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Opening Prayer: Lord God, Heavenly Father: We know that faith is not 

something that comes from ourselves, but must be received as a gift  

from you.  We humbly ask that you work through your Word to strengthen 

our faith in your Son and our Savior Jesus Christ.  We ask this in his holy name. Amen. 

 

Introduction 
 Following the emphasis of Holy Scripture, Lutheran theology has always confessed that 

the doctrine of justification by faith alone (sola fide) is the article with which the church stands 

or falls (articulus stantis et cadentis ecclesiae).  The conviction that salvation comes through 

faith alone – that is, entirely apart from our good works – sets Christianity apart from all  

man-made religions.  The concept of faith stands at the heart and core of what it means to belong 

to Christ and live for God.  It is appropriate, therefore, for us to devote ourselves anew to this 

central truth which Lutherans so deeply cherish: salvation through faith alone.   

 

The author of this Bible Study is very well aware that the following truths are very basic for a 

Pastor-Teacher Conference.  Feel free to move through this first section rather quickly so there’s 

more time for the discussion questions later in the study. 

 

Faith’s Central Position in the Plan of Salvation 
Isaiah 59:2 – Your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face 

from you, so that he will not hear. 

 

Isaiah 64:7 – No one calls on your name or strives to lay hold of you; for you have hidden your 

face from us and made us waste away because of our sins. 

 

Romans 3:23 – …for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God… 

 

Romans 8:7 – The sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do 

so. 

 

• What problem – shared by all humanity – is spoken of in these verses? 

The universal human problem is the problem of sin.  It causes a separation 

between humanity and God that humanity is unable to eliminate.  If that separation is to 

be dealt with, then God is the one who will have to do it. 

 

2 Corinthians 5:19 – God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s 

sins against them.  And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 

 

Ephesians 2:15b-16 – His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus 

making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which 

he put to death their hostility. 



FAITH 

 

Colossians 1:19-20 – For God was pleased to have all the fullness dwell in him, and through 

him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making 

peace through his blood, shed on the cross. 

 

• What is God’s gracious solution to this universal problem? 

Through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God has reconciled sinful 

humanity to himself.  Just like the universality of the problem, notice that the solution is also 

universal.  

 

John 1:14 – To all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to 

become children of God. 

 

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. 

 

Galatians 3:26 – You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus. 

 

• If God has reconciled the whole world to himself in the atoning work of Christ, what role 

does faith have in God’s provision of salvation? 

Faith is the God-given means by which an individual appropriates the universal 

salvation for themselves.  It serves as the “bridge” between the universal human need and 

God’s universal solution (see diagram below).  This why the Seminary Dogmatics Notes 

state that “Faith occupies a central position in the New Testament (that is, in the gospel 

covenant).” 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Definition of Faith 
The concept of faith is widely misunderstood in our world today.  For many people, 

“faith” is nothing more than having a positive outlook on life, a kind of pious optimism that 

trusts that everything will work itself out.  Similarly, “believing” has been reduced to a synonym 

for what I feel or think – even if that “belief” has no basis in fact or reality.  But the biblical 

definition of faith (or believing) is very different. 

 

Hebrews 11:1 – Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see. 

 

John 14:1 – [Jesus says,] “Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Trust in God; trust also in me.”  

 

The sinner in utter spiritual 

depravity in desperate need of 

God’s salvation. 

The completed salvation God has 

declared to be his gift to the  

whole world. 



Romans 10:10 – For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified… 

 

Hebrews 10:22 – Let us draw near to God with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith, having 

our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies washed with 

pure water. 

 

• What is the essence of faith? 

The essence of faith is trust of confidence.  It is possible that someone will bring 

up the scholastic three-fold definition of faith (knowledge, ascent, trust).  Certainly this 

can be a helpful way of understanding the biblical concept of faith.  But it can also lead to 

a misunderstanding about faith – almost like they are three successive stages of faith 

(first, you know; then you assent; then you believe).  Instead, they are three different 

ways of talking about faith.   

 

• Certainly, it is impossible to believe what you do not know (cf. Romans 10:14).  It is 

necessary to learn and to know what we are to believe.  But biblical faith is much more 

than simple intellectual assent (i.e. “head-knowledge”).  What else must true faith affect? 

True faith is a matter of the heart.  It might be helpful to discuss what the Bible 

means when it speaks of the “heart” – which involves the intellect, the emotions, and the 

will.  In other words, it describes the whole inner life of a human being.  The point of this 

question to emphasize that genuine faith is more than knowing a collection of facts and 

stories.  Instead it affects every part of the human being – including his emotions and 

will. 

 

• How does understanding faith as more than mere intellectual assent (i.e. “head 

knowledge”) affect the way we teach biblical truth in our classrooms?  How does it affect 

the sermons we proclaim from our pulpits? 

