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Sola Powered: 

Faith Alone 
Readings: Habakkuk 2:1-4; Romans 3:14-21; John 3:16-18 

 
We are in the middle of a run of anniversaries, already having celebrated the 200th of 

St David’s, 175th of being Cathedral and early next year in January, 150 years since the 
laying of the foundation stone of this building.  We have marked these in a number of ways, 
holding services, concerts, public events and so on. 

Others celebrate anniversaries differently.  In 2008 to mark the 150th anniversary of 
the Virgin Mary’s reputed appearance at Lourdes, Pope Benedict authorised special 
indulgences, everyone who visited the site during the anniversary time got reduced time in 
purgatory for themselves or for someone who had already died. 1  Now just in case you are 
worried that you have missed out on this offer, Pope Francis has extended the offer till 2020, 
and if you can’t actually go to Lourdes you can also do a virtual pilgrimage.2  Jesus saves 
but go to Lourdes and see the Lord sooner, and you don’t even have to leave your home. 

This would perhaps be funny except this is what people believe and it is something 
that Catholic Church clearly teaches.  It also raises serious questions about the nature of 
faith and the content of faith. It is also one of the central themes of the Reformation of which 
we are marking the 500th anniversary; what do we have to do to be saved, and is there 
anything we contribute, are we saved by faith and works or by faith alone? 

We continue our Sola Power series, the great Sola’s of the Reformation which will 
give us clean renewable energy for our discipleship. Last week we looked what God has 
done for us with Grace alone, and we look at what our response, which is faith alone. We 
will briefly consider how this truth was rediscovered, what it is that we have faith in and the 
relation between faith and reason, but we also need to remember that faith works. 

LUTHER’S REDISCOVERY “WILL LIVE BY FAITH” 

It was the selling of indulgences, the idea that people could contribute to their own 
salvation by their works or giving which so irritated Martin Luther, monk and Professor of 
Theology at Wittenberg, who wrote the 95 theses.3 

                                            
1 The BBC report on this in 2008 also explained that Purgatory in Catholic theology is a kind of 

spiritual waiting room - for people who do not go directly to paradise or hell after death - to purify souls of 
residual sin before they enter heaven.  A plenary indulgence offers full pardon of the temporal punishment 
(suffering in this life or the next) due to sins already forgiven in confession 

2 http://lourdesvolunteers.org/2014/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Plenary-Indulgence-Pamphlet-
2013-2020.pdf 

3 The early 16th Century is universally recognised as a low point in the history of the Church with 
great corruption and moral laxity in many areas.  Pope Leo wanted to restore the dignity of Rome.  Now 
rather than cleaning up the corruption of the church he decided what Christendom really needed was a 
rebuilt St. Peters.  To fund this massively expensive undertaking he issued an indulgence, a certificate that 
could be bought which it was said could release you or others from the torments of purgatory. It was a 
brilliant financial decision, sell something that costs you nothing with no possible verification of whether the 
product worked. 

These indulgences were to be sold by John Tetzel, indulgence seller extraordinaire the 16th 
Century version of John Singleton.  He would come into a town or village complete with banners, music 
and special effects and great jingle, “As soon as a coin in coffer rings, a soul from purgatory springs.” 
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He was horrified at this playing with fears of the simple.  He himself had lived in fear 
of God, indeed he hated him because he was a God of justice, and Luther knew that he 
wasn’t worthy and would stand condemned before such a God and he found no comfort in 
the teaching of the Church. 

But as he read the New Testament in the original languages, which due to the 
invention of the printing press were becoming much more easily available, he found 
passages like Romans 1:16-17 picking up the prophet Habbakuk that the righteous live by 
faith.  He came to understand that the Righteousness of God was not him acting in 
judgement but in salvation, and this salvation was revealed rather than earned.  Salvation 
then was a gift that was received by faith.   

Put simply he rediscovered the wonderful truth of the grace of God which in his own 
words this was “truly the gate to paradise.”  Salvation was not something to be worked for it 
was something that he had now because of what God had already done.  He did not need to 
fear God, he could love God, because God had already loved him.  As he understood this 
he said “Here I felt that I was altogether born again and entered paradise itself through open 
gates.”  The important point here is that the gates are open, you did not have to push them 
open or show your resume to get in, in Christ God has opened the way to heaven. 

