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Luther at Worms

❖ Unless I am convicted [convinced] of error by the testimony of 
Scripture or (since I put no trust in the unsupported 
authority of Pope or councils, since it is plain that they have 
often erred and often contradicted themselves) by manifest 
reasoning, I stand convicted [convinced] by the Scriptures to 
which I have appealed, and my conscience is taken captive by 
God's word, I cannot and will not recant anything, for to act 
against our conscience is neither safe for us, nor open to us. 
On this I take my stand. I can do no other. God help me.



Reforming Catholic Confession

❖ [We believe] that God has spoken and continues to speak in 
and through Scripture, the only infallible and sufficiently 
clear rule and authority for Christian faith, thought, and life 
(sola scriptura). Scripture is God’s inspired and illuminating 
Word in the words of his servants (Psa. 119:105), the prophets 
and apostles, a gracious self-communication of God’s own 
light and life, a means of grace for growing in knowledge 
and holiness. The Bible is to be believed in all that it teaches, 
obeyed in all that it commands, trusted in all that it promises, 
and revered in all that it reveals (2 Tim 3:16).



Recap
❖ Sola Gratia

❖ “grace alone” attunes us to the way in which the Triune 
God shares his own light, life, and love with us in Jesus 
Christ through the Spirit.

❖ What illumines Scripture is not the light of autonomous 
reason but the light that originates from the Father, 
radiates in the Son (Heb. 1: 3), and penetrates to hearts and 
minds through the Spirit. 

❖ One cannot therefore lay the blame for secularization at 
the Reformers’ doorstep.



Introduction
❖ The example of Philip in Acts 8

❖ Does Philip represent:

❖ oral tradition

❖ a strategy for reading the text (typologically, 
canonically, christologically)

❖ or the teaching office of the church?

❖ The epistemology of the gospel

❖ Vanhoozer - “the most challenging of the solas to retrieve”



❖ Critiques

❖ It overlooks or excludes the importance of tradition.

❖ Doctrinal chaos?

❖ Christian Smith: an “impossible” principle, a practical 
failure

❖ Brad Gregory: creates hyperpluralism, doesn’t unite 
but divides



❖ Must be seen in relation to the other solas

❖ Grace comes from God apart from merit

❖ Faith comes from God

❖ “The principle of ‘faith alone’ points us to the 
ontological inability of the sinner and the 
epistemological priority of the Holy Spirit.” - 
Goldsworthy

❖ As salvation is by grace alone, so too is knowledge of 
God, through faith.

❖ The interpretation of Scripture comes from God, not 
from a self proclaimed magisterium.



❖ Sola scriptura belongs with the other solas, which is another 
way of saying that it belongs in the triune economy of grace. 
The Father works his sovereign, merciful, wise will to reign 
over his people in Christ through the Spirit by means of the 
Bible in the church.



What the Reformers Meant
❖ The legitimacy of the Reformation stands or falls on Luther’s 

judgment that Scripture alone contains all things necessary 
for salvation, communicates them effectively, compels one’s 
conscience, determines doctrinal truth, and commands the 
church’s allegiance above all other earthly powers and 
authorities, including councils and popes.

❖ Not the sole source of authority, but primary and 
supreme authority in theology. The final authority.



❖ Initial responses to the Ninety Five Theses referred to 
papal authority.

❖ Luther did not initially realize the implications of his attack 
on indulgences (he expected the pope to side with him), but 
official response to his Ninety-Five Theses quickly focused 
his attention on what was fundamentally at stake.

❖ “Whoever does not hold fast to the teachings of the 
Roman Church and of the Pope as the infallible rule 
of faith, from which even Holy Scripture draws its 
strength and authority, is a heretic.” - Sylvester 
Prierias



❖ Luther, in response, made explicit what had been 
implicit for centuries.

❖ Between two poles - papal authority and enthusiasm - 
an understanding of Scripture’s authority was 
developed.

❖ Neither tradition nor immediate revelation could 
be primary or final, only Scripture.

❖ The Spirit speaking in the Scriptures is his own interpreter.

❖ “Scripture interprets Scripture”



❖ The presupposition of clarity

❖ The Spirit illumines our minds

❖ clearer portions of Scripture illumine passages that are less 
clear

❖ the deficiency is not with Scripture but with our knowledge 
of its vocabulary and context

❖ for those who have been enlightened, it is impossible to 
miss the light of the gospel shining out from its pages



❖ Turretin: “The Scriptures are so plain in things essential 
to salvation . . . that without the external aid of tradition 
or the infallible judgment of the church, they may be read 
and understood profitably by believers.”

❖ [while] there are indeed a variety of interpretations, 
especially about how salvation happens, mere Protestant 
Christians agree about what happened and who did what . . .

