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Developed and Taught by Mark Dattoli 
 
 

We love our Catholic friends (and relatives), yet our faiths have their differences.  
As we dialog with them, and listen carefully, they may ask us to explain what we believe 
and why. This material will help you do that, knowledgeably speaking the truth in love, 

and do so in simple and persuasive ways. 
 

Note: This course material is intended to be an introduction to the topic. 
There is a 63-page textbook of the same name that presents more in-depth content, 

and appendices to the text that go even further in-depth. 

◄ Find all this material at my website tinyurl.com/eyf-notes ► 

◄ Videos are at tinyurl.com/eyf-vids ► 

   

https://tinyurl.com/eyf-notes
https://tinyurl.com/eyf-vids
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Explaining Your Faith to Roman Catholic Friends 

◄1► Ground Rules; Definitions; Stats 

Assumptions 
▪ “Catholic bashing” is never appropriate 

o A respectful and fair analysis of differences leads to joint understanding 
o Facts, not attacks, promote insights & breakthrough thinking 
o Not all Catholics hold to the official “party-line” 
o There are “wheat & tares” in all churches 

▪ Despite the best of intentions, I may be wrong on some points 
o Feedback, corrections, & dialog are welcomed 

US Religious Survey George Barna, Absolute Confusion 

Definitions 
▪ A survey respondent is classified as “born-again” if they: 

o have made a commitment to Jesus 
o have confessed their sin, and  
o have accepted Jesus 

▪  A survey respondent is classified as “evangelical” if they: 
o are born-again, and also: 
o have a proper concept of God 
o believe in the veracity of Scripture, and 
o feel a personal responsibility to share their faith   

Born Again Christians 
▪ About 36% of all adults classify as born-again 
▪ Of all Protestants: 55% 
▪ Of all Catholics: 18% 

Evangelicals 
▪ About 11% of all adults classify as evangelical 
▪ Of all Catholics: less than 1/2 of 1% 

Being Good Enough 
▪  Agreeing strongly or somewhat with this statement: 

If a person is generally good or does enough good things  
during their life, they will earn a place in heaven 

o Of all adults: 57% 
o Of all born-again Christians: 41% 
o Of all evangelicals: 0% 
o Of all Catholics: 84% 

NOTE 
▪ Both John MacArthur & Greg Laurie estimate that only about 50% of people  

in Evangelical churches are truly saved. Some feel that estimate is even too high. 
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◄2► The Most Common Reaction I Hear 

 

 
NOTE: In this chart, half of all “Christians” are Roman Catholic (>1B). 

 

Objection  
▪ God would not send a billion sincere Christian people to hell just because they are in the “wrong 

church.” Besides, many prominent Evangelical leaders and seminaries teach that Catholicism is a 
valid expression of the Christian faith. 

My Response 
1. God’s written word states it outright: “Notice how God is both kind and severe.” (Romans 11:22). 

He is not a God to be trifled with. 
2. Only a remnant of Israel, God’s chosen people, were saved (Romans 9:27). 
3. Jesus called the road to heaven a narrow gate (Matthew 7:13-14). 
4. Jesus warned that some who call him “Lord, Lord” will not be saved (Matthew 7:21). 
5. In the global flood only Noah and his family were saved (Genesis 6, 2 Peter 2:5). 
6. The atheists, Hindus, Muslims comprise over half the world and are not likely saved. 
7. The pot and potter and vessels prepared for destruction (Romans 9:21-22). 
8. “If 50 million people believe a foolish thing, it is still a foolish thing.” 
9. Even if it seems unfair to us, God’s judgement is according to truth (Romans 2:2) 
10. Though it feels unfair, it cannot be. God is God and we are not. He makes the rules. 
11. It feels sad, and it is. 
12. Therefore, I ask myself “What am I going to do about it? Can I brighten the corner where I am?” 

And isn’t that all I’m called to do? 
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◄3► The Difference Diagram 

There are different summaries used to distinguish between the Catholic and Protestant religions.  
One summary of the Reformation beliefs is called the 5 Solas (Sola is Latin for Alone):  

Based on Scripture Alone, we believe than man is saved by Grace Alone through Faith Alone 
in Christ Alone, all to the Glory of God Alone. 

While I love that, I often like to simplify it by saying: 

The biggest difference is how the religions answer these 2 critical questions: (1) How does a 
person get right with God, and (2) How does God answer that question in the Bible? 

To dig into the differences in more detail, I sometimes use what I call The Difference Diagram which  
I think helps people visualize the most important distinctions and helps discussions stay focused. 
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◄4► Observations about the Difference Diagram 
P=Protestant; C=Catholic; RC=Roman Catholicism; RCC=Roman Catholic Church 

First, understand that the circles represent “official” teaching, and yet we know individuals in these 
churches tend to pick and choose what they want to believe. And, by the P circle, we are talking about 
the classic teaching of the P Reformers, and recognize that some P churches today—even 
Lutheranism—have drifted from these teachings (the P circle does fairly represent what most 
evangelical P’s believe). 
 
