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THE REFORMATION CONTEXT OF SOLA FIDE 

 

The firestorm of the Reformation was waged over doctrinal (teaching) issues. Two weeks ago we 

began our study through the five solas (alones) by looking at Sola Scriptura. This was the formal 

cause of the reformation. Martin Luther and the reformers that followed after him began to see an 

ever-increasing shift from the sufficiency and authority of God’s Word. The issue was that the 

Catholic Church – of which Luther was part – put the traditions of the Church and the counsels of 

men on the same level as the revealed Word of God. As a matter of fact, they taught, and still 

teach, papal infallibility. That is, when the Pope speaks ex cathedra (Latin: from the chair), he is 

preserved from the possibility of error. Luther saw this as a departure from the authority and 

sufficiency of God’s Word. God has the first word and He will have the final word - He is His 

own interpreter.    

 

Last week we learned about the second sola – sola gratia. Luther and the reformers understood 

salvation as being a work of God’s sovereign grace. Grace, by definition, is receiving something 

that isn't owed – something that isn’t due to us. Sin, of which we are all culpable, plunges men 

into spiritual death. Paul reminds us, “For the wages of sin is death…” Death is what we have 

earned. We are all born physically alive, but spiritually dead. We need, as Jesus told Nicodemus, 

to be born again (cf. John 3:7). It’s a display of God’s sovereign grace that he would condescend 

Himself to awaken a dead sinner to new life in Christ. The fact that while we were still yet 

sinners, Christ died for us (cf. Romans 5:8) is a glorious display of God’s sovereign grace.  

  

Sola Scriptura was the formal cause of the Protestant Reformation. Sola Fide, on the other hand, 

was the material cause. The question the Reformers were trying to answer with crystal clarity 

was, “How can a sinful person be right with a holy God?” The answer? By grace alone, through 

faith alone, in Christ alone, and to the glory of God alone. The Reformation was waged not over 

the question of justification by faith, but over the issue of justification by faith alone. 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). 

 



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

Spirit, pens the following words: 

 

But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law 

and the Prophets bear witness to it— the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for 

all who believe. For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 

whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to 

show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 

It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier 

of the one who has faith in Jesus. [Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By 

what kind of law? By a law of works? No, but by the law of faith. 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. Do we then overthrow the law by this faith? By 

no means! On the contrary, we uphold the law].  Romans 3:21–31 

 

I. THE DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH ALONE STRIPS US OF OUR PRIDE. (v. 27) 

Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? By a law of works? 

No, but by the law of faith. 

  

In the final verses of Romans 3, specifically verses 21-31, Paul clearly, convincingly, and 

powerfully teaches that our justification (right standing before God) comes not by our own 

works, not by our own merit, but through faith in Christ alone. Justification is a judicial (legal 

or courtroom) term that means to be declared righteous (innocent) before God. Justification has 

to do with how God deals with both the offense and the guilt of our sin as well as imputing 

(giving) Christ’s righteousness. Two things are necessary to be right with God: punishment for 

our sin and perfection for our lives. In verse 23 Paul says, “For all have sinned and fall short of 

the glory of God.” We have all missed the mark of perfection that God’s holiness requires. 

Paul tells us that back in verses 10-12, “No one is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; 

no one seeks for God. All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one 

does good, not even one.” In other words, in and of ourselves, we are spiritually bankrupt and 

condemned in our sin. That is the human condition apart from Christ. But thank God that 

justification answers the question of how a sinful person can be made right with God. Paul 

answers that question for us in verses 21-26.  

 

But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the 

Law and the Prophets bear witness to it - the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus 

Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the 

glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 



Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This 

was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over 

former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and 

the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.  

 

Immediately after teaching that our justification is secured by faith in Christ alone, Paul sets his 

sights on the issue of boasting. Boasting is the external form of the internal condition of pride. 

