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500 years on… now what?

• What is the continuing impact of the 
reformation?


• What were its unintended 
consequences (Brad Gregory)?


• Is it at its end (Peter Leithart)?


• Was it a mistake? (Matthew 
Levering)?


• The rest of this class will consider 
the ongoing relevance of the 
reformation.



“Secularization, Skepticism, and Schism, oh my!”



“Mere Protestant Christianity”

• The five Solas as the “material 
principle” of mere Protestant 
Christianity


• Grace alone


• Scripture alone


• Faith alone


• Christ alone


• To God alone be the glory



“Mere Protestant Christianity”

• Vanhoozer suggests that the 
priesthood of all believers is the 
formal principle of Mere Protestant 
Christianity - the principle of 
interpretive authority.


• This indicates a sixth sola:


• “The church alone is the place 
where Christ rules over his 
kingdom and gives certain gifts 
for the building of his living 
temple.” (29)



The Five Solas

• All of the concepts appear in the 
writings of the reformers 
themselves, although the words 
solus Christus and soli Deo gloria 
only show up later (the latter at the 
bottom of Bach’s compositions)


• Listed together for the first time in 
an essay by Lutheran scholar 
Theodore Engelder, 
commemorating the 400th 
anniversary of the Reformation 
(followed a year later by another 
essay by Herman Bavinck)



Sola Gratia:  By Grace Alone

“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is 
not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, 
so that no one may boast.” - Ephesians 2:8-9


• The reformers want to draw two distinctions:


• Faith, and not works, is the only instrument of salvation 
(i.e. justification by faith alone, sola fide)


• Grace, and not merit, is the only basis of salvation 
(rejections notions of prevenient grace, or of grace as an 
infused habit)



Sola Gratia:  What the Reformers Meant

• Luther’s “Aha!” moment


• As early as 1518, Luther had the key insight that the gospel 
does not merely describe the material content of grace 
(salvation); it is itself the “power of God for salvation to 
everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16) that effects salvation. 


• Romans 1:17:  “For in it the righteousness of God is 
revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous 
shall live by faith.’”



Sola Gratia:  What the Reformers Meant

• Luther’s “Aha!” moment


• The passive, not the active, righteousness of God


• An alien righteousness imputed, rather than a habit infused 
(cf. also Romans 3:21-26; 4:1-5, 22-25)


• Calvin:  the saving knowledge of God


• Knowledge of God, Knowledge of Self


• Book of Nature, Book of Scripture



Economy and Ontology

• Highlights the priority of God’s presence, activity, and 
initiative


• The reformers’ primary concern was the grace of God 
operative in the economy of salvation


• Vanhoozer notes that the same holds also for the ontology 
presupposed by that economy, and the teleology that 
expresses its purpose



Luther’s Theology of the Cross

• Heidelberg Disputation


• Presented for consideration to 
the Augustinian Order of 
Heidelberg on April 26, 1518


• Follows a period of sustained 
reflection on, in particular, the 
Psalms (some scholars locate 
his turning point here)


• Thesis 21: A theologian of glory 
calls evil good and good evil. A 
theologian of the cross calls the 
thing what it actually is.




Luther contra modernos

“‘Facienti quod in se est, Deus non denegat gratiam’ – ‘God 
does not deny grace to the man who does his best.’ … For the 
moderni, this meant that God had ordained that his gift of 
justifying grace was conditional upon a particular response on 
man’s part…


“The pactum effectively expresses the general medieval 
conviction that man has a positive, though strictly limited, part 
to play in his own justification… The existence of the pactum 
itself embodies the principle that it is God, and God alone, who 
takes the initiative in man’s salvation, by providing him with a 
reliable framework within which his justification and ultimate 
salvation become a real possibility.” – Alister McGrath, Luther’s 
Theology of the Cross, 61




Calling It Like It Is

Thesis 16: The person who believes that he can obtain grace 
by doing what is in him adds sin to sin so that he becomes 
doubly guilty.  