Starting at the bottom of the diagram: 

• “Assumptions” are like the foundation of a building…pretty important but not very noticeable. 

• Like a faulty building foundation, faulty theological assumptions will cause big problems. 

• In most churches, the assumptions that the church is built upon are not generally discussed. 
Hence, people in those churches are not likely to be able to defend them (this is unfortunately 
true even in Evangelical churches—in this class we aim to correct some of that). 
 

• While RC & P agree that the written Scriptures (Bible) are authoritative, RC holds that what 
they call “Sacred Tradition” is equally authoritative. P hold to what is called “Sola Scriptura”—
that is, ONLY the written Scriptures are authoritative. This difference is critical; it is the 
ultimate source of all the differences between the 2 churches. Different churches are a result 
of different foundations….if one has good evidence for Sola Scriptura, your church will look like 
classic P. If you believe that the oral tradition of the Apostles has been passed down through 
the millennia without error that you might believe RC…but you might also be Orthodox which 
also has its authoritative Tradition from the Apostles—just a different Tradition than RC has. 

• While it is true that RC & P have a few differences in which books are included in the Old 
Testament, and they have different translations, I view these really as side issues. The critical 
issue is: should Tradition be given equal billing to Scripture? We need to be able to defend our 
view! 

• One other point not shown in the diagram is that the written scripture is interpreted differently 
between RC & P. In brief, RC interprets in an “allegorical” (or spiritual) way whereas P generally 
take the Bible at face Bible—what it says is what it means. For example, we would generally 
believe (as Jesus did) that Adam and Eve were real people, whereas RC holds that the early 
chapters of Genesis are not factual, but they are simply stories to teach principles about good 
and evil. We need to be able to defend why we interpret Scripture as we do. 
 

• 2 Questions for you if you are P: Can you give reasons why you believe in Sola Scriptura, and 
for interpreting the Scriptures at face value (or “literally”)? 

• If you can answer those 2 foundational questions, then the rest of the P diagram is a logical 
result based on that. Everything else in the P circle is based on a clear reading of the Bible. 

• What is in the rest of the C-only circle are beliefs that do not come from the Bible, but from the 
Sacred Tradition of RC, although sometimes buttressed from the Bible (with interpretations 
that P would not agree with). Further, these beliefs have generally been added to RC centuries 
after the time of the Apostles, who supposedly taught them but never wrote them down. 
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• In the “Beliefs” section you see the basic beliefs related to “how one gets right with God” (or 
“saved”). 

• In RC it is often said that there is no salvation outside the church (the C church), or “one cannot 
have God as their Father without the Church as their mother.” It is taught that only RC has: 

o The priests who mediate between God and man. 
o The 7 Sacraments administered by the priests that bring saving grace to people. 
o A “storehouse of merit” whereby the pope (or his representatives) can apply to you the 

good works of others (who have done more good works than they needed to earn their 
own salvation) so that you can earn your salvation or spend a shorter time in purgatory. 

• Classic P has taught John 1:12, Acts 16:31, etc., etc. that we believe and are saved. This is the 
second critical difference—what one must do to get right with God. In the Reformation this 
was called Sola Fide (Only Faith) — (that is, by our faith, not by our works). 

 

• In the “Conduct” section is the distinction on how we live our lives. 

• In RC there are many obligations and precepts to be followed. One cannot be certain of their 
eternal destiny so they must be sure to do good things; and to pay for sins either on earth of in 
purgatory. There is a concept of mortal sin that causes one to lose their salvation until the sin is 
confessed to a RC priest and the assigned penance is completed (hence the need for the 
church and the sacraments to ensure one maintains their salvation. 

• Classic P has taught Ephesians 2:8-9, Romans 10:9-10, etc., etc. that we are saved by grace, 
that is by the righteousness of Christ not our own. And, recognizing that our sin has already 
been atoned for, we merely confess, directly to God (Acts 8:22). He forgives us, covering our 
sin, remembering it no more. And cleansing us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9). 

• Classic P has taught Titus 3:5, Romans 4:5, Romans 11:6, etc., etc. that our good works do not 
contribute in any way to our salvation. Rather, we begin living from our new nature, obey out 
of gratitude, and are led by the Holy Spirit, who indwells and empowers us. 
 

• In the “Destiny” section you see the basic Beliefs related to the afterlife. 

• In RC the concept of Purgatory has been around since the Middle Ages. It used to be viewed as 
a real, physical place of torment, sort of like hell but from which eventually one would enter 
heaven. More recently, it’s thought of as sort of a state of mind, a temporary waiting room 
before heaven. Its purpose is to complete the payment for minor sins that you didn’t do 
satisfactory penance during your lifetime on earth. 