Pride is the epicenter or the origin of every human expression of sin. The Bible is replete with 

passages that demonstrate the ugliness of pride in the human heart. It’s pride that incites the 

wrath of God in Romans 1:18 where Paul said, “The wrath of God is revealed from heaven 

against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the 

truth.”	 Instead of submitting ourselves to God’s truth in humility, we seek to put ourselves 

above it and suppress it. We see pride in verse 21 when Paul says, “For although they knew 

God, they did not honor Him or give thanks to Him.” Pride is at the heart of the great 

exchange of Romans 1:25; Paul said, “They exchanged the truth about God for a lie and 

worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is forever praised!” 

Haughtiness and boasting are also included in the list of sins that Paul enumerates in Romans 

1:29. All of these sins are fruits of the root of pride, but notice verse 30. Paul says, “[They are] 

slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, [and] boastful…” 

 

In chapter 1, Paul is dealing with the pride of the irreligious Gentiles. In chapter 2, we see 

even more dangerously how pride distorts the view of the “religious” and their thinking about 

their relationship with God. The Jews thought they were right before God because of their 

national heritage as God’s chosen people because of their circumcision, and because of their 

feeble attempts to obey to the law. They boasted in these things. They were proud of what they 

thought they contributed to their relationship with God. Paul rebukes them in verse 23 when 

he says, “You who boast in the law dishonor God by breaking the law.” The greatest lie that 

the world has ever known is that sinful men can somehow make themselves acceptable to 

God on their own. This is the lie that Paul is refuting in Romans 3:21-31. Those who think they 

are righteous already see no need for the justifying grace of God. They are proud of what they 

think they have accomplished on their own. Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and tax collector in 

Luke 18:9-14 illustrates the difference in the heart of a self-righteous boaster and a humble, 

Christ-needing sinner:  

 

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and 

treated others with contempt: “Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee 

and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank 

you that I am not like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax 

collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.’ But the tax collector, standing far 

off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful 



to me, a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the other. 

For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be 

exalted. Luke 18:9–14 

 

The tax collector understood that he had nothing to offer God except his sin. He knew that he 

could never measure up to God’s righteous standard. He was profoundly humbled by his need 

for grace. The puritan Thomas Watson said, “We are never more precious in God’s eyes than 

when we are lepers in our own eyes.” Thank God that He offers grace, mercy, forgiveness, and 

righteousness to anyone who receives Christ by faith alone. It was on the basis of his faith in 

Christ alone that the tax collector went home justified.  

 

One of the glorious implications of the doctrine of justification by faith alone is that it leaves us 

nothing left to boast in. It is a work of God from beginning to end and that should profoundly 

humble us. James Montgomery Boice said, “If pride is the greatest of all sins and God’s plan of 

salvation does not destroy pride – rooting it up, casting it out, and dusting off the place where 

it stood – then it is not a good plan. It has failed, and we need a faith other than Christianity.”1 

God’s plan does destroy all grounds for boasting. God’s plan excludes boasting. Why? Because 

we aren’t saved by our works; we are saved by faith, and faith itself is a gift (John 6:44, 65).  

 

Ephesians 2 tells us that apart from Christ we are spiritually dead, cold and lifeless. We are 

dependent on Christ to give us new life. Are you trusting in Christ alone for your salvation, or 

are you trying to add your good works to Christ’s perfect work? Are you the Pharisee who 

thinks that you are right with God because of your own merit, or are you the tax collector, 

poor and needy, who understands his spiritual bankruptcy, and instead of presenting his merit 

to God, casts himself on the mercy of God? God has designed salvation so that we can take no 

credit for having any part in saving ourselves. This way He gets all the glory. 

