
 

The Five Solas 
 

The “five solas” are five Latin phrases that emerged during the Protestant Reformation and summarize the 

Reformers' basic theological beliefs in contradistinction to the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church of the 

day. The Latin word sola means "alone" or "only" in English. The five solas articulated five fundamental beliefs 

of the Protestant Reformation, pillars which the Reformers believed to be essentials of the Christian life and 

practice. (Wikipedia) 

 

Sola scriptura is the teaching that the Bible is the only inspired and authoritative word of God, is the only 

source for Christian doctrine, and is accessible to all—that is, it is perspicuous and self-interpreting. That the 

Bible requires no interpretation outside of itself is an idea directly opposed to the teaching of the Eastern 

Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, Coptic, Anglo-Catholic, and Roman Catholic traditions, which teach that the Bible 

can be authentically interpreted only by Apostolic Tradition, this being for the Roman Catholic tradition 

embodied in the Magisterium, (that is the teaching authority embodied in Bishops in union with the Pope). Sola 

scriptura is sometimes called the formal principle of the Reformation, since it is the source and norm of the 

material principle, sola fide. 

 

The adjective (sola) and the noun (scriptura) are in the ablative case rather than the nominative case to 

indicate that the Bible does not stand alone apart from God, but rather that it is the instrument of God by which 

he reveals himself for salvation through faith in Christ (solus Christus or solo Christo). 

 

Sola fide is the teaching that justification (interpreted in Protestant theology as, "being declared right by God", 

and assumed to mean exactly "salvation"), is received by faith only, without any mixture of or need for good 

works, though in classical Protestant theology, saving faith is always evidenced by good works. Some 

Protestants see this doctrine as being summarized with the formula "Faith yields justification and good works" 

and as contrasted with the Roman Catholic formula "Faith and good works yield justification." 

 

However, this is disputed by the Roman Catholic position as a misrepresentation; they claim it is better 

contrasted with a comparison of what is meant by the term "justification": both sides agree that the term 

invokes a communication of Christ's merits to sinners, not a declaration of sinlessness; Luther used the 

expression simul justus et peccator ("at the same time justified and a sinner"). Roman Catholicism sees 

justification as a communication of God's life to a human being, cleansing him of sin and transforming him truly 

into a son of God, so that it is not merely a declaration, but rather the soul is made actually objectively 

righteous. The Protestant response to this criticism is to state that this is a misrepresentation of their doctrines. 

Protestants have generally spoken of Justification in "legal" terms, demonstrating that God "declares" a sinner 

to be righteous when he is not yet objectively so. But Protestantism also teaches the doctrine of Regeneration, 

which has always been part of the doctrine of Justification by Faith, which states that the Holy Spirit Indwells a 

new believer at the point of his response to the Gospel with Faith in Christ, and the Holy Spirit thus 

Regenerates the soul of the believer and makes it not only "legally" righteous according to the declaration of 

the Father, but also objectively righteous. In Regeneration, the Holy Spirit makes actual the declaration of 

righteousness of the Father. But Luther recognized that this inner transformation, (termed in some Evangelical 

circles today as being "saved" or "born again"), does not immediately make the believer completely sinless in 

his actual daily life. The soul is seen as Regenerated and made perfect by the Holy Spirit, but the "flesh" still 

holds some sway in the life of the believer and must be progressively overcome and brought into obedience by 

the power of the Holy Spirit. In Protestant theology, this progressive realization and "living out" of the inner 

transformation that took place in the act of Regeneration is called "Sanctification". 

 



The true distinction, therefore, between the Protestant and the Catholic view of Justification is not an issue of 

being "declared righteous" versus being "made righteous", but rather it is the means by which one is Justified. 

In Catholic theology righteous works are considered meritorious toward salvation in addition to faith, whereas 

in Protestant theology, righteous works are seen as the result and evidence of a truly Justified and Regenerate 

believer who has received these by Faith Alone. The actual effectual means by which a person receives 

Justification is also a fundamental division between Catholic and Protestant belief. In Catholic theology, the 

means by which Justification is applied to the soul is the Sacrament of Baptism. In Baptism, even of infants, 

the grace of Justification and Sanctification is "infused" into the soul, making the recipient Justified even before 

he has excercised his own faith, (or indeed in the case of an infant who is baptized, before he even has the 

ability to consciously understand the Gospel and respond with faith). In Catholic theology, faith is not a 

prerequisite to Justification. For the Catholic, baptism functions "ex operere operato", or "by the working of the 

act", and thus is the efficient and sufficient act to bring about Justification. In Protestant theology, however the 

Faith of the individual is absolutely necessary and is itself the efficient and sufficient response of the individual 

that affects Justification. 

The Sola fide doctrine is sometimes called the material cause or principle of the Reformation because it was 

the central doctrinal issue for Martin Luther and the other reformers. Luther called it the "doctrine by which the 

church stands or falls" (Latin, articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae). This doctrine asserts the total exclusion 

of any other righteousness to justify the sinner other than the "alien" righteousness (righteousness of another) 

of Christ alone. Sola fide excludes even the sinner's own righteousness of Sanctification or his "new 

obedience" from his Justification. 

Sola gratia ("by grace alone") The teaching that salvation comes by God's grace or "unmerited favor" only — 

not as something merited by the sinner. This means that salvation is an unearned gift from God for Jesus' 

sake. While some maintain that this doctrine is the opposite of "works' righteousness" and conflicts with some 

of the aspects of the Roman Catholic doctrine of merit, it might be asserted that this article, taken at face value, 

conflicts in no way with Roman Catholic teaching; while the doctrine that grace is truly and always a gift of God 

is held in agreement between both views, the difference in doctrine lies mainly in two facts: that of God as sole 

actor in grace (in other words, that grace is always efficacious without any cooperation by man), and second, 

that man cannot by any action of his own, acting under the influence of grace, cooperate with grace to "merit" 

greater graces for himself (the latter would be the doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church). This doctrine 

asserts divine monergism in salvation: God acts alone to save the sinner. The responsibility for salvation does 

not rest on the sinner to any degree as in "synergism" or Arminianism. Lutheranism holds that this doctrine 

must not be maintained to the exclusion of gratia universalis (that God seriously wills the salvation of all 

people). 

 

Solus Christus or Solo Christo ("Christ alone" or "through Christ alone") Solus Christus is the teaching that 

Christ is the only mediator between God and man, and that there is salvation through no other (hence, the 

phrase is sometimes rendered in the ablative case, solo Christo, meaning that salvation is "by Christ alone"). 

Absolution reconciles the penitent with God directly through faith in Christ's forgiveness rather than with the 

priest and the church as mediating entities between the penitent and God. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria is the teaching that all glory is to be due to God alone, since salvation is accomplished solely 

through His will and action — not only the gift of the all-sufficient atonement of Jesus on the cross but also the 

gift of faith in that atonement, created in the heart of the believer by the Holy Spirit. The reformers believed that 

human beings…are not worthy of the glory that was accorded them. That is that one should not exalt humans 

for their good works, but rather praise and give glory to God who is the author and perfecter of these people 

and their good works.* 

 

*Source: tbcokc.org (formatted and edited for this website). 