Now if salvation was a gift received then indulgences along with all other works which 
the church called on people to do did nothing to affect their salvation, in fact they 
undermined God’s grace and true Christian faith.  So, he posted the 16th Century version of 
a blog centred on the issue of salvation by faith alone. We could do nothing to add to the 
salvation that had been won for us in Christ. 

THE CONTENT OF OUR FAITH: CHRIST AND THE PROMISES OF GOD 

As Luther and other reformers rediscovered this truth they began to see the idea of 
salvation by faith alone was all over the New Testament. 

As we looked last week at Ephesians 2:8-9 it says, “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, so that no one may boast.”  How could it be clearer? 

Further on in Romans reformers read, “But now… the righteousness of God has 
been disclosed, and is attested by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God 
through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction, since all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through 
the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” Romans 3:21-24.  We are justified, saved freely by 
grace, and it comes to all who believe in Jesus. 

But there was more. In John 6:28-29 Jesus is asked, “What must we do to do the 
works God requires?”, The very question that was so important in the 16th Century.  And 
Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” What we are 
required to do is not to do something but to believe in someone. 

This is, of course, the heart of the most famous verse in the Bible “For God so loved 
the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish 
but have eternal life.” John 3:16. Not who believes and is baptised, or believes and goes to 
church, believes and goes to Lourdes, but simply believes. 

And here we see the content of this faith: Jesus.  We are not called to believe in “faith 
alone”, but rather to realise that it is by faith in Jesus alone that we are saved. We see this 
clearly in Romans 10,  Paul says, “if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and 
believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.”   

                                            
Times were different then.  The problem these days is trying to convince people they have a 

problem with God, that there is judgement.  Then everyone knew this, they would be judged and it would 
not be pretty.  Their church taught them that Jesus had died for them but that they still needed to have 
their sins paid for which would happen in place called purgatory.  The church however could provide them 
with a get out of jail free card, except it was purgatory not jail and it wasn’t free.  For a few coins, they 
could get themselves and their dead relatives a smoother ride to the after life.  You can just imagine the 
emotional turn screws a good salesman could use.  You can help your mother who is in torment, you can 
rescue your dead child all for just a few coins.  Tetzel did great trade. 
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As we believe in Jesus then we receive immediately our salvation, signed, sealed 
and delivered: signed in his blood, sealed by his death and delivered in his resurrection.  
Everything has been done for us.   

This is beautifully captured in Luke’s Gospel as Jesus dies.  On the cross, as he is 
mocked by all around, one self confessed criminal asks Jesus to remember him when he 
comes into his kingdom, and Jesus says, “Today you will be with me in paradise.”  Not in a 
few years, or after you have done a few things, tricky when you are nailed to a cross, but 
today.  (See Luke 23:39-43). 

It is no surprise that at the heart of the Christian faith is the gospel, good news, it is 
not good advice.  The Gospel says something has been done not there is something we 
should do. It proclaims that in Jesus our salvation is won, not recommends what we should 
do to get it.  When Jesus died he cried, “It is finished” Not “Now it’s over to you” but “It is 
finished.”  (John 19:28-30).  

Finished.  Here is the wonderful beautiful truth of knowing that we are saved by faith 
alone, the assurance of salvation.  Paul was captivated by this wonderful truth in Romans 
5:1-2 “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace 
in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.” 

I hope that I have made my point. Scripture repeatedly teaches us that we are saved 
by faith in Christ, and by this faith alone. 

We can know 100% that we have eternal life with God, the gates have been swung 
wide open we can have eternity with Jesus.  Faith and only faith can bring this assurance.  If 
it is down to our works we can never have assurance.  If it is down to what you do how do 
you know if you have done enough. 

This is my concern with ongoing teaching about indulgences, but I’m not seeking to 
pick on one branch of the church. The same is true in prosperity teaching where the idea is 
put forward if we are generous then God will be generous to us. Both take the focus off 
Jesus and on to what we do. 

But it is constant danger in any church as we so easily want to believe that it is what 
we do.  As Luther said, “Every week I preach justification by faith to my people, because 
every week they forget it.”  For when we forget it we lose the wonderful truth of assurance. 

If we focus on faith we can know that we will be part of God’s eternal kingdom not 
because we are arrogant but because of our pride in what Jesus has done for us. 

FAITH WORKS: REASON AND OBEDIENCE 

To speak of faith alone does raise a couple of issues that are worth us considering. 