	
	
II. THE DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH ALONE FREES US FROM OUR STRIVING. (v. 28) 

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

 

No only does the doctrine of justification by faith strip us of our pride, but it’s also an 

incredibly freeing doctrine. It means that we don’t have to strive and strive and strive our 

whole lives, futilely trying to earn God’s favor. If we had only sinned once, a lifetime of self-

striving would never be enough to pay for our sin debt. In Matthew 11:28–30 Jesus said, 

“Come to me, all who labor (weary) and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my 

yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest 

                                                
1 James Montgomery Boice, Romans 1-4, Justification by Faith. (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1991), 404.  
 



for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” The Greek word Kopiaoœ (weary, 

labor) carries the idea of working to the point of utter exhaustion. Jesus calls to Himself 

everyone who is exhausted from trying to find and please God in his own strength. He invites 

the person who is wearied from his vain search for truth through human wisdom, who is 

exhausted from trying to earn salvation, and who has despaired of trying to achieve God’s 

standard of righteousness by his own efforts to cast themselves upon Him.2	 I am reminded of 

the lyrics to the song, In Christ Alone: 

 

What heights of love, what depths of peace   My Comforter, my All in All  

When fears are stilled, when strivings cease   Here in the love of Christ I stand. 

 

This isn’t just good news for the person who hasn’t yet come to faith in Christ, this is good 

news for you, Christian. How often do we forget our justification and momentarily think that 

we must strive again. Isn’t that what happened with the Galatians? They forgot their 

justification. Paul asked them, “After having begun by the spirit, are you now [seeking to] be 

perfected by the flesh?” Not only does the doctrine of justification by faith mean that there is 

no room for prideful boasting on our part, but it also means that in Christ we are freed from 

futile striving. I want to take a few minutes here and flesh out some of the glorious truths and 

implications of the doctrine of justification by faith. What follows will be all too brief and non-

exhaustive, but I hope as you reflect on these truths that your soul will be encouraged and the 

affections of your heart will be stirred.  

 

A. Justification by faith alone magnifies the grace of God.  

 

But when the goodness and loving-kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not 

because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the 

washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us richly 

through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that being justified by his grace we might become heirs 

according to the hope of eternal life. Titus 3:4–7 

 

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 

 

                                                
2 John MacArthur, Matthew 8–15, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary. Accordance electronic ed. 

(Chicago: Moody Press, 1987), 275. 
 



B. Justification by faith alone rightly directs all glory to God.  

 

Because salvation is a work of God from beginning to end, He gets the glory as the giver of 

all good things. God says, “I am the LORD; that is my name; my glory I give to no other, 

nor my praise to carved idols” Isaiah 42:8. 

 

C. We are not justified because of our faith.  

 

It is important that we understand that we are justified by or through our faith and not 

because of our faith. In other words, your faith is not your righteousness; Christ is your 

righteousness. Faith is simply the instrument by which the righteousness of God in Christ 

becomes ours. You might think of it in terms of faith being the hand that receives grace. Let 

me give you a couple mental pictures that I trust will clarify my point. If you have ever 

been snorkeling, you know that the snorkel is only an instrument. You don’t breathe the 

snorkel, you breathe air through the snorkel. Another way to illustrate this is to think of the 

coupling or linkage that connects two train cars together. The coupling has no power of its 

own; the engine provides the power and the coupling connects the train car to the power 

of the engine. This is not a trivial distinction…If your faith is in your faith, your faith is 

misplaced. Martyn Lloyd Jones says: 

 

Faith is nothing but the instrument of our salvation. Nowhere in Scripture will you find 

that we are justified because of our faith; nowhere in Scripture will you find that we are 

justified on account of our faith. The Scripture never says that. The Scripture says that we 

are a justified by faith or through faith. Faith is nothing but the instrument or the channel 

by which this righteousness of God in Christ becomes ours. It is not faith that saves us. 

What saves us is the Lord Jesus Christ and His perfect work. It is the death of Christ upon 

Calvary’s Cross that saves us. It is His perfect life that saves us. It is His appearing on our 

behalf in the presence of God that saves us. It is God [crediting] Christ’s righteousness to 

our account that saves us. This is the righteousness that saves. My faith is not my 

righteousness and I must never define or think of faith as righteousness.3  

 

D. Justification by faith alone changes your legal status before God. 

 

Instead of me standing condemned for my sin, Christ stands condemned in my place. He 

bears my awful load and drinks the bitter cup reserved for me. Now in Him I am declared 

innocent before the Father on the basis of insufficient evidence. Jesus said in John 5:24, 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has 

                                                
3 D. Martyn Lloyd Jones, Romans: An Exposition of Chapter 3:20-4:25, Atonement and Justification. (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1970), 120. 
 



eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life.” How 

about Paul’s glorious truth in Romans 8:1-2, “There is therefore now no condemnation for 

those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus 

from the law of sin and death.” 