• For P, who believe that by Christ’s wounds we are healed, and that his death fully satisfies 
God’s righteous anger against us, there is no need for us to ‘purge’ off any remaining penalties 
due. And because we are saved by faith, not works, we can be assured of our eternal destiny 
(Romans 5:1, 8:1). In RC it is the ‘sin of presumption’ to assume one is eternally saved. Even the 
pope cannot be sure that he might not commit a mortal sin just before dying. 
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◄5► Breaking Apart the Difference Diagram 
Let’s look at the diagram broken into 3 parts:  

 

Section B is the common area. Consider a person who believes everything in B, but nothing in A or C. 
Would this person be a genuine Christian? I’d suggest this answer:  

From a Catholic perspective, “No,” because officially there is no salvation without the church, 
its priestly mediation role, and the sacraments.  

From a Protestant perspective, the answer is again “No,” all based solely on Scriptural 
evidence. In James 2:19, the Living Bible says: “Are there still some among you who hold that 
“only believing” is enough? Believing in one God? Well, remember that the demons believe this 
too—so strongly that they tremble in terror!” And in Hebrews 11:6 it says: “You can never 
please God without faith, without depending on him.” The Amplified Bible says in Hebrews 
11:6:  “If you receive circumcision [as a supposed requirement of salvation], Christ will be of no 
benefit to you [for you will lack the faith in Christ that is necessary for salvation].” In short, we 
believe that unless one places their trust in Christ alone for salvation, whatever they happen 
to think is true at a given point in time does them no good. Faith is an action (based on 
reasonable evidence) that goes beyond a mere assent to a doctrinal statement. The 
Reformers called it ‘Sola Fide’. 

If that proposed answer is true, there are many implications to it, such as: 

• It is not what RC & P people believe in common that saves any of them; rather it is the P 
assertion that a person is not converted—does not become a child of God—until they decide 
to take a risk and place their eternal destiny in the hands of Christ. If Christ alone is unable to 
fully save them, then they will be eternally lost, because they are no longer trying to do 
anything to contribute to their own salvation. 

• Over the past 20 years, there have many grandiose efforts of RC & P church leaders to arrive at 
a common statement of faith that both sides can agree with. I find this dubious, devious, and 
spurious for the reasons above. It saddens me that there are well-known, influential 
Evangelicals leaders and seminaries who promote this in big ways. They conclude things like:  
“If someone is happy in the Catholic Church, we Evangelicals should not try to convert them.” 
or “The Reformation was unfortunately a big mistake, all over a simple matter of semantics.” 
or “Roman Catholicism is a valid expression of the Christian faith.” The Reformers and the 
millions of their followers who lost their lives over this must be “turning over in their graves.” 
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◄6► Session 1, App. 1: Sacred Tradition/Sacred Scripture 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church on “Tradition & Sacred Scripture” 

Paragraph 78. This living transmission, accomplished in the Holy Spirit, is called Tradition, since it is 
distinct from Sacred Scripture, though closely connected to it. Through Tradition, “the Church, in her 
doctrine, life and worship, perpetuates and transmits to every generation all that she herself is, all 
that she believes.” 

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 honored with equal sentiments of devotion and reverence.” 

85. The task of giving an authentic interpretation of the Word of God, whether in its written form or 
in the form of Tradition, has been entrusted to the living teaching office of the Church alone.  

95. It is clear therefore that, in the supremely wise arrangement of God, sacred Tradition, Sacred 
Scripture and the Magisterium of the Church are so connected and associated that one of them 
cannot stand without the others. Working together, each in its own way, under the action of the one 
Holy Spirit, they all contribute effectively to the salvation of souls. 

100. The task of interpreting the Word of God authentically has been entrusted solely to the 
Magisterium of the Church, that is, to the Pope and to the bishops in communion with him. 

119. It is the task of exegetes to work, according to these rules, towards a better understanding and 
explanation of the meaning of Sacred Scripture in order that their research may help the Church to 
form a firmer judgment. For, of course, all that has been said about the manner of interpreting 
Scripture is ultimately subject to the judgment of the Church which exercises the divinely conferred 
commission and ministry of watching over and interpreting the Word of God.  “But I would not 
believe in the Gospel, had not the authority of the Catholic Church already moved me.” (Augustine) 

Comments: 

• While the Catholic layperson has been allowed to read the Scriptures for the past 50 years, it’s very 
clear that interpreting it for himself is not an option. He must accept the church’s interpretation. 

• Paragraph 95 above says that Scripture cannot stand alone, something that Protestants would very 
strongly disagree with. Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away but my words will not.” 

• The Catechism is Catholicism’s official interpretation of (parts of) Scripture and is “offered to all the 
faithful.” One might ask, “Why doesn’t it need an interpreter?” or “Is it written more clearly for the 
layperson than is the Bible?” 