❖ need to remember the polemical context, guard against 
interpretive carte blanche

❖ not analytic precision, but God’s self communication

❖ the Spirit speaks in the Scriptures



❖ The implication of sufficiency

❖ Sufficient for everything for which it was divinely 
given - Isaiah 55.11; 2 Timothy 3.16

❖ “Scripture is enough” - Webster

❖ Everything we need to know in order to learn Christ 
and live the Christian life - 2 Peter 1.3

❖ But who will interpret and who will judge between 
various interpretations? Rome claims this, but can 
such a claim hold up?



❖ “Scripture interprets Scripture”

❖ What keeps us from every man for himself, or each 
interpreting according to what is right in his own eyes? 
This has to be a big concern.

❖ The Reformers insisted that Scripture not be taken captive either by 
Roman tradition or by Radical enthusiasm. Neither custom nor 
experience determines the Bible’s meaning, for each is too fickle.

❖ Luther: “Tell me, if you are able, by whose judgment is the 
question settled if the statements of the fathers are in conflict 
with one another? Scripture ought to deliver this judgment, 
which cannot be delivered unless we give to Scripture the 
principal place in all things, which is acknowledged by the 
fathers.”



❖ The Reformers never meant to imply that the Bible does not need 
human interpreters.

❖ But those interpreters are under the authority of the 
Word. The church does not interpret the Bible so much 
as the Bible interprets the church. The church is the 
creature of the Word.

❖ Forde: “The interpreter does not remain standing simply 
as subject over against the text as object to be interpreted. 
Rather . . . it is the scripture that comes to interpret the 
exegete. It is the task of the exegete to allow the Spirit of 
the scripture, the matter itself, to speak.”



❖ Strictly speaking, Scripture is not “alone,” because it is an 
ingredient in a triune economy of communication. When we 
examine further what Scripture says about this economy, we will 
see that Scripture is sufficient to play its designated part as the 
supreme authority of theology, but again, not alone or 
independently of the Holy Spirit, or of the church and its 
teaching ministry.

❖ For the Reformers, it is the Spirit speaking Christ in the 
Scripture, in the context of the household of God, who finally 
authorizes an interpretation, not an external magisterium or an 
internal revelation. Finally the Spirit speaks in Scripture by way 
of ordained ministers of the Word and the whole royal priesthood 
of believers. These too play a part in the pattern of interpretive 
authority.



How does Scripture interpret Scripture?

❖ Vanhoozer’s construction (with Oberman and McGrath)

❖ Tradition 0 - immediate communication by the Spirit via 
Scripture (or not)

❖ The enthusiasts of Luther’s day: “Thomas Muntzer thinks 
he has swallowed the Holy Spirit, feathers and all.”

❖ “Solo Scriptura” a distortion of sola scriptura. Private 
interpretation is never in view in the Bible itself.

❖ “Scripture itself indicates that the Scriptures are the 
possession of the Church and that the interpretation of the 
Scripture belongs to the Church as a whole, as a 
community.” - Mathison, The Shape of Sola Scriptura



❖ Tradition 1 - Irenaeus (early second century): “The 
Church, though dispersed throughout the whole world, 
even to the ends of the earth, has received from the 
apostles and their disciples this faith.”

❖ Simply that the church reflects the teachings of the 
apostles and does so faithfully.

❖ Luther felt that the Roman church had departed from 
this.

❖ Both Luther and Calvin were very happy to appeal to 
figures such as Augustine and Irenaeus, not because they 
had some independent authority or pipeline to revelation, 
but because “they had so faithfully and fully expounded the 
real intention of the Bible writers.”



❖ Tradition 2 - Trent: Saving truth is contained “both in 
the written books and unwritten traditions.”

❖ no one relying on his own judgment shall . . . presume to 
interpret [the Holy Scriptures] contrary to the sense 
which holy mother Church, to whom it belongs to judge 
of their true sense and interpretation, has held and holds.

❖ In the nineteenth century, more papal 
pronouncements, finally papal infallibility (1870)

❖ “I, I am Tradition, I, I am the Church.” - Pius IX



The Communities of Interpreters
❖ Tradition 3?

❖ . . . tradition, understood now not as an official teaching 
authority but simply as the lived culture of the church, the 
community of Scripture’s interpreters.

❖ Hilary of Poitiers (310-367) “Those who are situated 
outside the church are not able to acquire any 
understanding of the divine discourse.”

❖ Recall the definition and marks of the church



❖ Hauerwas speaks negatively about sola scriptura

❖ “fundamentalists and biblical critics make the Church 
incidental.”

❖ But Vanhoozer: sola scriptura serves the church precisely by 
preserving intact the distinction between text and 
interpretation, and thus the possibility that the prevailing 
cultural practices and linguistic habits may be challenged and 
corrected by Scripture. In the words of Anthony Lane: “Sola 
Scriptura is the statement that the church can err.”

❖ Scripture comes into its own when read by God’s people in 
God’s way for God’s purpose.



