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The Reformation at 500: The Five “Solas” 
 
We’re in the second week of our fall sermon series, where like many churches around 
the world are doing these weeks, we’re reflecting on how this October marks the 500 
year anniversary of the Protestant Reformation—500 years since Martin Luther posted 
his 95-theses that began a movement of church reform that would go on to reshape 
not just the church but also basic forms of society, democracy, education, economics, 
technology, science, art, music… 
 
Last week we began with a basic introduction about what the Reformation was and 
how it started, but to summarize briefly for today, we reflected on how the main 
critique that set in motion the Reformation was the church’s practice at the time of 
raising funds by selling indulgences—selling pieces of paper that granted remissions of 
sins, so that oneself or one’s loved one if you bought an indulgence on their behalf, 
would have to spend less time in purgatory before going to heaven. Luther would later 
go on to critique the idea of purgatory, but the initial critique had to do with the basic 
theological idea of the sovereignty of God, or the freedom of God—the idea that God is 
God and we are not God; and so the idea that it’s human hubris to think that we could 
in any way dictate or hold sway over God’s actions, such as using a piece of paper to 
buy God’s forgiveness. So the sovereignty of God, the idea that God is God, and we 
are not God is one of the very basic ideas of the Reformation, and it’s an idea that 
would be developed in some interesting theological and practical ways that we’ll be 
looking at today and in the weeks ahead.  
 
Before I get to the main theme for today, though, I feel like I should pause and give a 
few caveats here with this series. One being that I know some of us find this history 
fascinating and compelling, and some just don’t. And so when we hear names like 
Martin Luther and John Calvin, some of our ears perk up in interest, and others of us 
roll their eyes and wonder what the musty old doctrines of these dead white men might 
mean for us today.  
 
Another caveat is that even if we are interested in this history, which in fact is our 
history as our church denomination traces its roots back to the Reformation, and even 
if we are proud of it in many ways and think that there’s much to celebrate on this 500 
year mark, we also need to remember that there’s also much to lament and mourn and 
repent of as well—that the history of the Reformation is also a history of division, 
splintering, persecution, including strong strains of anti-Semitism, culture wars and civil 
wars, and so in part, I hope remembering this history can also be a lesson for us, 
something along the lines of that saying about how “those who don’t learn from history 
are doomed to repeat it.” 
 



A final caveat is that the 500 year mark might seem like a relatively arbitrary number to 
celebrate…we know that there was church reforming going on before the 500 year 
mark, and the majority of it would come after the 500 year mark…and so 500 might 
seem arbitrary in some sense, but there’s another theory about this here that suggests 
that there might in fact be something very timely and symbolically important about the 
500 year mark.   
  
The late American theologian Phyllis Tickle is often credited with this idea. A few years 
ago she looked back at the history of the church, and she was struck by how every 500 
years Christianity seemed to go through an intense and radical period of change and 
upheaval, as some old ideas were thrown out and some new ideas took root. A once-
every-500-year church “rummage sale” is how she described it. So of course, to 
review—you have Jesus and the early church as the beginning, which in its own way 
marked a radical change in terms of creating a religion that had universal human 
appeal, and that gave birth to a new sense of humanity’s relationship with God and 
with one another. And then the first 500 year mark witnessed the decline and fall of the 
Roman empire, which sent Europe into the so-called “dark ages.” At this point the 
church changed its ways as monasteries were formed as the church went into 
preservation mode in a sense, trying to create their own pure communities that were 
separated off or cloistered from the rest of the world. 500 years after the church 
experienced a so-called “Great Schism,” as the eastern and western forms of the 
church split, a split that lead to two main forms of the church, the Eastern Orthodox 
church and the Roman Catholic church. 500 years after that of course brings us to the 
Protestant Reformation, and the changes that that time of radical upheaval brought. 
 
We’ll spend more time with this “rummage sale” theory at the end of our series, 
especially because if the theory holds up, then that would mean that we’re in the midst 
of our own time of dramatic change and reform, and so we’ll have to ponder what our 
own “rummage sale” might look like—what old ideas of the church do we need to let 
go of, what new thing might be emerging… 
 
We’ll get there eventually with this series, but for today I did want to try to cover some 
ground in terms of reflecting on some of the major ideas of the Reformation, of the 
rummage sale from 500 years ago.  
 

*** 
 
The basic theological foundation of the Reformation is often summarized in terms of 
what’s called the “five solas”—sola being a Latin term for “alone” or “only.” One way to 
imagine it is that these “solas” functioned as something like the theological pillars on 
which the Reformation was based and built.  
 
So, the five solas, and you have this list on your bulletin cover today for reference:  
 
Sola fide, by faith alone 



Sola gratia, by grace alone 
Sola scriptura, by scripture alone 
Solus Christus, by Christ alone 
Soli Deo Gloria, to the glory of God alone 
 

*** 
 
If we take a step back, and if we think about all of these slogans, and perhaps the 
Reformation generally, my sense is that it really boiled down to trying to answer some 
basic questions like: What is our relationship with God really like? How do we stand 
before God?  How can a person be right with God? 
 