From Roman Catholicism, John Armstrong, Moody Press: 

• Scripture is described as being pure, perfect, eternal, sure, truth, forever settled in heaven; it 
sanctifies, causes spiritual growth, is God-breathed, authoritative, it gives wisdom unto salvation, 
makes wise the simple, is living and active, is a guide, a fire, a hammer, a seed, the sword of the Spirit; 
it gives knowledge of God, is a lamp to our feet, a light to our path, produces reverence for God, 
heals, makes free, illuminates, produces faith, regenerates, converts the soul, brings conviction of sin, 
restrains from sin, is spiritual food, is infallible, inerrant, irrevocable, searches the heart and mind, 
produces life, defeats Satan, proves truth, refutes error, is holy, equips for every good work, is the 
final judge of all tradition, is the Word of God.  

• Where are we told any of these things about tradition?    
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◄7► Session 1, App. 2: Three Principles of Protestantism 
by James E. McGoldrick, 1983, www.the-highway.com/principles.html 

 
The Protestant faith originated in a time of scandal, when Johann Tetzel, a Dominican monk, appeared in Germany and 
went from place-to-place selling certificates of indulgence. It was in the fall of 1517 that the scandal began. Tetzel 
promised his listeners that they could obtain remission for their sins and for the sins of loved ones who had died and 
gone to purgatory. Consequently, pious people collected their savings and rushed to Tetzel to purchase his documents, 
for that seemed to be the requirement of Christian charity — that loved ones might be released from the torments of 
purgatory and admitted to heaven itself. In fact, Tetzel led people to believe that they could obtain forgiveness merely 
by dropping their coins in his box and taking the certificates he offered. In order to popularize the sale, Tetzel recited a 
jingle: So bald der Pfennig im Kasten klingt, die Selle aus dem Fegfeuer springt! (‘As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, 
the soul out of purgatory springs.’) People seemed to come from everywhere, seeking to liberate loved ones from the 
flames of punishment. Purgatory, in the teaching of the medieval church, was portrayed as a place of temporal 
punishment for sin; the length of time a soul would spend there would be determined by the number and severity of his 
offences, and when one had been purged fully, he would be released to go to heaven. 
 
Word of Tetzel’s activities soon reached Wittenberg University, where Dr Martin Luther, Professor of Theology, received 
it with consternation. Rather than react with the joyous hope that characterized the people who were purchasing 
Tetzel’s documents, Luther became enraged. He spoke out vigorously and denounced the entire affair as a scandal of 
immense significance and contended that the church must be saved from the wretched traffic in indulgences. Luther 
went to the door of the castle church in Wittenberg, a document in one hand, a hammer in the other, and fastened to 
that door a list of ninety-five protests against the sale of indulgences. He likewise told the souls under his care that they 
had been deceived cruelly. The certificates of indulgence did not promise the remission of sins and did not assure 
salvation either for them or for the departed. The poor German peasants and common townspeople, however, could 
not read the Latin language of the certificates, and Tetzel had preyed upon their ignorance by encouraging them to 
believe that they had obtained benefits which the documents themselves did not promise. 
 
According to Roman Catholic teaching, the church had custody of a Treasury of Merits which were acquired by great 
saints who had exceeded the good works required for their salvation. The excess of merit became a source from which 
the church could dispense merit to those who were deficient, and an indulgence became a means by which needy 
sinners could obtain merit from the Treasury. In the 1460’s Pope Sixtus IV declared that benefits gained through 
indulgences could be transferred to departed believers who had gone to purgatory. 
 
Luther, aflame with indignation, challenged the sale of indulgences and demanded that the entire matter be discussed 
by the scholars of the University. He invited his academic colleagues to a public disputation to consider the Ninety-five 
Theses, or objections, which he had raised against the sale. Luther thereby launched a protest which attracted 
supporters, and soon those who had joined in his protest became known as ‘Protestants’. 
 
The word ‘Protestants’, according to a dictionary definition, is ‘a member of any of certain Christian churches which 
ultimately have split from the Roman Catholic Church since the 16th century, Baptists, Presbyterians, Methodists, and 
many others’; or ‘one who protests.’ 
 