We cannot be content to merely pass on information.  We need to show how those 

truths affect our student’s feelings and actions (we sometimes call these the affective 

goals of education).  One important way we can accomplish this is by demonstrating that 

God’s Word has touched our emotions and will.  Our people – whether children or adults 

– will quickly catch on when a called worker is more excited about 

sports/hobbies/weather than they are about the gospel.  Remember that education is not 

just about what is taught; it’s about what is caught. 

 

• While it is important to recognize that faith is more than mere intellectual assent, what 

seemingly opposite – yet equally dangerous – misunderstanding about faith must we 

guard against as we insist that faith is a matter of the heart? 

Like so many aspects of theology, we need to find the narrow Lutheran middle 

road between two extremes.  Just as it is dangerous to think of faith only in terms of 

intellectual assent, so too it is dangerous to think of faith only in terms of emotional 

intensity.  Faith is more than a “feeling” – and the danger of defining faith this way is that 

subjects our faith to the whimsy of our ever changing emotions. 

 

 

 



Acts 16:31 – They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved – you and your 

household.” 

 

Romans 3:22 – This righteousness from God comes through faith in Christ Jesus to all who 

believe. 

 

Galatians 2:20 – The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and 

gave himself up for me. 

 

• According to these passages, what is the specific object of saving faith? 

The specific object of Christian faith is Christ – his person and work.  The 

point of this question is get a discussion started about the faith only being as strong as 

its object.  The reason faith saves is not because there’s something special about our 

faith.  The reason faith saves is because it connects us to the atoning work of Jesus. 

 

 

• What’s the danger in this statement: “I’m saved because I believe in Jesus Christ.”  

How does such a statement reflect confusion about the essence/object of biblical 

faith? 

The danger in this statement is that it moves the object of faith from 

something outside ourselves (namely, Jesus Christ and his atoning work) to 

something inside ourselves (namely, our faith).  In essence, such a statement reflects a 

“faith in faith.”  Because of the weakness of faith caused by our sinful natures, 

placing our faith in our faith is a self-defeating endeavor.  Instead, we put our faith in 

the atoning work of Christ – which never changes. 

 

• Recent years have given rise to a movement within conservative Christianity called 

inclusivism.  Unlike pluralism, proponents of inclusivism insist that Christianity is the 

only true religion and that Christ is the only Savior of all people.  However, they also 

suggest that an implicit faith response to God’s revelation in nature can be salvific.   

 

What is the appeal of inclusivism?  What makes such a belief dangerous? 

The appeal of inclusivism is that it eliminates the offense of the exclusive 

claims of Christianity while still acknowledging the importance of Christ’s work.  It 

opens the door – for example – for the possibility of the salvation of the 

unevangelized.  It’s also used to allow for the possibility of the salvation of adherents 

of other, non-Christian religions. 

The reason this teaching is so dangerous is two-fold.  First, proponents of 

inclusivism DO proclaim Christ as the world’s only Savior.  Unlike pluralism – 

which denies the absolute truth claims of any religion – inclusivists say many things 

that in line with Scripture.  But ultimately, this teaching is dangerous because it 

removes explicit Christian faith from God’s plan of salvation.  It minimizes the depth 

of human depravity and is only a short jump away from universalism. 

 

 

 

 



By Faith Alone – What Does This Mean? 

 There are only two religions in this world, two “systems” of attempting to get right with 

God.  Either an individual tries to earn their own salvation (through works) or trusts in God to 

win that salvation for them (through faith).  The Scriptures repeatedly hold these approaches to 

reconciliation with God as mutually exclusive antitheses. 

 

Romans 3:28-30 – For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law.  

Is God the God of Jews only?  Is he not the God of Gentiles too?  Yes, of Gentiles too, since there 

is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that 

same faith. 

 

Romans 4:5 – However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, 

his faith is credited as righteousness. 

 

Galatians 2:16 – [we] know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus 

Christ.  So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ 

and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified. 

 

Ephesians 2:8-9 – For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from 

yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast. 

 

Philippians 3:9 – I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not 

having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in 

Christ – the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. 

 

• Think about the situation Paul was explicitly addressing in his letter to the Galatians (and, 

it seems, implicitly in his letter to the Romans).  The false teachers there weren’t saying, 

“You’re saved by keeping the law.”  What were they saying?  Why was this so 

dangerous? 

The false teachers at Galatia were preaching a message of “faith plus something” 

(in their case, the plus something was circumcision and other aspects of the Jewish 

ceremonial law).  Their teaching was dangerous because it was not an outright denial of 

the importance of faith (in fact, they would have defended the importance of faith).  

Instead, their teaching compromised faith’s exclusive role in appropriating the work of 

Jesus for us.  In essence, their teaching was an attack on both sola fide and sola gratia. 

 

• Think about the situation Luther and the Reformers were addressing in their battle for 

sola fide.  The Roman Catholic Church didn’t say, “You’re saved by keeping the law.”  

What did they say?  Why was this so dangerous? 

