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Chapter One: Introduction
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When Martin Luther‘s hammer drummed on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg on 31st October 1517, the sound of nailing his Ninety-five Theses (see Appendix 1) to it thundered through the Vatican and echoed all the way to the ears of Pope Leo X. At that moment, the accompanying lightning strike lit up the dark religious sky, and heralded the dawn of Christian recovery that has continued for over five hundred years. It’s a day that should be etched on every Christian’s heart and mind with a real sense of indebtedness. Luther’s theses, which roundly condemned beliefs and practices of the Roman Catholic Church, were timely for it was in the same year, 1517, that Pope Leo offered indulgences to everyone who donated money for the rebuilding of Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome. 

There’s no doubt that this triggered Luther’s response and gave him further justification to include No.28 of his theses which says, “It is certain that when money clinks in the money chest, greed and avarice can be increased; but when the church intercedes, the result is in the hands of God alone.” It seems that his choice of words was an intentional echo of an exaggerated announcement made by Johann Tetzel, a Dominican Friar, who promised, “As soon as a coin in the coffer rings, a soul from Purgatory springs.”

Sadly, this kind of thinking wasn’t left behind five centuries ago, for it actually reared its head, and for a very different reason, toward the middle of 2018. Pope Francis gave a similar promise of “plenary indulgences”, meaning a reduced time in Purgatory as punishment for sins.  The announcement from the Vatican was clear: “Catholics who participate in the World Meeting of Families in Dublin or pray with their families during the August 21 to 26 event can receive a plenary indulgence.” The statement went on to say, “So that the faithful prepare spiritually to participate in the event in the best way, His Holiness Pope Francis willingly concedes the gift of indulgences.” The decree was released on May 22 by the Vatican Dicastery (1) for Laity, the Family and Life and reported in the Catholic Herald on 24th May 2018.

Three and a half years of turmoil followed Luther’s action of impaling his Ninety-Five Theses to the church door, and on 17th April 1521 he was summoned to face the charge of heresy at the Diet of Worms in Germany. His speech was eloquent, bold and uncompromising (see Appendix 2). On his way back to Wittenberg, he was ‘kidnapped’ by the arrangement of his defender, Frederick the Wise, and taken to Wartburg Castle where he began his work of translating the New Testament from Greek into the German language, and completing it in eleven weeks. Taking full advantage of the printing press, he had it ready for distribution ten months later in 1522, and the whole Bible was available in 1534. This was yet another challenge to the claims of the Roman Catholic Church that the Bible is not self-sufficient and does not determine its own contents, vouch for its own inspiration, or interpret itself. 

Pope Leo X restated this by saying, “No person shall preach without the permission of his Superior. All preachers shall explain the Gospel according to the Fathers.” They believed the Bible is God’s gift to the Church, which is its custodian and authoritative interpreter. By contrast, Luther and the Reformers were of the view that God’s Word should be in the hands of the people, that Scripture is its own interpreter, and that the Spirit of God would be their Teacher. It was in the belief that they should be reliant on Him that the Reformation held firmly to the first cry of the Five Solas – Sōlā Scrīptūrā.

Five centuries later, is there still a need for reformation? Yes, definitely. Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses could still be nailed to the doors of the Vatican, the Reformers’ Five Solas should be engraved on all our hearts, and the need could hardly be greater for them to be nailed to the doors of many churches. There is so much shallowness in Christian churches, and they are in danger of going “into captivity” and “are destroyed for lack of knowledge” (Isa.5:13; Hos.4:6). 

(1) A dicastery (from Greek δικαστήριον, law-court, from δικαστής, judge/juror) is a department of the Roman Curia, the administration of the Holy See through which the pope directs the Roman Catholic Church.
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Chapter Two: Sōlā Scrīptūrā – Scripture Alone
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In days of spiritual darkness and weakness, the five Solas of the Reformation were intended to be seen as shafts of light and pillars of biblical strength, with their stability and glory reflecting great truths from the Epistle to the Romans. It was vital to the Reformers that the inspired Word and their clarion calls would go inseparably together, and we begin our journey through the different aspects of truth they so preciously recovered with their five objectives in mind. To help us do this, we do well to look first at Hebrews chapter nine, verses nine and ten.  

The writer had been discussing the glories of the Lord Jesus entering the Holy Place and contrasting it with the Old Testament service with its sacrifices and offerings that pointed forward to Him. Then he emphasised its importance by saying: 


“It was symbolic for the present time in which both gifts and sacrifices are offered which cannot make him who performed the service perfect in regard to the conscience – concerned only with foods and drinks, various washings, and fleshly ordinances imposed until the time of reformation.” 



If we go back to chapter four verse 12, we read God’s high estimation of Scripture:


“For the word of God is living and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even to the division of soul and spirit, and of joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart.” 



By combining these two portions, we are left in no doubt that it is the infallibility of divine revelation that forms and reforms how He should be served. As a keen searcher of God’s Word, Martin Luther knew that his objectors had no regard for New Covenant freedom and no appreciation of how God delivers those who trust in “a different gospel” (1) by reforming them through “the gospel of Christ” (2). 

