
Luther’s view of sola Scriptura. 

- Sola Scriptura Literally Means “By Scripture Alone” 

-  One question dealt with by the doctrine of sola Scriptura relates to the sources of divine 

revelation, of which there are at least two: 

i. Nature: general revelation 

ii. The Bible: special revelation 

- The question is whether there is more than one source of special revelation. 

- According to Protestants, there is only one source of special revelation - Scripture 

The following excerpt is from Luther’s response to his condemnation by the Catholic Church: 

“This is my answer to those also who accuse me of rejecting all the holy teachers of the church. 

I do not reject them. But everyone, indeed, knows that at times they have erred, as men will; 

therefore, I am ready to trust them only when they give me evidence for their opinions from 

Scripture, which has never erred. This St. Paul bids me to do in I Thess. 5:21, where he says, 

“Test everything; hold fast what is good.” St. Augustine writes to St. Jerome to the same effect, 

“I have learned to do only those books that are called the holy Scriptures the honor of believing 

firmly that none of their writers has ever erred. All others I so read as not to hold what they say 

to be the truth unless they prove it to me by holy Scripture or clear reason.” 

Source: https://heidelblog.net/2020/03/was-sola-scriptura-a-reformation-slogan-and-doctrine/ 

 

Roman Catholic Catechism – The Relationship between Tradition and Sacred Scripture 

81 "Sacred Scripture is the speech of God as it is put down in writing under the breath of the 

Holy Spirit."42 "and [Holy] Tradition transmits in its entirety the Word of God which has been 

entrusted to the apostles by Christ the Lord and the Holy Spirit. It transmits it to the successors 

of the apostles so that, enlightened by the Spirit of truth, they may faithfully preserve, expound 

and spread it abroad by their preaching."43 

82 As a result the Church, to whom the transmission and interpretation of Revelation is 

entrusted, "does not derive her certainty about all revealed truths from the holy Scriptures alone. 

Both Scripture and Tradition must be accepted and honoured with equal sentiments of devotion 

and reverence."44 

83 The Tradition here in question comes from the apostles and hands on what they received 

from Jesus' teaching and example and what they learned from the Holy Spirit…Tradition is to be 

distinguished from the various theological, disciplinary, liturgical or devotional traditions, born in 

the local churches over time. These are the particular forms, adapted to different places and 

times, in which the great Tradition is expressed. In the light of Tradition, these traditions can be 

retained, modified or even abandoned under the guidance of the Church's Magisterium. 

Source: https://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__PL.HTM 
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Examples of that tradition 

- According to Rome, sacred tradition give us the holy scriptures 

- The Apostles left Bishops to take over after them 

- Apostolic preaching is preserved by an unending succession of preachers until the end of 

time 

- The tradition of the eucharist  

- Other traditions inherited by Christ and the apostles 

What Sola Scriptura does not mean 

- Sola Scriptura does not claim there are no other authorities beyond scripture 

- Reformers did not jettison the teachings of their predecessors 

- Reformers saw great spiritual truths set forth in the teachings of the church fathers and later 

theologians, most notably those of Augustine.  

- They made use of early creeds, including the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed 

- All controversies over theological questions must be settled in the final analysis by Scripture. 

 

Sola Scriptura Bears on Questions of Inerrancy 

-  Since Scripture is the Word of God, it is infallible and inerrant. 

-  Some scholars argue that the doctrine of inerrancy was not held by Reformers, but that it was 

invented by later Reformed “scholastics.” 

- Statements from the Reformers themselves indicate that they believed the Scriptures to be 

inerrant. 

 

IV. Sola Scriptura Involves a Hermeneutical Principle 

- The Reformers taught the concept of private interpretation—the view that every Christian has 

the right and responsibility to read and interpret the Bible for himself. 

-  This concept of private interpretation was based on the principle of the perspicuity of 

Scripture, which means that the basic message of Scripture is plain for any person to see it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction to Luther 

 Born in 1483 in Eisleben Germany 

 Father had been a miner, worked his way up to become the owner of several foundries 

o Parents were very strict; Luther seems to have been severe in his raising of 

Martin 

 Planned for young Martin to go into law 

o School was also very strict, whipped the students if they didn’t know their lessons 

o Early years seem to have been characterized by depression and anxiety  

 

 In 1505, Luther experiences a life-changing event, and joins a monastery in Erfurt 

o Terror experienced in a thunderstorm 

o Fear accumulated through his strict upbringing 

o Fear of Damnation preyed upon his mind 

 The 22 year old Martin was a dutiful child of the church, availing himself of the means of 

salvation provided by the church 

 Young Martin is finally happy 

 

Luther’s crisis – look up story about Luther’s trip to Rome 

 Throughout Luther’s novitiate, his superiors recognized his exceptional abilities, and 

recommended he become a priest 

 Luther is ordained as a priest in 1507 

 Luther was terrified when celebrating the mass 

 These terrors intensified with time 

o Concerned about his sin  

o Fearful he hadn’t done enough to deserve salvation 

 Availed himself of confession and penance 

 Came to a frightful recognition of the nature of the fallen state: Sin was a state of being, 

a condition – no amount of confession would suffice! 

 Luther’s confessor recommended him to read the teachings of the mystics  

 Mystic taught – Love God, and everything good will follow 

 In 1511, Luther made a pilgrimage to Rome, his experience there completely 

disillusioned him. 

o Luther climbed the scala sancta ( sacred steps) by St. John’s Lateran church 

o After ascending on his knees and reaching the top, he states “who knows if it is 

true”  

 Martin envisioned God as critical Judge waiting to pass judgment on him; and came to 

hate God.  