It was October 31, 1517, when Martin Luther nailed the protests to the door of the castle church. He protested against 
the abuses and corruptions connected with the sale and denounced the teaching that forgiveness of sins could be 
obtained by ‘contrition, confession and contribution’. By that time in history the church had been teaching that the 
forgiveness of sins came through the sacrament of penance, when a priest, representing Jesus Christ, absolved the 
sinner who confessed his sins, expressed sorrow for them and made a contribution to the church as a penance. Luther 
spoke out courageously against indulgences and the belief that forgiveness could be realized through them or through 
contrition, confession, and contribution. In the thirty-second of the Ninety-five Theses he wrote: ‘Those who believe that 
they can be certain of their salvation because they have indulgence letters will be eternally damned, together with their 
teachers’. By this dramatic gesture, Luther began an effort to reform the church; to bring it back to the biblical teaching 
of salvation; to restore the purity of the New Testament faith. He, of course, did not intend to become the founder of a 
separate Protestant church. In fact, Luther, at that point, believed that the pope would be grateful because one of his 
monks had risen to defend the church against a scandalous abuse. Little did Luther know that the permeation of this 
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corruption had reached even to Rome. Little did he know that Pope Leo X and Albrecht, Archbishop of Mainz, had 
arranged the sale of indulgences and appointed Tetzel as their agent. Rather than being grateful, Leo X was thoroughly 
chagrined at Luther’s actions. 
 
Martin Luther’s protest was not entirely negative, and the word ‘Protestant’ is actually not a negative term. It is derived 
from the Latin preposition pro, meaning ‘for’, and the infinitive testare, ‘to witness’. A Protestant then is one who 
witnesses for — a Protestant witnesses for Jesus Christ and the Word of God. Protestantism then is not merely a protest 
against ecclesiastical corruption and false teaching; it is a revival of the biblical faith, a revival of New Testament 
Christianity, with a positive emphasis upon the doctrines of Scripture, grace and faith. Phrased in the beautiful Latin of 
the 16th century, Protestantism proclaims sola Scriptura, ‘Scripture only’, sola gratia, ‘grace only’, and sola fide, ‘faith 
only’. These are the three principles of Protestantism. [MD’s note: Actually, there are five ‘Solas’. More on these later.] 
 

SOLA SCRIPTURA 
 
Where the Bible claims to be the Word of God, true Protestantism accepts that claim at face value. Protestants believe, 
as did Paul, that the entire Scripture is ‘God-breathed’, that Scripture is the very charter of our salvation, and that it is 
through the written Word of God that the believer becomes ‘thoroughly equipped for every good work’ [II Tim 3.17]. 
Protestants ascribe to the Bible exactly the same authority that Jesus Christ ascribed to the Bible of his day. Jesus said: 
 
Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them. I tell 
you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means 
disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished [Matt 5.18]. 
 
Because it stands with Jesus on the authority of the Bible, Protestantism renounces the authority of human tradition. 
When Jesus engaged the Jewish Pharisees in debate, he replied to their criticisms with the charge, ‘You nullify the Word 
of God for the sake of your tradition’ [Matt 15.6]. Jesus often contradicted the traditions of men, but he fulfilled, upheld, 
and defended the Word of God. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus exposed the Jewish reliance upon rabbinic tradition 
when he said, ‘You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, . . . but I tell you . . .’ [Matt 5.21-22]. In this 
manner Jesus contradicted the traditional teachings of the rabbis who had perverted the Word of God through false 
interpretation. Jesus said, in effect, ‘Forget what the rabbis have told you and listen to me, for my word is the Word of 
God’. When it is tested by the scriptures of the Old Testament, the word of Jesus is, indeed, the Word of God. 
 
Luther disputed the sale of indulgences and other superstitions of the medieval church because he realized that they 
had no foundation in Scripture. He therefore became the central figure in an intense and protracted controversy. Pope 
and Emperor turned against him forcefully, and the princes of Germany were ordered to move against him. The Pope 
demanded that Luther appear in Rome to answer charges against him. Luther, however, had a protector, Frederick the 
Wise, Prince of Saxony. Frederick contended that Luther was not likely to receive a fair trial in Rome. If a trial were to be 
held, it would have to be in Germany. The arrangements were made eventually. In April 1521, Holy Roman Emperor 
Charles V travelled to the small German town of Worms, where he had summoned the Diet of his empire to convene. 
 
There, at Worms, were gathered together the bishops, archbishops, princes of the empire, representatives of the 
Freistädte (free cities); and there, elevated above the others, sat the august Charles V, King of Spain and Holy Roman 
Emperor. 
 
Before that impressive assembly stood the lowly Augustinian, Martin Luther, clothed in his monk’s cowl, ushered there 
to stand before a table on which lay the tracts and treatises he had written and published. Johann von Eck, associate of 
the Archbishop of Trier, who served as interrogator, asked Luther to acknowledge the writings as his own, which Luther 
did. Eck also asked the theologian if he would retract the ‘heresies’ that he had published. Realizing the importance of 
his position, Luther asked time to compose a formal reply. He was granted twenty-four hours and on the next day 
reappeared before the Diet and delivered a speech which altered the course of history and changed the church for ever. 
The world and the church have never been the same since Luther delivered that impassioned address. 
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A lowly monk and obscure theologian, without wealth or force of arms, Luther stood there in the presence of Germany’s 
rulers and said: 
 
Since then your serene majesty and your lordships seek a simple answer, I will give it in this manner, neither horned nor 
toothed: Unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not trust either in the Pope 
or in Councils alone, since it is well known that they have often erred and contradicted themselves), I am bound by the 
Scriptures I have quoted, and my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not retract anything since it 
is neither safe nor right to go against conscience. 
 