• From the proof of this categorical rejection of facere quod in 
se est: “While a person is doing what is in him, he sins and 
seeks himself in everything.  But if we should suppose that 
through sin he would become worthy of or prepared for 
grace, he would add haughty arrogance to his sin and not 
believe that sin is sin and evil is evil, which is an exceedingly 
great sin.”


Thesis 17: Nor does speaking in this manner give cause for 
despair, but for arousing the desire to humble oneself and seek 
the grace of Christ.   




How Can We Delight in the Law?

Thesis 26: The law says "Do this", and it is never done. Grace 
says, "believe in this" and everything is already done. 


• The law declares what is righteous, but cannot bring about 
what it commands.  


• From Luther’s proof: "…the law (says St. Augustine) 
commands what faith obtains.”



How Can We Delight in the Law?

Thesis 26: The law says "Do this", and it is never done. Grace 
says, "believe in this" and everything is already done.


• John Stott, commenting on Romans 7, writes:


“…for justification we are not under law but under grace 
[Rom. 6:14ff]; for sanctification we are not under law but led 
by the Spirit [Gal. 5:18].”


• Recall that in Gal. 5:16 and 5:18 Paul sets “gratify the 
desires of the flesh” in parallel to being “under the law,” 
both set against the leading of the Spirit.



How Can We Delight in the Law?

Thesis 26: The law says "Do this", and it is never done. Grace 
says, "believe in this" and everything is already done.


• John Stott, commenting on Romans 7, writes:


“… [We] rejoice both in [our] freedom from the law for 
justification and sanctification, and in [our] freedom to fulfill it.  
[We] delight in the law as the revelation of God’s will (7:22), but 
recognize that the power to fulfill it is not in the law but in the 
Spirit.  Thus legalists fear the law and are in bondage to it.  
Antinomians hate the law and repudiate it.  Law-abiding free 
people love the law and fulfill it.”




The Love that Makes You Lovely

Thesis 28: The love of God does not find, but creates, that 
which is pleasing to it. The love of man comes into being 
through that which is pleasing to it.


• “Therefore sinners are attractive because they are loved; they 
are not loved because they are attractive.  For this reason the 
love of man avoids sinners and evil persons.  Thus Christ 
says: “For I come not to call the righteous but sinners” [Matt. 
9:13]. … This is the love of the cross, born of the cross, which 
turns in the direction where it does not find good that it may 
enjoy, but where it may confer good upon the bad and needy 
person.”




The Love that Makes You Lovely

Thesis 28: The love of God does not find, but creates, that 
which is pleasing to it. The love of man comes into being 
through that which is pleasing to it.


• Euthyphro:  “Is the good good because it is what the gods 
do, or do the gods do the good because it is good?


• Luther’s thesis has God as creator ex nihilo in view:  the one 
who is bound by no external criteria or obligation, even of 
attraction, but who creates by word and spirit what is 
pleasing to him.  


• God creates out of nothing, brings life out of death, calls into 
being that which is from that which is not. 




Ontology, Economy…

• To say that the economy of salvation is grounded on an 
ontology is to say that what God does corresponds to and 
flows from who he is


• God exists in eternal, perfect, triune personal relationship, so:


• All of God’s works toward creation – including creation 
itself! - are utterly gratuitous 


• The external missions of the Trinity play out in time what is 
eternally true of the internal processions of the Trinity


• We should expect a correspondence between the logic of 
creation from nothing and salvation by grace through faith




…and Teleology

• To what end?  Communion


“[G]race is not some third things between God and human 
beings, a supernatural substance or power that gets infused 
into nature to perfect it.  Rather, grace is the gift of God’s 
beneficent presence and activity - that is, the communication of 
God’s own light, life, and love to those who have neither the 
right to them nor a claim on God.” (Vanhoozer, 53)


• Garden


• Temple


• New Heavens and New Earth


• Creation, Exodus, Resurrection, and the meaning of the law


