this question: 

 

1. Q. What is your only comfort in life and death? 

 

A. That I am not my own, but belong with body and soul, both in life and in death, to my 

faithful Savior Jesus Christ. He has fully paid for all my sins with His precious blood, and has 

set me free from all the power of the devil. He also preserves me in such a way that without 

the will of my heavenly Father not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, all things must work 

together for my salvation. Therefore, by His Holy Spirit He also assures me of eternal life and 

makes me heartily willing and ready from now on to live for Him. 

 

The glorious truth of the gospel causes me great joy, to live for him with all my heart. Live for 

Him, and find greatest joy. The Westminster Confession of Faith in its Shorter Catechism, 

published in 1647, makes it even clearer: 

 



1. Q. What is the chief end of man? 

 

A. The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. 

 

Notice how the question is asked in the singular – what is the chief end? And the answer is 

two-fold, because they go together. They are in fact inseparable – to glorify God and enjoy 

Him forever. Piper suggests we may read it this way: The chief end of man is to glorify God by 

enjoying Him forever. God is most glorified in us when we find our greatest joy, satisfaction, 

treasure in Him. To God be the glory alone.6 

 

CLOSING BENEDICTION 

 

Hear this benediction as we bring our corporate worship to a close this morning. The psalmist 

writes, “Blessed be His glorious name forever; may the whole earth be filled with his glory” 

Psalm 72:19! And all God’s people said, “Amen!” Go in peace! 

 

 

                                                
6 Alliance Church, Soli Deo Gloria, October 29, 2017. 