The point of this question is to help participants see the close connection between 

the false teaching at Galatia and the false teaching of the Roman Catholic Church (at the 

time of the Reformation and today).  They are essentially the same – that salvation comes 

by faith plus something.  They uphold the importance of faith – but deny faith’s exclusive 

role in appropriating the work of Jesus for us. 

 

 



• How does the doctrine of sola fide complement the doctrine of sola gratia?  Why is an 

attack on one also an attack on the other? 

What both doctrines have in common is that their emphasis on salvation apart 

from works.  Sola gratia teaches that God wins and offers salvation to the whole world 

through the atoning work of Jesus Christ.  Sola fide complements this doctrine by stating 

that faith is the only way for the individual to appropriate that salvation. 

 

• What are some of the ways the doctrine of sola fide is under attack in Christianity today? 

This discussion could be extensive but should probably include: 1) Roman 

Catholicism denying faith alone; 2) decision theology which makes a person’s choice to 

believe the one good work that merits salvation; 3) Christian movements that insist that 

governmental reform is the key to creating a “Christian society”; 4) Christian churches 

who are frustrated that the preaching of the gospel doesn’t seem to be producing fruits 

and so resort to legalism.  

 

By Faith Alone – What Doesn’t This Mean? 

Sola fide is a “slogan” of sorts.  When you think about it, there’s a tremendous amount of 

Christian teaching packed into that little phrase.  Certainly such theological “shorthand” can ease 

the burden of communication.  But it also brings with it the chance for misunderstanding.  In 

fact, it seems that there was indeed confusion about the meaning of sola fide in the first decades 

after Christ’s life, death, and resurrection. 

 

James 2:17…22-24 – In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is 

dead…You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made 

complete by what he did.  And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God and 

it was credited to him as righteousness,” and he was called God’s friend.  You see that a person 

is justified by what he does and not by faith alone. 

 

1 John 2:3-4 – We know we have come to know him if we obey his commands.  The man who 

says, “I know him,” but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. 

 

• How was the concept of sola fide being misunderstood already at the end of the first 

century?  How might such a misunderstanding make itself known in the church today? 

It seems that some were contending that faith could exist apart from good works.  

They contended that it was possible to “know God” (i.e. believe in him, have faith) – 

without the need to keep God’s commands. 

This same attitude might be seen today in the crassest forms of “once saved, 

always saved” – that justification by faith alone relieves an individual from the 

responsibility to perform the works that God commands. 

 

• What is the proper relationship between faith and good works?  Why is it so important to 

keep making this relationship explicit in our preaching and teaching? 

The proper relationship between faith and good works is: good works flow from 

faith.  Good works are not the basis of faith, but faith is the basis of good works. 

 



• Consider the following quotation from the Formula of Concord: “First, concerning 

necessity or freedom in regard to good works, it is clear that the Augsburg Confession 

[VI, XX] and its Apology [IV, 141, 189, 200, 214] often use and repeat expressions like 

‘good works are necessary’ or ‘it is necessary to do good works, which necessarily 

should follow faith and reconciliation,’ and ‘it is necessary that we should do and must do 

the good works that God commands.’  In the same way the Holy Scriptures itself uses 

words like ‘necessity,’ ‘necessary,’ and ‘necessarily’ and ‘should’ and ‘trust’ and ‘must’ 

to describe what we are bound to do according to God’s order, command, and will as in 

Romans 12; 1 Corinthians 9; Acts 5; John 15; 1 John 4.” 

 

In what sense is it proper and biblical to insist that good works are necessary? 

Lutheran’s need not fear the statement “Good works are necessary” – as it is 

explicitly stated in the Confessions.  Good works are necessary because it is God’s will 

and command that the faithful should do good works; because good works are evidence 

of our genuine faith and love for God; and because good works serve our neighbor. 

 

When does it become improper and unbiblical to insist that good works necessary? 

It becomes improper to insist that good works are necessary as soon as those good 

works become the basis of their confidence of justification. 

 

• Throughout the centuries, Lutherans have often been accused of downplaying the 

importance of good works.  How can we go about making sure that such accusations do 

not ring true? 

By God’s grace, our churches will continue to emphasize the truths of 

justification by faith alone.  However, we need not fear preaching specific “law as guide” 

when and where the texts we are teaching/preaching give us the opportunity to do so.  

When we preach well-studied, text-specific law and gospel (and law as guide) messages, 

we will have plenty of opportunities to proclaim the truths of justification and good 

works in their proper relationship. 

 

Conclusion 
“These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that 

by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31).  While these words were written 

specifically about John’s Gospel, they stand as a beautiful “purpose statement” for all Scripture.  

As we draw closer to the 500th anniversary of the Lutheran Reformation, may God strengthen in 

us the conviction that the doctrine of justification by faith alone is the article with which the 

church stands or falls.  May he renew in us our commitment to proclaiming the uniquely 

Christian message of salvation through faith, apart from works.  And may he move us to produce 

the fruits of faith that bring him honor and glory! 


