
SOLA SCRIPTURA
Scripture Is Our Standard | Sola (Part 2 )

Text: Psa 119:103-105; Isa 8:20; Mark 7:8, 13; 2 Tim 3:14-17

The Great Parade

When I was in graduate school, I participated in a remarkable multimedia pageant 
known as the Paschal (or Easter) Vigil. Through acts of music, drama, dance, and the 
visual arts, the pageant traced the course of what theologians call “Salvation History” 
The whole pageant stretched over many hours and involved moving from place to place 
around the Princeton Seminary campus. The great procession of participants was led by 
a lone drummer, whose steady beat led the march past displays representing or 
reenacting significant moments in God’s dealings with humanity.

You might pass a choir of women singing of the trials of slavery in Egypt or be 
harangued by a torch-wielding man on a roof who turned out to be the prophet Isaiah. 
You’d hear a voice declaring that the Gospel is the power of God for human salvation 
and, looking up, you’d see on a balcony, behind bars, the silhouetted figure of the 
Apostle Paul sat writing a letter from prison.

The drum which led our procession had started in rhythm with the words of Creation: 
Let there be light (Gen 1:3). It grew stronger as we marched out on the Exodus 
from Egypt and became louder still when the prophets spoke. The drumbeat seemed to 
fade away as we walked through Israel’s story of disobedience and exile -- only to 
thunder out again in sync with the pounding of nails into a cross. But as our march 
went on through the course of 1500 years of church history, passing displays depicting 
not only the heroics but the misadventures and distortions of the church I described last 
week, our path as a people become more meandering. We wandered farther and 
farther from the great chapel at the center of campus and out into the dimly-lit 
shadowlands. The drumbeat now was weak and erratic and, finally, ceased. 

And then, from over on a nearby hill, there erupted a mighty, rhythmic pounding sound 
that stopped us in our tracks and turned our gaze to find its source. And there on the 
hill, we saw it. A giant spotlight illuminated the figure of Martin Luther, nailing to the 
door of the Wittenberg Castle Church his famous 95 Theses of protest – calling the 
Christian movement back to those five foundational convictions that came to be called 
“The SOLA’s” which we’ll start studying today. I’ll never forget how the drum at the 
head of our procession now took up Luther’s drumbeat, as the great parade turned out 
of the shadows, reformed its aim, and walked back toward the light. 

A Light for Our Path

Long ago, the Psalmist wrote a parade of prose, 176 verses long, the longest chapter of 
the Bible. It was devoted to the vital importance of living our lives by the light of God’s 
Word: I gain understanding from your precepts; therefore, I hate every wrong 
path. Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light upon my path (Psa 



119:104-105).  Those words were written during a golden age in Israel’s history when 
King David was leading his nation in devotion to God, guided by his precepts. But the 
people of God wandered far from that path, chasing after idols and new traditions. The 
resulting decline of the nation’s moral vision led it into a long era of cascading 
calamities. As the shadows descended upon Israel, the prophet Isaiah hammered out a 
warning: Consult God’s instruction... If anyone does not speak according to 
this word, they have no light of dawn. (Isa 8:20)

The Protestant Reformation was a call to the Christian movement to turn its course and 
consult God’s instruction. Jesus had said: Man does not live on bread alone but on 
every word that proceeds from the mouth of God (Mat 4:4). Christ declared that 
everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a 
wise man who built his house on the rock (Mat 7:24). Pastors like Martin Luther 
in Germany and John Calvin in Switzerland contended that the Church had lost its way 
because of its ignorance of the Word of God. 

What Is God’s Word?

By the sixteenth century, the leadership of the Christian Church had defined The Word 
of God” as including the teachings of SCRIPTURA PLUS -- the teachings (or 
“tradition”) of church leaders thought to be standing in the line of succession from the 
Apostle Peter. In other words, if a Pope taught that his word was infallible, Mary was to 
be worshiped, saints could be prayed to, and that salvation could be gained by good 
works or buying indulgences – that was not just his opinion. It was GOD speaking. 

Now, we can partly understand this when we read the words of Scripture where Jesus 
spoke to Peter about being the Rock and having the keys to the kingdom and being 
able to loose or bind things (Mat 16:18-19). This is the text usually cited to support 
papal authority. It sure sounds like Jesus might be entrusting Peter with unusual 
authority (though Jesus doesn’t say anything there about his successors). But one of 
the cardinal rules of biblical interpretation is that you interpret Scripture WITH 
Scripture. In other words, you look at every teaching in context. If it’s a very consistent 
theme in Scripture it gets a lot of weight. If it is a singular or very infrequent concept, 
you hold it more carefully. You also consider other texts within the Scriptures that may 
balance your understanding of a particular subject. 

By this rule, if Jesus intended us to view the words of Peter (or his successors) as 
infallible – that would be and has become a pretty BIG IDEA in history -- then we might 
expect to see this reinforced elsewhere. So, let’s look at the passage immediately 
following the Keys to the Kingdom text -- main one the Church used to establish papal 
tradition as equal to scripture in authority. From that time on Jesus began to 
explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many 
things at the hands of the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the 
law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. Peter 
took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall 
never happen to you!” Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, 
Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the 



concerns of God, but merely human concerns.” (Mat 16:21-23)
  
Wow. What do we make of that passage? By the words of Jesus, who is Peter? Is he 
the infallible Father of the Church, worthy of overseeing the Kingdom? Or is he a Tool of 
Satan, dominated by human concerns instead of the concerns of God? Here’s my 
theory. Taken together, these passages paint a composite picture. Scripture is telling us 
that, right from the beginning of the Church, Jesus is going to give big responsibilities 
and wonderful influence to popes and pastors and church councils and people like you 
and me, who are going to prove pretty fallible again and again. Amazingly, however, 
God will still accomplish his long-range purposes through these clay vessels, so long as 
they keep returning to the light of his Word and are, thus, always reforming.

