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As the story goes, the young man, a law student, had just received word that he had passed his bar exams. 
He was travelling back to his college and was caught in a severe thunderstorm. Some say that a friend 
was travelling with him and was struck by lightning and killed. This so shocked and disturbed the young 
man that he immediately got down on his knees and prayed not only for safety but made a vow that if he 
was saved, he would go into the ministry and fulfill a call that he had been trying to avoid.

That young attorney was Martin Luther. He did indeed give up his law studies, entered an 
Augustinian convent and became a novice monk. He studied so hard and showed such promise that 
within two years he was ordained a priest, and one year after that was named a professor of Holy 
Literature at Wittenberg University. One of Martin’s projects was doing a translation of the Bible. As 
he was working on this he began to see that what the Church taught and practiced and what the Bible 
said were very different things. Deciding that Scripture was the true authority and could not be wrong, 
he began to wonder if the church which he loved wasn’t actually the devil’s tool to delude the faithful.

He began to ponder and openly state his questions and proclaimed his opposition to the sale of 
indulgences which prompted a series of debates to which he invited many of the known theologians 
of his time. As in any debate, there is always a topic from which one side takes the affirmative and the 
other the opposite side. To that end Luther wrote a series of topics to be debated which today we call 
the “95 Theses.” He published a few copies of them, just as we would make a few copies of something 
for a meeting. Were they nailed to the castle church door as we have been told? That is open for debate 
but they were disseminated among the participants and these theses began to cause not a small stir 
because the things which Luther was opening for debate cut to the very core of the Roman Church’s 
teachings and practices. His teachings placed his relationship to the church in jeopardy and it was 
becoming clear that he was a threat to the status quo. These theses were spread abroad and published 
more widely, without Luther’s knowledge, until finally they reached the pope in Rome and as we say, 
the rest is history.

When Martin entered the convent, and began to prepare for the ministry, there was one thought that 
had plagued him for years and that was the idea that he was not good enough to enter into and enjoy 
the salvation which God had prepared for us. More than any other of his fellow novices Martin went 
to daily confession; he practiced self-flagellation that is whipping himself as punishment for his sins; 
he fasted for days; he slept out in the cold. The question that was constantly in his thoughts was “Am I 
good enough?” His conscience always convicted him as an unworthy sinner. How do I get God’s love? 
How do I, a wretched sinner, ever get saved?  

Luther’s questions about his worthiness to obtain salvation persisted. Then one night, as he was 
studying and working on his translation of the Bible, he came across a scripture.  Romans 1:17 – “…
the righteous shall live by faith.” The light went on and God’s Spirit filled his heart as he suddenly 
realized that faith, grace and salvation, were all gifts from a loving and merciful God who knew that 
we could not do it on our own and so provided not only the means of salvation, but even the gift of 
faith to allow us to accept it.



From this discovery, Luther began to teach and preach according to what we have come to know as 
“The Solas.” “Sola” is the Latin word for “alone” or “only.” Luther saw three things as the basis upon 
which all else stood and these are, in no particular order: Sola Fide – faith alone; Sola Scriptura – 
Scripture alone; and Sola gratia – grace alone. As time passed two others were added:  Solo Christo 
– Christ alone; and Soli Deo Gloria – the glory of God alone. These are commonly known as “The 5 
Solas.” Over the next 5 weeks Robyn and I will be preaching on these leading up to Advent. Today, we 
will look at “Sola fide” – faith alone.

This was the first thing that gripped Luther’s heart and mind – Sola Fide: The idea that there is 
nothing which we can do to enter into God’s new covenant of grace. There is nothing that makes us 
worthy. There is only one thing – faith in God and accepting His grace and mercy as gifts which only 
he can provide. 

[Read Ephesians 2:1-10]

If there has been one struggle in my own life and walk with God it is this same idea that gripped Martin 
Luther: Am I good enough? Have I missed the mark?  Have I done enough “good” to wipe out what 
I know are the “sins” that I believe would disqualify me from the family of faith? But Paul puts those 
thoughts and feelings to rest both in Romans and here, so let’s take a look at what Paul has to say.

We start by facing Paul’s statement that because of “transgressions and sins” we were dead; as he says 
in Romans, “…the wages of sin is death.” This is not just a platitude to fill a sentence; for Paul, he 
means death!  Dead!  This is the starting point for us as believers, to know and believe that without 
Christ we are dead!  In the OT and in Judaic thought there is nothing else. Death and dead are just 
that. There is no “eternal life” or immortality. This idea is actually foreign to the Bible. The biblical 
answer to death is not immortality, it is resurrection! What conquers death is resurrection not 
immortality. Immortality is not allotted to us simply because we are humans created by God. If this 
was so, then there is really no need to take the idea of sin very seriously. If I’m going to live forever 
anyway, what do I need to be concerned with sin? If we look at life as one of existence and survival 
whereby we make it through for better or worse, and have a doctrine of immortality as the answer, and 
that could mean levels of life afterwards, then religion becomes a philosophy or matter of culture but 
not life or death.

Turn to the Bible and the struggle is a very real one of life and death. Our decisions matter and the 
final point is not immortality but one of judgment – settling the score between a holy God and sinful 
humanity. As it says in Hebrews, “…it is appointed unto man once to die and after that the judgment.” 
Even Jesus says this as recorded in John, “…the hour is coming in which all that are in the graves 
will hear His voice…those that have done good…a resurrection to life…those that have done evil a 
resurrection to damnation.” The idea is not one of man’s immortality but it’s the idea of resurrection. 
Here in Ephesians this is the concept that is made clear, “…you were dead in your transgressions and 
sins…” Some manuscripts add “…you he made alive when you were dead…” Either way, for Paul this 
is a very real concept – without God, we are dead! In every sense of the word we are dead. Do we 
really believe that or are these just some nice words for the ancients that don’t really apply to us?