 1512 Luther receives his doctorate and becomes chair of the University of Wittenberg 

Theology department 

 

 

 



 Professor Luther 

 As Luther begins preparing lectures on the scripture, he begins reading it with a new 

perspective 

 

 He begins to interpret the Psalms in a Christological manner, seeing within the Psalms 

not only the personal account of the sufferings Psalmists, but also Christ himself 

 In 1515, while lecturing on Romans, he made a discovery that brought relief to his guilt 

ridden soul 

o “For I am not ashamed of the gospel for it is the power of God for salvation to 

everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it, the 

righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, the righteous 

shall live by faith” – Romans 1: 16, 17 

 

This discovery erupted like a bombshell within the Christian world…but why? 

 The righteousness of God here does not refer to the righteousness of the Christian, but 

rather the righteousness of God himself. 

 This righteousness is not given because of the fulfillment  of the law by the Christian, but 

rather because God simply wants to give it. 

 So – justification according to Luther does not mean that God demands faith of us, and 

then rewards that faith, but that both faith and justification are the work of God.  

 “God’s righteousness is shown in the righteousness of Christ that is imputed to, or 

considered by God to belong to the one who believes. This imputation of righteousness 

to sinners who believe is fully consistent with personal righteousness of God. As a just 

and righteous judge, God through the death of His Son justifies, or declares righteous, 

those sinners who come to true faith in Christ…Luther’s reading of this verse had a 

decisive impact on his understanding of justification.” – Source - Reformation Study 

Bible Note to Romans 1:17 

 Some of the early church fathers developed a theological view based upon their 

understanding of the Latin Bible translation, and informed by the legal system of the 

Roman Empire:  

o “Justification occurs after sanctification” 

o “In order to be declared just, we first must be sanctified to the point that we 

exhibit a righteousness that is acceptable to God.”  

 “The Protestant Reformation…focused attention on the Greek meaning of the concept of 

justification, which was the word dikaioo, which means “to declare righteous”. So, in 

Protestantism, justification was understood to come before the process of sanctification.” 

 “Early on, there was a complete difference of understanding regarding the order of 

salvation between the two communions.”  

– Source: “Are We Together? R.C. Sproul 
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The Aftermath of Luther’s Discovery 

 Luther continued to teach at the University, his teachings became widely accepted 

among the faculty 

 Luther recognized the obvious incompatibility of his theological discoveries with many 

commonly held teachings, and decided to publicly write against these 

 Luther wrote 97 Theses intended to be debated in an academic setting 

 In these, he attached mainly tenets of accepted theology 

The following is a brief excerpt from Luther’s 97 theses: 

5. It is false to state that man’s inclination is free to choose between either of two opposites. 

Indeed, the inclination is not free, but captive. Tiffs is said in opposition to common opinion.  

6. It is false to state that the will can by nature conform to correct precept. This is said in 

opposition to Scotus2 and Gabriel.3  

7. As a matter of fact, without the grace of God the will produces an act that is perverse and evil.  

8. It does not, however, follow that the will is by nature evil, that is, essentially evil, as the 

Manichaeans4 maintain.  

9. It is nevertheless innately and inevitably evil and corrupt.  

10. One must concede that the will is not free to strive toward whatever is declared good. This in 

opposition to Scotus and Gabriel. 

11. Nor is it able to will or not to will whatever is prescribed.  

12. Nor does one contradict St. Augustine when one says that nothing is so much in the power 

of the will as the will itself.  

13. It is absurd to conclude that erring man can love the creature above all things, therefore also 

God. This in opposition to Scotus and Gabriel.  

14. Nor is it surprising that the will can conform to erroneous and not to correct precept.  

15. Indeed, it is peculiar to it that it can only conform to erroneous and not to correct precept. 

16. One ought rather to conclude: since erring man is able to love the creature it is impossible 

for him to love God.  

17. Man is by nature unable to want God to be God. Indeed, he himself wants to be God, and 

does not want God to be God.  

18. To love God above all things by nature is a fictitious term, a chimera, as it were. This is 

contrary to common teaching. 

Source: https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.cloversites.com/87/8759bcc4-8a64-4fd5-89a9-

80d17e816988/documents/Luther_s_97_Theses.pdf 

 

 The response to the publication of these theses, which in fact stated that the gospel was 

entirely different than had previously been taught, was muted 



 Shortly thereafter, Luther wrote another set of theses called “Ninety-Five Theses on the 

Power and Efficacy of Indulgences” 

 Attached the sale of Indulgences and its theological underpinnings 

 This amounted to an attack on the income of the most powerful lords of the church and 

state 

 This time, the response was deafening 

 

The “beneficiaries” 

 Sale that prompted response was authorized by Pope Leo X 

 Albert of Brandenburg (member of the house of Hohenzollern) wished to purchase the 

most important archbishopric in Germany (Mainz) 

 Agreed with Leo on a sum of 10,000 ducats (1 Venetian gold ducat = about 3.5 grams 

of gold, do the math = 35,000 grams; or somewhere around $2 M USD) 

 The proceeds of this sale would be divided between Albert and Leo.  

o Leo wished to refurbish the Basilica of Saint Peter 

o This basilica is now the pride of the catholic church  

o Over 5 million people visit this place every year 

 

The Scheme 

 Dominican John Tetzel is put in charge of the sales 

 Indulgences would “Make the sinner cleaner than Adam before the Fall”, or “cleaner 

when coming out of baptism” 

 “As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs” 

 Many of the more learned opposed such schemes, and recognized this not only as a 

sign of corruption of the church, but also one more example of Rome fleecing the 

German people, exploiting their credulity to support the luxurious lifestyle of the lords of 

the church 

 

 


