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On October 31, 1517—five hundred and one years ago this 
Wednesday—Martin Luther posted his “Ninety-Five Theses.” The 
document protested abuses of the Roman Catholic Church, 
igniting the Protestant Reformation. Presbyterians are 
descendants of that momentous movement that revolutionized 
Christianity (and Western culture). If we picture the Protestant 
Reformation as the trunk of a tree, Lutheranism is the first main 
branch on that tree, and Presbyterianism (or the Reformed 
tradition) is another main branch. To commemorate the 
Protestant Reformation, today’s sermon will explore one of its 
cornerstone beliefs: sola fide or “faith alone.” 

Before we do that, please join me in prayer: Lord our God, open 
our hearts to your Word and your Word to our hearts, through the 
power of your Spirit. Amen.  

What do you believe about salvation? How do you think people 
are saved? 

In the 1500’s, the Roman Catholic Church basically said that you 
were saved in Christ by your works, by the good things that you 
did in your life. At least, that’s how Martin Luther and other 
reformers saw it. In their eyes, the Roman Catholic Church was 
teaching salvation by works, especially in light of indulgences and 
other abuses of the church at the time. 
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The Reformers objected, pointing the Pope and the Church to 
Paul’s words in Ephesians: “For by grace you’ve been saved 
through faith, and this isn’t your own doing; it’s the gift of God—
not the result of works.” New Testament texts like that (and the 
one we read in Romans) say that you’re saved by grace through 
faith. So, salvation is God’s gift, a gift received through faith and 
not because of anything we do. 

The Protestant Reformers coined two Latin catchphrases to 
express and to stress this Biblical truth: sola gratia, which means 
“grace alone,” and sola fide, which means “faith alone.”  We’re 1

saved by the grace of God alone through faith in Christ alone. We 
can do absolutely nothing to earn our salvation in Christ. 

It’s not that good works don’t matter. They do very much. Faith 
isn’t just about believing; it’s about doing, how we live our lives. 
The Reformers affirmed that. But—based on Scripture—they 
believed that the good works we do are our response to the gift of 
salvation. And our response isn’t our own doing. They believed—
based on Scripture—it’s the work of God’s Spirit in us. Otherwise, 
we could “boast” (to use Paul’s word) that we had a hand in saving 
ourselves because of the good things we do in response to the gift 
of salvation. 

After the Protestant Reformation, if you’d stopped a died-in-the-
wool Presbyterian on the street and asked her what she believed 
about salvation, she probably would’ve answered: “You’re saved 
by the grace of God through faith in his Son Jesus Christ” (or 
something like that). And to this day many Christians—not just 
Presbyterians—(including possibly many of you here today) would 
answer the same (or something like that): You’re saved by faith in 

 There are five Latin catchphrases in all. In addition to sola gratia and sola fide, they are sola Scriptura 1

(“Scripture alone”), solo Christo (“Christ alone”), and soli Deo gloria (“To God alone be the glory”).
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Jesus. It may be God’s gift, but you still have to believe in Jesus to 
be saved. 

As a Christian, as a Presbyterian—a Christian in the Reformed 
tradition—I believe that people are saved by the grace of God 
through faith in Christ. It’s also possible to believe that some 
people are saved by the grace of God through the faith of Christ or 
Christ’s faithfulness, his faithfulness to God the Father 
throughout his life, from incarnation to ascension. I believe that 
because it’s a valid translation of a Greek phrase in texts like 
Romans 3. Romans 3:22, for example, can be translated: “we’re 
made right in God’s eyes through the faith (or faithfulness) of 
Jesus Christ.” (This possible translation is noted in some versions 
of the Bible.) 

Bible scholars—especially Protestant Bible scholars—have debated 
how to translate that Greek phrase: whether it should be 
translated “faith in Christ” or “faith/faithfulness of Christ.” As I 
said, based on the Greek, both are possible translations, and a 
good number of Bible scholars argue that in some contexts it 
should be translated: “faith/faithfulness of Christ.” (If you’d like 
to learn more about their argument, let me know, and I’ll provide 
you some resources.) 

It’s also possible to believe this translation of Romans 3:22 (and 
verses like it) because Reformed Christians to this day affirm that 
we are “always reforming” according to the Word of God and the 
Spirit. Even though the Protestant Reformation as a historical 
event occurred in the 1500’s, the process of reforming what we 
believe according to God’s Word, the Bible, and the Spirit is 
ongoing, a process that continues to this day. 

So, it’s possible to believe that God saves people through faith in 
Jesus and through the faithfulness of Jesus, especially when we 
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believe—in Jesus’ words—that “all things are possible with God.” 
Both are possible expressions, then, of sola fide, “faith alone.” 
We’re saved by the grace of God alone through faith alone—faith 
in Christ and possibly the faithfulness of Christ. 

The possibility that people may also be saved by the faithfulness 
of Christ gives me hope, along with other Bible passages that 
point to the possibility that God might save everyone in Jesus. 

They give me hope for the six-year-old girl in China who died 
never even knowing there was a Jesus Christ. It’s possible that she 
was saved through the faithfulness of Christ. 

They give me hope for the devout Buddhist or Muslim or Hindu. 
It’s possible that they’ll be saved through the faithfulness of 
Christ. 

They give me hope for members of my own family who’re good 
people but who don’t “believe in Christ.” It’s possible they, too, 
will be saved through the faithfulness of Christ. 

Of course, it’s also possible that some people will reject God in the 
end or that they won’t receive God’s gift of salvation, whether 
through faith in Christ or Christ’s faithfulness. Those are 
possibilities, too, because we’re not God so we don’t know the 
limits of salvation or if there are any. 

Also, if it’s possible to be saved through Christ’s faithfulness (and 
not just through faith in Christ), then why evangelize? Because we 
don’t know that God will in fact save people through Christ’s 
faithfulness. It’s only a possibility. So, we still need to evangelize, 
still need to “tell the old, old story of Jesus and his love.” And 
don’t we want people to know God here and now? Don’t we want 
them to have a relationship with God before they die? I want that 
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for my mother, sister, and brother. I want them to experience the 
power, comfort, grace, joy, peace, and love of the Lord in their 
lives now, not just in heaven. That’s why I pray for the Spirit to 
open their hearts to the Lord. 

In light of this Biblical possibility (that God will save some 
through the faithfulness of his Son), if someone stopped you on 
the street today and asked you, “What do you believe about 
salvation?,” what would your answer be? 

Let us pray.