❖ Canon is the crucial concept

❖ It refers to the means by which God rules his people.

❖ Canon involves:

❖ authority (kanōn = “measuring rod” or “ruler”)

❖ interpretation (e.g., the relationship between whole and parts— 
everything from the New Testament use of the Old Testament 
to intertextuality)

❖ community (i.e., those interpreters for whom just these books 
are authoritative Scripture).

❖ Canonicity governs catholicity.

❖ The Reformers reacted against the narrowing of catholicity to the 
institution centered at Rome (Roman Catholicism).



❖ God in his grace has given his children the church— a 
fellowship of saints; a teaching ministry; a tradition of 
interpretation; a table of communion— as a means of grace, a 
precious external aid in the proper reception of his Word. 
Because the church is a creature of the Word— the preached 
gospel of God’s grace— we must say that canonicity generates 
and governs catholicity: “Wherever that gospel is taken 
seriously . . . there is the Church.”



❖ Councils?

❖ the Jerusalem Council is the model - Acts 15

❖ 15.19 - “Here’s my vote . . .”

❖ compare vss. 22, 25 with 28

❖ the Spirit [is] the ultimate locus of the authorization.

❖ An insight into sola scriptura in action

❖ What authorized the theological judgment of the council 
was the whole church agreeing on the import of the 
Word in the guiding power of the Spirit.



❖ Luther on councils (1539): “The truth of a council’s 
decisions is a function of its faithfulness to Scripture, 
to the gospel, and its humble dependence on the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit.”

❖ [Calvin’s] problem with councils is, first, that many (such 
as Trent) are not truly representative of the whole church. 
Second, even when they are representative of the whole 
church, they remain fallible because their pastors (bishops) 
are fallible. (Institutes Book 4, Chapter 9)



❖ “Catholicity” means the whole congregation of the faithful. 
Conciliarism is more or less the mere Protestant principle of 
government in ordinary and extraordinary times alike. 
Synods and general assemblies follow conciliarism’s 
representative form of government, and at the level of the local 
church we know conciliarism as congregationalism. In Avis’s 
words: “The central conviction of conciliarism— its pivotal 
ecclesiological axiom— is the belief that responsibility for the 
well-being (the doctrine, worship, and mission) of the Church 
rests with the whole Church.”



❖ Tradition?

❖ The Reformers believed that they were more in line than Rome 
when it came to tradition, for they (the Reformers) believed what 
the early church believed about tradition, namely, that it was the 
church’s consensus teaching on Scripture’s fundamental story 
line. Indeed, the one thing on which patristic and medieval 
theologians were agreed was the notion that doctrine must be 
grounded in Scripture. Hence, those who affirm sola scriptura are 
more in line with the catholic tradition than those who deny it.

❖ It is a grievous mistake to think that sola scriptura entails nulla 
traditio.



❖ Tradition is but the moon to Scripture’s sun: what light 
tradition casts, and what authority it has, is secondary and 
derivative— ministerial— though it is nonetheless real 
light. 

❖ The Spirit has been guiding the church into all truth for 
centuries. The proper context of theological work is not 
simply the immediate present (or, we could add, our 
particular place) but rather “the long past” of the Spirit’s 
work: hence “‘ tradition’— the intellectual and spiritual 
culture of the communion of saints— is indispensable to 
the operation of theological reason.”



❖ Back to Philip

❖ Philip represents the ministry of the Word that leads to 
understanding. Philip personifies the work of biblical and 
systematic theology, connecting the dots of redemptive history, 
explaining how they converge on Christ, and thus exemplifying 
good apostolic judgment.

❖ Philip enacts the rule for right reading, identifying Jesus as the 
ultimate reference of the Scriptures, and he does so as an 
apprentice to his master - Luke 24:27.

❖ The Bible is clear and sufficient for the purpose for which 
God intended it.

❖ God uses it to rule his people and administer his covenant.



In Sum
❖ The mere Protestant pattern of interpretive authority begins with the 

Triune God in communicative action, accords first place to Scripture 
interpreting Scripture (the canonic principle), but also acknowledges 
the appointed role of church tradition (the catholic principle) in the 
economy of testimony.

❖ Sola scriptura is not a recipe for sectarianism, much less an excuse for 
schism, but rather a call to listen for the Holy Spirit speaking in the 
history of Scripture’s interpretation in the church.

❖ Sola scriptura entails not a naïve but a critical biblicism.

❖ A mere Protestant practice of sola scriptura constitutes a catholic 
biblicism.



So what?
❖ Bible reading?

❖ With what right may we call ourselves children of the 
Reformation?  Much modern Protestantism would be 
neither owned nor even recognized by the pioneer 
Reformers. - Packer, Introductory essay to The 
Bondage of the Will.

❖ Bible study?

❖ Commentaries, journals?