 

E. Justification is more than forgiveness. 

 

Justification goes beyond forgiveness. Not only are we forgiven because of Christ, but God 

also declares us righteous because of Christ. God requires two things of us: punishment for 

our sins and perfection in our lives. Our sins must be punished, and our lives must be 

righteous. [The problem is] we cannot bear our own punishment (Ps. 49:7-8), and we 

cannot provide our own righteousness. “None is righteous; no, not one” (Rom. 3:10). 

Therefore, God, out of His immeasurable love for us, provided His own Son to do both. 

Christ bears our punishment, and Christ performs our righteousness. And when we receive 

Christ [by faith] (John 1:12), all of His punishment and all of His righteousness is counted 

as ours (Rom. 4:4-6; 5:1, 18-19; 8:1; 10:4; 2 Cor. 5:21; Phil. 3:8-9).4 Drop down to Romans 

4:7. Paul quotes Psalm 32:12 saying, “Blessed are those whose lawlessness deeds are 

forgiven, and whose sins are covered; blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not 

count his sin.” 

 

F. We are not justified by good works, but if we do not do good works we are not justified.  

 

If we have truly been justified before God, saved and given a new heart, our lives will bear 

fruit (witness) to the reality of the change that has taken place within us. This is what James 

means in James 2:24 when He says, “Faith by itself, if it does not have works is dead.” I 

want to be really clear here so that no one leaves confused on this point. Paul, when he 

says Romans 3:28, “We hold that one is justified apart from the works of the law,” and 

James when he says in James 2:17, “Faith by itself, if it does not have works is dead,” are 

saying the exact same thing. There is a difference of perspective here, not a theological 

difference. Paul is speaking to the self-righteous who want to earn their salvation and James 

is speaking to the apathetic who think since they are saved, if they truly are, they don’t 

have to do anything.  

 

Just as it is impossible to have an encounter with a MAC truck and not be forever changed, 

so it is impossible to have an encounter with the God of the universe and not be forever 

changed. Jesus essentially says the same thing in John 15:16, “For you did not choose me, 

but I chose you and appointed [purposed] you to go and bear fruit – fruit that will last.” 

                                                
4 John Piper, This Momentary Marriage: A Parable of Permanence. (Wheaton: Crossway, 2008), 46. 
 



True saving faith will move a person to practical obedience. Faith is not just believing a set 

of truths. Martyn Lloyd Jones notes, “A man can give intellectual assent to the teaching of 

the whole Bible and go straight to hell.”5 What does true saving faith look like? True saving 

faith is: 

 

A. A conviction of the truth of the gospel.  

B. A commitment to the Christ of the gospel, which produces fruit or good works. 

 

And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things 

at all times, you may abound in every good work. 2 Corinthians 9:8 

 

For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 

beforehand, that we should walk in them. Ephesians 2:10 

 

[Wealthy believers] are to do good, to be rich in good works, to be generous and ready to 

share… 1 Timothy 6:18 

 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, 

and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for 

every good work. 2 Timothy 3:16–17 

 

[Older men in the Church] show yourself in all respects to be a model of good works, and 

in your teaching show integrity, dignity… Titus 2:7 

 

The saying is trustworthy, and I want you to insist on these things, so that those who have 

believed in God may be careful to devote themselves to good works. These things are 

excellent and profitable for people. Titus 3:8 

 

And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works… Hebrews 10:24 

 

The fact that we are saved by grace alone through faith alone doesn’t negate good works. 

Grace and faith aren’t opposed to effort, but they are opposed to earning. That is the 

critical distinction. That is the distinction Martin Luther and the reformers fought to make 

crystal clear.   