Luther must have stood there trembling, for he knew that he had risked his life for Jesus Christ. Others who had taken 
such a resolute stand before him had perished in the flames of execution. In fact, Bohemian reformer John Hus had been 
burned by order of the Council of Constance a century before, and, among the crimes for which he had been 
condemned was his protest against the sale of indulgences! 
 
In taking his stand at the Diet, Luther knew his life would thereafter be in jeopardy. The Emperor, to his credit, however, 
kept his promise that Luther could travel to and from Worms without being molested. The monk was permitted to leave 
in safety, but he would thereafter be regarded as a heretic in the eyes of the church and an outlaw in the eyes of the 
Emperor. Luther, nevertheless, had proclaimed a principle that was destined to echo down the corridors of time, the 
principle of sola Scriptura. Those who believe as he did still hold to the Scripture alone, and like Luther, their consciences 
are ‘captive to the Word of God’. 
 
Soon after Luther issued his protest and initiated the reform of the church in Germany, others, in various parts of 
Christendom, also turned to the Bible and there discovered truths which had been obscured by centuries of 
ecclesiastical tradition. In the mountains of Switzerland John Calvin emerged as leader of the reform. He, like Luther, 
became an earnest student of the Bible, and for him, too, the Scripture was the supreme authority. Calvin, speaking 
about the sacred book, said: ‘The prophets did not speak at their own suggestion, but they were organs of the Holy Spirit 
to utter only those things which had been commanded from heaven’. Swiss Protestants, like their German brothers, 
were true Protestants in that they demanded that every issue be tested by the authority of sola Scriptura! They, too, had 
no confidence in Popes and Councils, for their consciences also were captive to the Word of God. Genuine Protestantism 
everywhere declares that the Bible, and the Bible alone, is the authority for the Christian belief and practice, for this is 
the faith of our fathers, this is the faith ‘that was once for all entrusted to the saints’ [Jude 3]. 
 
Among Protestant declarations of confidence in the truth and trustworthiness of Scripture, that of The New Hampshire 
Confession of Faith is as majestic as it is unequivocal. Article I of that Baptist affirmation states: 
 
We believe that the Holy Bible was written by men divinely inspired, and is a perfect treasure of heavenly instruction; 
that it has God for its author, salvation for its end, and truth, without any mixture of error, for its matter; that it reveals 
the principles by which God will judge us; and therefore is, and shall remain to the end of the world, the true center of 
Christian union, and the supreme standard by which all human conduct, creeds, and opinions should be tried. 
 
To this ringing affirmation of sola Scriptura all true Protestants will assent. Sola Scriptura is an indispensable foundation 
for the Christian faith. If the church in the 20th century is not faithful in proclaiming sola Scriptura, the time has arrived 
for another protest, a protest against human devices and a protest for the Word of God. 
  

SOLA GRATIA 
 
Protestantism, because it stands upon Scripture, teaches that sinful man has no hope for salvation by his own efforts, for 
Protestants know that the Bible states clearly: ‘It is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this not from 
yourselves, it is the gift of God — not by works, so that no-one can boast’ [Eph 2.8-9]. Protestantism, therefore, denies 
all schemes of salvation which promote human works and religious ceremonies as the means of eternal life and 
forgiveness. It insists that salvation comes by the pure, unmerited favor of God, by grace alone. Sola gratia is a cardinal 
teaching of the Protestant faith. Protestants know that man is deficient in both the will and the ability to please God and 
to earn salvation. Luther described man’s sinful state as being a condition of De Servo Arbitrio (Bondage of the Will). 
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Man, in his foolishness, thinks he is free, but he is actually in bondage to sin and Satan. Jesus said: ‘Everyone who sins is 
a slave to sin’ [John 8.34]. Man does possess a type of freedom, to be sure. In fact, he is free to do as he pleases, but he 
pleases to sin! Sinful desires lead him ever deeper into sin and farther from God, living in sin, loving sin, and, but for the 
grace of God, dying in sin. Man’s bondage is so complete that he is blissfully unaware that he is a slave. 
 
Luther reflected upon man’s tragic fallen condition and described it this way: 
 
I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ my Lord, or come to him; but the Holy Spirit 
has called me through the gospel, enlightened me by his gifts, and sanctified and preserved me in the true faith; in like 
manner as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian Church on earth, and preserves it in union with 
Jesus Christ in the true faith. . . . 
 