If we take the five Solas that are identified with the Reformation, which began 500 years ago, we will see that Martin Luther was convicted and convinced that the service he had been performing as a monk was completely at odds with the Word of God. And so he drafted his ninety-five theses and made his way to the Castle Church in Wittenberg, which now takes his name as Lutherstadt Wittenberg, and nailed them to the door to let the Roman Catholic Church know how far removed it was from the truth of God's Word. 

As the Reformation progressed, the five Solas were defined as: 


1. Sōlā scrīptūrā - Scripture Alone

2. Solus Christus - Christ Alone

3. Sōlā grātiā - Grace Alone

4. Sōlā fidē - By Faith Alone

5. Solī Deō Gloria - The Glory of God Alone



Truths associated with these five standard-bearers of divine revelation gripped the heart of Luther and others, such as Philip Melancthon, Huldrych Zwingli and John Calvin, and yet, even before them, John Wycliffe and Jan Hus had become opposed to the Roman Catholic system and were longing for the Scriptures to be translated from Latin into local languages, so that they would be taken away from the clergy of the church and made available to the common people. 

It’s as if they were thinking of David's five stones, and of how one was enough to slay the giant. These five wonderful statements come to us from hard-fought times, including the Thirty Years’ War of 1618-1648 during which, according to reports, eight million people lost their lives. A century earlier, Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing press and, hand-in-hand with the conviction of spiritual things that were necessary, they recognised that what God had formed in the early days of The Acts of the Apostles had become deformed and needed to be reformed. 

When we read through our Bibles, we read about forming when God formed man of the dust of the earth (3), and about the “people I have formed for Myself; They shall declare my praise” (4). God also speaks about conforming and transforming (5). Only one verse speaks of reforming, yet it soon became evident that some assemblies knew of many who specialised in deforming. Paul described them as being in the corrupt business of “peddling the word” (6), by which he meant they were conmen who tricked people into believing and accepting the wrong interpretation of what scripture actually means. In contrast, he commended those in the assembly for being “sincere” (Gr. eilikrinēs), as if to say that their motives were so pure they were ‘judged by sunlight’. What a high commendation! 

Another defect is found in those whom Peter labelled as twisters (Gr. strebloō): people who bent every part of God’s Word out of shape to suit their perverted thinking. The New Testament closes with the Lord’s own review of seven churches, among whom only two, Smyrna and Philadelphia, were not guilty of some sort of spiritual deformity. If only the Faithful and True Witness could have told all seven, “you are rich” (7) and assured them, “you ... have kept My word, and have not denied My name” (8). So these early churches themselves proved to be the seedbed of deformed belief and practice.

Of course, this kind of wilful deforming accelerated in successive centuries and by the time of Luther there had been a landslide away from the truth of God through corrupting His Word. How well the Reformers knew that a real working of the Holy Spirit was needed if they were to see the inspired Word exalted to its proper place, and they firmly believed that only the reality of plenary inspiration could conquer the deformity of plenary indulgences. Three centuries later, Charles Spurgeon expressed the same kind of conviction when he said, “Defend the Bible? I’d sooner defend a lion! Let it loose, let it loose.” 

The Word became flesh

When the Lord Jesus Christ came into this world, unlike all the prophets who spoke the word, He was the Word (9) and, unlike them, He was more than a godly man for He was God manifested in the flesh (10). We should note how quickly, and simply, John established the uniqueness of the Word in the first four verses of his Gospel by contrasting the One who was not created with things that were. He did this by using two different Greek words for “was”. 

Four times, in verses 1 and 2, he consistently chose the word ēn, which is from the word eimi and forms part of his many references to Jesus as the I AM – egō eimi. His evident intention was to present Him as the eternal One who was, and is, and always will be, and he confirms this by using the word egeneto in verse 3 when referring to what “was made”. Having done this, he then twice reverted to the word ēn in verse 4 to stress that the eternal One who is both life and light was not made. How wonderful it is that we are possessed, and possess, the Incarnate Word for He is the Man who is central to the message of the inspired Word! 

The inspired Word

Paul referred to this when he wrote to young Timothy saying that “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God” (11) and here's the thought - not only that God would breathe into the words that men wrote, but that He actually breathed out the words that were written. It is a totally different concept that God breathed out these words and men wrote them, rather than the Word of God came of men or from men. Peter sums it up perfectly by assuring us that “men of God spoke as they were moved [carried along] by the Holy Spirit” (12).
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A mighty fortress is our God,
A bulwark never failing;
Our helper He, amid the flood
Of mortal i prevailing.
For still our ancient foe
Doth seek to work his woe;
His craft and poweer are great,
And armed with cruel hate,
On earth is not his equal

Did we in our own strength confide,
Our striving would be losing;
Were not the right Man on our side,
“The Man of God's own choosing,
‘You ask who that may be?
Christ Jesus, itis He:

Lord Sabaoth is His name,
From age to age the same,
And He must win the battle.

And though this world, with devils filed,
‘Should threaten to undo us,
We will not ear, for God hath willed
His truh to triumph through us.
‘The Prince of Darkness grim,
We tremble not for him;
His rage we can endure,
For lo! His doom is sure,—
‘One litle word shall ell him,

“That word above all earthly powers,
No thanks to them, abideth;
“The Spirt and the gifts are ours
Through Him who with us sideth.
Let goods and kindred go,
“This mortal Ife also:

“The body they may ki
God's truth abideth sti,

His kingdom is forever.
(Martin Luther)
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