Faith and Reason 
A few years ago I read a book by Ben Elton called Blind Faith a satire of how people 

will believe all manner of things and the abuses that will flow from it.  And it is true people 
have faith in the strangest things, Palm Readings, Horoscopes, Tarot Cards, Crystals, even 
indulgences.  Why do we do it?  It may be because an authority figure has told us that 
something is true, but usually it is because to believe 
something makes us feel better. 

For instance, it is an article of faith for me that 
each person here today is listening intently to all that 
I am saying and thinking deeply about it.  They may 
even talk about it after the service or during the 
week.  It makes me feel so much better to believe 
this.  There may not be a skerrick of truth in it but it 
makes me feel better so I believe it. 

Furthermore, we don’t like it when such faith 
positions are attacked.  In fact, a growing area of 
taboo in our society is people’s faith.  You can’t say 
anything against what people believe, against their 
faith, despite how strange it may seem. 
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Ben Elton argues that what we all need is not more faith, but reason, science.  What 
we believe needs to be scrutinized, analysed and if necessary rejected.  It is simply not 
enough to believe something because it helps us cope. 

How does Christianity cope with such an assault, because we need to recognise that 
there is a danger here?  I am encouraging you to believe in assurance of salvation and let’s 
face that it is going to make us feel a lot better but are we in fact deluded? 

This is why it is so important to remember that we are not just called to have faith, as 
if faith were the good thing.  We are not saying that all faith is good, much of what goes for 
faith is simply delusion and wish fulfilment and we must recognise that.  To believe that we 
are going to heaven simply because it makes us feel better would be sad. 

Remember we are called to have faith that Jesus is Lord and God raised him from 
the dead.  For in the resurrection there is the evidence that this faith works.  For Jesus is not 
just the one in whom we have faith, he was the ultimate faithful one, this is what Paul is 
getting at in Romans 3.  Because Jesus completely relied on God in his life, God raised him 
from the dead, vindicating him.  As we believe in him we share in what he has done.  This 
also helps us to see that what matters is not the strength of our faith, but the faithfulness of 
the one that we believe in. 

In the resurrection, we have a reason to believe, it is not just a delusion or wish 
fulfilment, it is a radical world changing truth. In the resurrection, we see that faith works, 

Faith and Works 
But this raises the issue of works, if we are saved by faith alone what is the place of 

works.  We need to recognise that Matthew 25 teaches that we will be judged according to 
what we have done, and James 2 that faith without works is dead.  Is there a way of 
reconciling these two ideas? 

We need to remember that faith is not mere intellectual assent but active trust.  I was 
once given a scuba diving lesson for my birthday.  I have always believed in scuba diving, I 
have seen evidence that it works, but one day in Gunnamatta Bay I had to move from belief 
to faith, to trust, I had to trust myself to scuba diving.  Not just believing that I could breathe 
underwater but doing it.  That is moving from belief to faith. 

People often think they will be alright with God simply because they believe in him.  
They need to hear these words from James. “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even 
the demons believe that—and shudder.” (2:19) Rather we are called to have faith, have trust 
in God and entrust ourselves to Jesus as our Lord and saviour. 

Now if we trust in them we will trust in what they say, we will try to live the way that 
they call us to.  This is not because we have to, or because it will save us but simply we trust 
God, his ways are right.  The first sin, the whole reason we needed saving, was lack of trust 
in God, it is no surprise that in being saved we are freed to trust him and obey as we were 
designed to.  To live by faith does not mean only that we will live in the future because of our 
faith now, but rather that we will live out our faith now.  You don’t put on scuba gear to 
simply be underwater but to do things, you don’t have to but it would be rather strange not 
to, it is the same with our faith. 

The Reformers used to put it this way.  Faith is pregnant with good works.  Perhaps 
we could simply say Faith works. 

FAITH WORKS 

Salvation comes from God in Christ because of grace alone, we receive this salvation 
by faith alone, faith in Jesus Christ.  This is no fine point of Christian theology, it is the heart 
of the true Christian faith. So, let me ask you, do you have faith in this Jesus?  Here is the 
hope of salvation for all who believe.  I hope none will leave here today without coming to 
Jesus and entrust yourself to the faithful one who shows us that faith works. 

For those who have already come to Christ, do you know the assurance of your 
salvation?  Do you know that you are truly saved and have the sure hope of eternity.  It is 
the wonderful logical conclusion of salvation by faith alone it is how faith works. 

But let us also live out this faith as we follow Jesus because true faith works. 