At the very beginning of Church history, there wan what Scripture said and what 
Apostles like Peter, James, and John taught. But as you’ve learned yourself, if you’ve 
ever played that childhood game “Telephone,” you can pretty much expect a certain 
amount of “Message Drift.” As the parade of players gets longer – and especially if 
they are not required to check their words against the original message -- it’s not long 
before “She sells see shells down by the seashore” has become “Shelley saves seaweed 
down at the big store.”

The human factor continually influences how people hear or define “God’s Word.” Along 
the course of Church history, the doctrine of Scripture Plus got expanded upon by new 
branches of Christianity. Anglicans and Wesleyans, for example, developed a doctrine 
known as PRIMA SCRIPTURA.  As this understanding goes, your PRIMARY reference 
point should be Scripture, followed closely by the wise voices of Church tradition. But 
then you should also integrate your reason, your common sense, AND your personal 
experience. Who knows, but God might be speaking to you through Nature, an angel 
visitation, your conscience or your digestive system? Can you see how easy it would be 
to devise a religion that bore increasingly little resemblance to the Gospel of the 
Kingdom of God as it began?

Into this messy milieu stepped Martin Luther. Luther advocated for going back to basics. 
Let’s adopt a doctrine we’ll call SOLA SCRIPTURA. In other words, given the human 
propensity to corrupt their sense of God’s will through sin, vanity, and every other form 
of self-interest, let’s measure the quality of our behavior and beliefs against Scripture 
alone. Sola Scriptura is the doctrine that the Bible is the sole infallible rule of faith and 
practice. What this means is that popes, preachers, church councils, Bible 
commentators, popular websites, or even a message allegedly from an apostle or angel 
are not granted immediate authority in themselves. Instead, they need to be tested by 
the question: "Does this square with Scripture?" 

In his famous essay, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Luther stated:  What is 
asserted without the Scriptures or proven revelation may be held as an opinion, but 
need not be believed. God's Word shall establish articles of faith, and no one else, not 
even an angel can do so.  By this logic, the Reformers gave license to ordinary people 
to challenge and test the opinions, edicts, and traditions the established Church was 
thrusting down their throats. This free thinking would eventually become the seed of 



movements of democracy and innovation that would alter history in years to 
come.keleIn a breathtaking statement that would be modified to fuel the rise of 
democracies in coming centuries, Luther wrote: A simple layman armed with Scripture 
is greater than the mightiest pope without it.

The challenge, however, is that most simple layman at this point in history were NOT 
armed with Scripture. Many people in the sixteenth century were not literate at all or 
else unfamiliar with the erudite language of the Latin Bible (the Vulgate, as it was 
called) or the Latin liturgy in which the priestly class conducted worship services. Fewer 
still owned a copy of the Bible because it was expensive to produce. For all these 
reasons, the Church's leadership had an effective monopoly on handling and 
interpreting the Scriptures. Many in the clergy didn’t trust rank and file people to make 
accurate sense of the Scriptures themselves. 

Martin Luther was convinced otherwise, so he did two striking things: FIRST, he 
translated the Latin Bible into the vernacular language of the German people. He 
wanted common people—the farm boy and milkmaid—to “feel” the words of Scripture 
“in the heart.” SECONDLY, Luther exploited the breakthrough technology of Johannes 
Gutenberg's recently invented printing press to make thousands of copies of this 
readable Bible. 

As inexpensive copies of the Bible and of Luther's and other reformers’ writings rolled 
off the presses, the Reformation movement spread like a viral video. For the first time 
since the disciples sat with Jesus, ordinary people had direct access to the Scriptures 
and could judge for themselves where the Church and the State were or were not living 
in alignment with the Gospel of the Kingdom of God. Their conclusions about this would 
hold the Church and State to account for their actions and change the course of history.

Let me say in closing that the issue today is whether we who now have unprecedented 
access to the Scriptures will value and use the treasure we have. Let me be blunt: Many 
people who sit in churches today or listen through the media are still relying on a 
priestly class (like me) to tell them what the Word of God says. It’s OK to listen to what 
we have to say; but don’t stop there. Check our work. Have a relationship with the 
Word of God yourself. Technology and translations has made reading and understanding 
Scripture easier than at any other point in human history. So here’s a specific challenge 
to take with you as you go: Read a chapter or more of the Bible five times during this 
coming week. Ask yourself the following questions of the text: 

• Is there an example here for me to follow? 
• Is there a sin which I am being encouraged to avoid? 
• Is there a promise or trait of God here that I can claim?
• Is there a prayer here I can personalize and pray on my own?
• Is there a challenge presented here for me to face?
• Is there a command to be obeyed?
• Is there a verse here that I would profit from memorizing?    

A man once walked into a store and said he wanted to buy compass. The owner asked: 
“Which kind? Do you want the kind that stays at one point and goes around in circles, 



or do you want the kind that points the way?” Too many of us are stuck and going 
around in circles. It doesn’t need to be that way. Our help lies in Scripture Alone For 
God’s Word is a lamp for our feet, [and] a light upon our path (Psa 119:105).