Luther, famously, was absolutely tormented by this question as a young monk. He took 
his monastic vows to the extreme, following all of the daily rituals and rules as perfectly 
as he could, and yet he still was haunted by a sense of not being adequate, not being 
right before God. He had extreme anxiety attacks, for example, causing him to sweat 
profusely which he called his “anxiety baths.” He famously would confess for hours on 
end each day, sometimes for more than 6 hours in a row, and in these confessions he 
wasn’t focused on what he thought of as small sins—pride, envy, lust—but he was 
focused on what he called the “real knots” – the “real knots” being his fear of God’s 
judgment, and his lack of love for a God who seemed to demand Luther to be more 
perfect than he could possibly, humanly be. He lived under the cloud of this torment, 
this depression, for years.  
 
The story goes that it was only after being asked to teach scripture that Luther finally, 
eventually had his breakthrough. He was studying Paul’s letters in the New Testament, 
especially Romans, and he came across a phrase that perhaps alone is responsible for 
changing his life and for sparking the Reformation. The phrase was ‘the just shall live 
by faith.”   
 
Here’s how Luther described the experience: “I greatly longed to understand Paul’s 
Epistle to the Romans and nothing stood in the way but that one expression, “The 
justice of God”… Night and day I pondered until I saw the connection between 
the justice of God and the statement that “the just shall live by faith.” Then I 
grasped that the justice of God is that righteousness by which through grace and 
sheer mercy God justifies us through faith. Thereupon I felt myself to be reborn 
and to have gone through open doors into paradise.” 

Luther said that he then “ran through the rest of scripture” and found support for this 
idea everywhere, including powerfully in the scripture we heard this morning from 
Ephesians:  

For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the 
gift of God— not the result of works 
 
Or I also like how a more contemporary translation puts it:  



 
Saving is all God’s idea, and all God’s work. All we do is trust God enough to let God 
do it. It’s God’s gift from start to finish! …We neither make nor save ourselves. God 
does both the making and saving.  
 

Luther grabbed hold of scriptures like the one we heard today, and held fast to the 
clarity that he found there, clarity again concerning those basic questions: How do we 
stand before God? How can a person be right with God?  

Sola fide, by faith alone 

Sola gratia, by grace alone 

He would later add Sola scriptura, by scripture alone 

Other Reformers would later add Solus Christus, through Christ alone, and Soli Deo 
Gloria, to the Glory of God alone. 

And most recently, over the last hundred years, two more have been added, Sola 
ecclesia, through the Church alone, and Sola caritas, through love alone. 

*** 

I’d like to end by just adding a few comments on the five traditional Solas, and share a 
bit with you of what I think about when I think of them, some of what they mean to me.  

Sola fide, by faith alone…. Luther defined faith this way, he called it a “living, bold 
trust in God.” I think trust is the key word here. Trust as a basic attitude or posture 
towards this life which is so often beyond our understanding and beyond our ability to 
control. Trust as those moments when we quiet our voice that calls for more—to do 
more, to be more, to buy more, to strive more, to control more. Trust as that moment 
like in Psalm 46 that we looked at last week that says “be still and know that God is 
God.”  

Sola gratia, by grace alone…this one in many ways is very similar to Sola fide, and 
indeed in our scripture the two are basically presented as one idea, we stand before 
God “by grace through faith.” But for me, grace captures something of the beauty and 
joy of standing before God, or of being in God’s presence, like those moments in life 
that we can only describe as gracious and graceful. Here’s one of my favorite quotes 
on grace by Frederick Buechner:  

"The grace of God means something like: 'Here is your life. You might never have been, 
but you are, because the party wouldn't have been complete without you. Here is the 
world. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Don't be afraid. I am with you. Nothing 
can ever separate us. It's for you I created the universe. I love you.'” 
 

Solus scriptura, by scripture alone….in one sense this was the Reformation’s claim 
that the Bible was the ultimate authority, not the church, not tradition, not the pope or 



bishops or saints, but the only criteria for the truth is what we can read in scripture, 
and also critically what each person should be free to read and interpret for themselves 
in scripture, reading and literacy and public education being a big part of the legacy of 
the Reformation. I’ll admit this is one that I sometimes struggle with, not that each 
person should be free to read and interpret things, but that scripture is the only way to 
learn about God. For me and for many in our tradition, nature, experience, art, 
community, service can be ways of encountering the divine, including in a major slogan 
of our denomination, that “God is still speaking.” But there is one quote of Luther’s that 
I love and that gives me a sense that he and I might not be on too different of a page 
here, when he said: “God writes the Gospel not in the Bible alone, but also on trees, 
and in the flowers and clouds and stars.” 
 
Solus Christus, by Christ alone…here I think about Christ’s actions and teachings, 
and about Christ’s whole way of being in the world and relating to others, and I think 
about how we can look to Christ to show us both who God is as a God of love and 
justice, and also to show ourselves to us, to show us what it means to be human at our 
best.  
 
Soli Deo Gloria, to the glory of God alone….to me this says that we feel a deep call to 
do good works in the world not to earn God’s grace and blessing, but because God’s 
gift of grace and blessing has already been given…the idea that we try our best to love 
and serve others because doing so doesn’t show the glory of us, but it shows the glory 
of God…I think of how God has created this unbelievably beautiful and good world, 
and our job, such as it is, is to notice, to appreciate, and to do what we can to highlight 
and magnify and add to the beauty of what is, and to do it all, Soli Deo Gloria, to the 
glory of God alone.  
 
I don’t know about for you, but when I think about these five solas, these five pillars, 
and about how they can bring a sense of clarity about what’s most important in faith 
and in life, I can understand why Luther eventually came to experience standing before 
God less as a torment, less as an “anxiety bath,” and more as a feeling of being 
reborn, and of going through open doors into paradise.  
	  