This is the gospel of sola gratia. This is the teaching that, upon hopeless, helpless sinners, to whom he owes nothing, 
God has taken pity and bestowed his favor graciously. Sinners who do not deserve it, who have earned nothing but the 
wrath of God, have the inestimable privilege of enjoying the favor of God, because God, from the sheer goodness of his 
heart, has chosen to be kind to those who deserve only his judgment. 
 
True Protestantism takes its doctrine of salvation directly from the Bible and therefore declares that salvation is the 
unmerited, undeserved, and unsolicited gift of God. It is ‘the grace of God that brings salvation’ [Titus 2:11], and 
therefore true Protestants declare sola gratia to the whole world. What man could not do for himself; God has done for 
him freely by his grace in Jesus Christ. If the church in the 20th century has neglected to declare the gospel of sola gratia, 
the time has come for another protest. Protestants now, as in the 16th century, must insist that the question of 
salvation be settled by appeal to Scripture, which proclaims that it is the gift of God, not a reward for human endeavor. 
 

SOLA FIDE 
 
Protestantism affirms the Bible as its only authority and grace as the only means of salvation. That, however, leaves 
one question still unanswered. How may a person receive this salvation? Or, stated in other terms, how may a person 
be right with God? This was the question that perplexed Luther and drove him to the brink of despair. 
 
Luther did not become a monk willingly. While a young student preparing for a career in the practice of law, Luther was 
travelling through a forest in Germany and suddenly found himself engulfed in a ferocious storm. Thunder roared 
overhead, and bolts of lightning crackled through the trees. The young man feared that he would be struck at any 
moment, and in his anguish, he prayed. Luther prayed, but not to God. He implored the aid of St Anne, the patron saint 
of miners. Luther’s father had been a miner, so Luther probably remembered childhood instructions which directed him 
to seek that saint’s intercession with God. Martin promised St. Anne that he would become a monk if his life were 
spared. He survived the frightening storm, and, true to his vow, Luther entered the monastery of the Augustinian order 
at Erfurt. He eventually became a priest, and while in the monastery, he devoted himself to the responsibilities of 
community life with unusual vigor. Luther spent sleepless nights in prayer and protracted periods of fasting. He 
confessed his sins every day, as he sought to achieve right standing before God. 
 
Father Johann Staupitz, Luther’s monastic superior, realized after a while that his new monk was a man with an 
unusually sensitive conscience. Luther was so burdened with a sense of sin and guilt that he could not confess often 
enough, and finally Staupitz told him to leave the confessional and not return until he had something really sinful to 
confess! Luther had been scraping his conscience in an effort to relieve himself of a horrible burden of guilt and shame, 
but confession to a priest had brought no help. 
 
Although the medieval church encouraged people to adopt monasticism as the best way to win the favor of God, 
Luther’s experience in the monastery did not enable him to love God. By his own admission Luther’s alienation from his 



◄13► 

Creator actually increased at the very time that he was pursuing his monastic duties so faithfully. As he put it: ‘I . . . was 
perpetually in torment.’ 
 
Luther’s studies in the monastery and the university and during his childhood upbringing had encouraged him to regard 
God as a grim judge, so he was terrified at the prospect that he might not be among God’s chosen people. He confessed 
his doubts to Father Staupitz, and the wise counsellor urged him to cease dwelling on the wrath of God and begin 
meditating on the love and mercy of God. Staupitz told Luther to look upon the wounds of Christ and believe that Christ 
had been crucified for him, for in that way the distressed monk would find assurance of God’s love and favor. Luther 
took that advice to heart, but doubts continued to assail him, because he could not discard his image of God as a 
wrathful judge. 
 
The study of the Bible was part of Luther’s responsibility as a priest and theologian, but even this sacred exercise at first 
seemed only to deepen his sense of woe. As he encountered the biblical emphasis on the righteousness of God, Luther 
realized that the perfectly righteous God demands righteousness in men. But try as he might, Luther could not achieve 
the righteousness that his Creator required; the troubled monk continued sinking into mental and spiritual misery 
because he could not satisfy the divine demands and could not appease the wrath of the God against whom he had 
sinned. The righteous God whom Luther met in Scripture remained in his thinking the accusatory magistrate whose laws 
he had broken. 
 
At the University of Wittenberg Martin Luther was entrusted with the responsibility of lecturing through portions of the 
Bible, and in 1515, two years before the posting of the Ninety-five Theses, he initiated a series of lectures on the Epistle 
to the Romans. In this great treatise of Paul, Luther discovered the heart of the gospel in chapter 1, verses 16 and 17: 
 
I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes; first for the 
Jew, then for the Gentile. For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is through faith 
from first to last, just as it is written: ‘He who through faith is righteous will live.’ 
 
The righteousness which Luther needed, but was powerless to produce, he found revealed in the gospel of Christ. He 
discovered that it is a righteousness that comes from God! The righteousness that God requires is a righteousness that 
God himself supplies, through faith in his Son. Here is the heart of the Christian faith — sinful man is justified, that is, 
obtains right standing before God sola fide, through faith alone. 
 