Paul goes on to say the not only were we dead but we followed the lusts and cravings of our flesh 
by following after the prince of the air. Again, for Paul, and throughout the Bible, evil is not just 
something that exists but it is the result from a very real enemy to God’s creation. As you look through 
the OT time and again there are references to Satan, or “shattaan,” which literally means “opposer” or 
“accuser” and he approaches God to accuse. Look at the book of Job and read how Satan comes before 
God with the rest of the angels. Satan is not kept out of God’s kingdom. He is free to come and go 
and to speak with God.  Satan is also called the “Ruler of this world.” For a time, he is given the power 
to rule this world and this is what Paul means here. Again, these are not just verses for the ancients; 



these are words for all time; for our time. If you don’t believe it, look around at the state of things 
today. Just as in Jesus’ time, there is a vast gulf between the classes, with the very, very rich, and those 
who control the power and purse strings, and the rest of us. There are those with vast armies trying to 
maintain a status quo that preserves their life and rights and privileges, and there are those who stand 
opposed and fight by whatever means necessary to show that they also have power. Selfishness, greed, 
oppression, injustice, and a host of others seem to run rampant making the believers wonder, just as 
the psalmist wrote, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken us?”

We have only to look at the prophets as they cry and rail against the sin that is running rampant 
in their time.  Just like then, so it is now and it seems pretty bleak and this is where Paul turns on 
the light and shows us the reality of our situation. After stating how we have run after the lusts of 
the flesh and our minds he shows us the answer: “God made you alive in Christ while you were yet 
sinners!” God did not ask us to become better on our own. Through the law we can see just how evil 
we are. The commands of the law cannot be kept by anyone. The burden is too great. Even in Jesus’ day, 
there had been so many amendments added to the law, to cover every possible situation that could be 
imagined that Jesus had to accuse the Pharisees and other teachers of adding burden upon burden to 
the shoulders of the people that no one could stand up under it.  

Then we look at the church over the centuries, we were given this great gift of faith, and grace and 
salvation and what did we do? We turned even that into a “law,” and again it becomes one to which 
nobody can measure up. Is it any wonder that these thoughts would plague Martin Luther and 
probably many others as well? “Am I good enough?” The resounding answer comes from our source 
of judgment, our conscience, and it declares loudly, “No! You have failed by every measure. You have 
sinned and therefore you are disqualified from the salvation which God offers.”  

I remember many years ago working in a telephone counseling center. We were there as a “first 
response” to people who were struggling with something and just needed to talk to someone.  If it 
became obvious that there were more serious things going on, we had a host of resources to whom 
we could refer these folks for more serious, in-depth help.  I was manning the phones one evening 
and about 10 PM my phone rang and it was a lady with a serious problem.  She smoked and her 
wonderful Christian friends were beating her up with statements like “how can you say you’re a 
Christian and still smoke?” They just kept heaping on the guilt. I listened to her story and I asked 
her who is asking you to quit smoking, God or your friends? She was quiet for a moment and then 
said, “I guess it’s my friends.” So, I told her that my take was that God had other issues in her life 
that were much more important than smoking and that when He was ready he’d let her know and 
also give her the power to quit.  So, we ended the conversation with my telling her that when we 
hung up, I wanted her to go and get a cigarette, sit where she would be very comfortable, light up 
and enjoy every puff she took. A good while later when I was serving my shift on the phones I took 
a call and heard this question, “Fred? Do you remember me?” I said “Well, I’m not sure, who is this” 
and she proceeded to remind me of that previous conversation and then she said, “Guess what? I’ve 
stopped smoking.” I asked her why and she said because I stopped listening to my friends and the 
guilt, and began to listen to God. Eventually, just as you said, I knew it was time to quit and He did 
give me the power to do it. I never want to smoke again.” As the church, we have often put so many 
rules upon peoples’ shoulders that, just like the Pharisees of old, we practically disqualify the ones 
who want to come to God.

Then we come to that verse in Rom. 1:17, “…the righteous shall live by faith,” and to these verses 
in Ephesians: “For it is by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not from yourselves 
it is the gift of God; not of works so that no one can boast.” This was the light that went on for 
Martin Luther and it was the light that I experienced as well. My brothers and sisters, this is our 
good news.  It is faith that saves us. Not a blind faith but one that is real and sure.  Know that we, 



you and I, were truly dead because of sin. There was no hope! There is a devil, a “shataan”, who opposes and 
accuses and from that there is no release. We were dead! But thanks be to God, while we were dead, Christ 
died for us and has opened the door to the resurrection to life, for which we hope and for which we long. 
Faith alone! There is nothing else that we can or should do. We have only to believe and accept the gift of 
God, who is rich in mercy, with a great love with which he loved us, and know by faith that we are made 
alive in Christ to do good works which God has prepared for us to do. This is the good news and this is 
what lets us say with the hymn writer, 

My faith has found a resting place, not in device or creed. I trust the ever-living One; His wounds for me 
shall plead. I need no other argument; I need no other plea, It is enough that Jesus died, and that He died 
for me.

If you remember from our Seder dinner, there is a part of that liturgy where we say the word “diyanu;” 
“enough.” It would have been enough if God had only done this or that, but God didn’t stop with “just 
doing (whatever our end to that statement is)” rather God went the extra mile. God, who is rich in mercy, 
at the right time sent Jesus to die for us.  God’s judgment was satisfied. He made us alive already, through 
faith alone. My friends believe it. It is true. Jesus died for you and me; there is nothing more that needs to 
be done. “…by grace you have been saved through faith.” It is Faith alone!  Amen.