 

 

 

                                                
5 D. Martyn Lloyd Jones, 123. 
 



G. Justification by faith alone should motivate our pursuit of Christ in personal holiness.  

 

There is a story from the Civil War days of a Northerner who went to a slave auction and 

purchased a young slave girl. As they walked away from the auction, the man turned to 

the young girl and said, “You are free.” With amazement she said, “You mean I am free to 

do what ever I want?” “Yes,” he said. “To say whatever I want to say?” “Yes, anything.” 

“And to be whatever I want to be?” “Yes!” “And to go wherever I want to go?” “Yes,” he 

answered with a smile, “You are free to go wherever you would like.” She looked at him 

intently and replied, “Then I will go with you.”6 This story is illustrative of 2 Corinthians 

5:14-15. Paul says, “For the love of Christ controls us, because we have concluded this: 

that one has died for all, therefore all have died; and he died for all, that those who live 

might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised.” 

John Murray says, “Nothing makes God-service more impossible than guilt.” Again, Paul 

writes: 

 

For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to 

renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and 

godly lives in the present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory 

of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all 

lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous 

for good works. Titus 2:11–14 

 

 

III. JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH ALONE HAS ALWAYS BEEN GOD’S PLAN OF SALVATION 

(v. 29-31)  

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. Do we then overthrow the law by this faith? By no means! On the contrary, we 

uphold the law.  

 

What Paul is saying here is that God doesn’t deal with different groups of people in 

different ways regarding salvation. There is one God, one Savior, and one plan of salvation. 

Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except 

through [faith in] me” John 14:6. Anyone can come to Christ for salvation, but everyone 

who is justified before God is justified by Christ’s work alone. The cross has always been 

God’s plan A! Listen to the following texts that tell us that God’s plan of redemption 

through Christ was planned from eternity past: 

 
                                                
6 This illustration is in no way meant to glorify or make light of the racial disparagement that has and does take place 
in our Genesis 3 fallen world. 



To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given, to preach to the 

Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to bring to light for everyone what is the 

plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things, so that through the 

church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and 

authorities in the heavenly places. This was according to the eternal purpose that he has 

realized in Christ Jesus our Lord, Ephesians 3:8–11 

 

Knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, 

not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, 

like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. He was foreknown before the foundation of 

the world but was made manifest in the last times for the sake of you who through him 

are believers in God, who raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so that your 

faith and hope are in God. 1 Peter 1:18–21 

 

The doctrine of justification by faith alone has massive implications. Regardless of the 

depth of your sin, God’s grace is deeper. Praise the Lord that we don’t have to stand before 

God on the basis of our own sin-marred record. Praise the Lord that while we all like sheep 

had gone astray, each one turning to his own way, the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of 

us all. The gospel message is that God doesn’t just give us commands; He gives us what He 

commands! 

 

For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed be 

everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do 

them.” Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for “The 

righteous shall live by faith.” But the law is not of faith, rather “The one who does them 

shall live by them.” Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse 

for us - for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.” Galatians 3:10–13 

 

Let me allow Jerry Bridges to have the final word this morning: 

 

As we come to Christ, then, empty-handed, claiming no merit of our own, but clinging by 

faith to His blood and righteousness, we are justified. We pass immediately from a state of 

condemnation and spiritual death to a state of pardon, acceptance, and the sure hope of 

eternal life. Our sins are blotted out, and we are “clothed” with the righteousness of Jesus 

Christ. In our standing before God, we will never be more righteous, even in heaven, than 

we were the day we trusted Christ, or we are [right] now.7 

 

                                                
7 Jerry Bridges, The Gospel for Real Life. (Colorado Spirings: NavPress, 20092), 107. 
 



CLOSING BENEDICTION 

 

As we bring our corporate worship to a close this morning, hear this benediction from the 

apostle Paul in Romans 5:1-2, “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have 

peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. Through Him we have also obtained access by 

faith into this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.” And 

all God’s people said, “Amen!” Go in peace! 

 