Protestantism therefore affirms the gospel of sola fide. Through faith, which is an incomparably precious gift from 
God that he bestows freely upon his chosen people, sinful man is enabled to believe that the promises of forgiveness 
and eternal life found in the gospel apply to him personally. Through the gift of faith man is able to believe that Christ 
was crucified for him and paid the entire penalty for his sins. Through penitent faith believing sinners realize that the 
blood of Christ has cleansed their guilt, and they now stand before God declared pure, righteous, and holy, because 
the purity, righteousness and holiness of Christ has been applied to them. One becomes right with God sola fide, 
through faith alone. 
 
When Luther made the discovery of justification through faith alone, he exclaimed: 
 
I felt that I was altogether born again and had entered paradise itself through open gates. There a totally other face of 
the entire Scripture showed itself to me. 
 
Yes, a miracle had taken place in the heart and soul of Martin Luther. As he studied the Word of God, the Spirit of God 
granted him spiritual life, regenerated him, and gave him faith to believe and to understand that the righteousness that 
he needed so desperately had been granted to him by the Son of God. Protestantism proclaims that faith, and faith 
alone, justifies the sinner, that is, declares him righteous in his standing before God. 
 
The Heidelberg Catechism is one of the great statements of the Protestant Reformation, and its definition of saving faith 
is especially pertinent: ‘True faith is not only a sure knowledge whereby I hold for truth all that God has revealed to us in 
his Word, but also a firm confidence which the Holy Spirit works in my heart by the gospel, that not only to others, but 
to me also, remission of sin, everlasting righteousness and salvation are freely given by God merely of grace, only for the 
sake of the merits of Jesus Christ.’ 
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There it is! The sinner, with no merit of his own, presents to God the untarnished merits of Jesus Christ, who is heaven’s 
supreme benevolence reaching down to sinners who cannot reach up to God. As Jesus phrased it: ‘the Son of Man came 
to seek and to save what was lost’ [Luke 19.10]. He came to seek men who, by nature, would never seek him. He loved 
lost sinners so much that he pursued them in their flight from God, overtook them as they were fleeing, and by the 
gentle touch of his grace turned them around and directed them toward heaven. Paul described this salvation 
beautifully: ‘when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we 
had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit’ [Tit 3.4-
5]. 
 
Martin Luther knew that he had received the precious gift of God, justifying faith in Jesus Christ. How about us? As we 
consider the three great principles of Protestantism, do we believe the Bible? Are we standing firmly on sola Scriptura, 
on Scripture alone? Have we abandoned all foolish efforts to save ourselves? Do we stand before God saved by Christ, 
sola gratia? Have we confessed our sin and realized our lost condition? Do we, as Luther did, feel hopeless and helpless? 
Do we through faith believe that Christ died for our sins and rose again? If so, we too have been born again; we too have 
found the ‘open gate of paradise’; we too have received that righteousness which comes from God, which is ‘from first 
to last through faith’, for we, ‘who through faith have been declared righteous, shall live!’ 
 
In this year of 1983, the 500th anniversary of Luther’s birth, the church must proclaim the gospel of sola fide. If the 
church of today is not doing so, it is time to protest. Let our churches be truly Protestant. Let them witness for Jesus 
Christ and the Word of God. Let us protest against human devices and false traditions. We need a revival of a genuine 
Protestant witness because these principles are being discarded, although they come from the Bible and have been 
written in history with martyrs’ blood. 
 
Let us protest, lest real Protestantism be lost by default. Here is the faith of our fathers, the faith by which they lived, 
and the faith for which they died. This is the faith that enabled Luther to stand resolute before both church and empire 
to declare ‘my conscience is captive to the Word of God’. This is the faith that sustained the English Protestant martyr 
Thomas Cranmer, Archbishop of Canterbury, who perished at the stake during the reign of the infamous Bloody Mary. In 
an earlier moment of weakness Cranmer had recanted in order to save his life, but he recovered his courage at last and 
paid the ultimate price of loyalty to his Savior. As the flames were ignited at his feet, Thomas Cranmer thrust his right 
hand into the flames and cried out: ‘Forasmuch as my hand offended in writing contrary to my heart, it shall be burned 
first.’ 
 
Like Luther, Cranmer and other martyrs believed in the three principles of Protestantism and knew that they could not 
renounce them without renouncing Jesus Christ. May God give us courage to live by the same faith and to die in that 
faith. 
 
Eternal God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, give us your Holy Spirit who writes the preached word into our hearts. 
May we receive and believe it and be cheered and comforted by it in eternity. Glorify your word in our hearts and make it 
so bright and warm that we may find pleasure in it, through your Holy Spirit think what is right, and by your power fulfil 
the word, for the sake of Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord. Amen.  


