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“The article, how we are saved, is the chief of the whole Christian doctrine, to which all divine disputations must be directed . . . A Capuchin says: wear a grey coat and a hood, a rope around thy body, and sandals on thy feet. A cordelier says: put on a black hood; an ordinary papist says: do this or that work, hear mass, pray, fast, give alms, etc. But a true Christian says: I am justified and saved only by faith in Christ, without any works or merits of my own; compare these together, and judge which is the true righteousness.” (Martin Luther, Table Talk)


Luther urged that “faith alone” is the key to salvation and “the article upon which the church stands and falls.”  “Nothing in this article can be given up or compromised, even if heaven and earth and all things temporal should be destroyed . . On this article rests all that we teach and practice against the pope, the devil and the world.” (Schmalkalden Articles)


Was Luther correct in teaching than “faith alone” saves? The penitential practices of his Augustinian order – fasting, pilgrimages, Holy Mass - had not brought him peace of soul. Troubled by scruples and angered by corruption in the Church, he alighted upon certain passages in St Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, presently our Second Readings at Sunday Mass: 

“What proves that God loves us is that Christ died for us while we were still sinners: Having died to make us  righteous, is it likely that he would now fail to save us from God’s wrath?” . . “For we hold that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” .(Rom. 3:28).
When he translated the New Testament into German, Luther on his own authority added the word “alone” to St Paul’s text: “A man is justified by faith alone apart from works of the law” 

Originally Paul was contrasting Judaism, with its emphasis on righteousness flowing from detailed observance of the law – the Pentateuch and the Torah, with Christianity.  Christ had earned a new sort of righteousness for all who would have faith in Him, a righteousness which did not depend upon the ancient rituals, but which came through His grace and could not be earned in any way.

We need to clarify the meaning of the word “faith”. It’s a word we use a great deal, but which has many nuances of meaning. The Catholic Penny Catechism uses it in the sense of intellectual faith, assent to the Church’s doctrines: “Faith is a supernatural gift of God, which enables us to believe without doubting whatever God has revealed.”

Luther meant it more in the sense of heartfelt faith and trust in a merciful Saviour: a personal bond with Christ.

We can improve upon both of these by looking at what “faith” means in the Scriptures, pistis in Greek and the root ‘mn in Hebrew.  The Hebrew word-family implies “to be firm, reliable, secure.” God is faithful to His covenant with Israel. Man must respond by recognising and acknowledging God’s prerogatives i.e. by obedience in action. Faith involves knowledge, will and feeling, with an element of fear as well. It is an attitude of total commitment, which embraces all one’s external conduct and all one’s inner life. To believe in God is to live the way God wishes.

The Greek, pisteuein, includes both trust in a person and belief in his words. In the New Testament it is the acceptance of Jesus’ message, trust in his miracles and providence. It is conversion and obedience to a holy way of life. Therefore biblical “faith” automatically implies obedience and works.


Today one hundred million Evangelicals hold the erroneous view coming down from Luther, that they are justified by “faith alone”, without any good works. Just believing in Jesus is sufficient to be saved. This is the faulty message of evangelists like Luis Palau and tens of thousands of fundamentalist and pentecostal sects.

In post-protestant Britain, we see the lag-end of this Lutheran doctrine: many think they will be saved by a merely notional assent to Christianity, an occasional thought in that direction. They see Church and Sacraments as optional and unnecessary, not as the vital channels of God’s redeeming grace.


By popularising the idea of “faith alone”, with the Christian alone privately interpreting his Bible, Luther and the Reformers invented a variant of Christianity which had been unknown throughout the first 15 centuries. Catholicism and Orthodoxy had always insisted upon admission to the Church by sacraments and upon accepting the Gospel message as officially preached, not as privately adjusted.



The fact is that the New Testament does not teach salvation by “faith alone”, at least, not faith in the notional sense. One is saved by grace, sought by obedient faith working in love.


“Not everyone who says to me, Lord, Lord, will enter the Kingdom of Heaven, but only he who does the will of my father in heaven.” (Matt 7:21)  Justification, once gained, can yet be lost: “Because of the increase in wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.” (Matt. 24:12)


The rich young man who asks Jesus: “How may I inherit eternal life?” is told first to “Keep the commandments”. Secondly he is challenged to sell all his property and follow Jesus.  Belief alone is not enough.  “Anyone who does not remain in me is like a branch that it thrown away and withers: such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.”


The idea of being saved once and for all, with certainty, in this world, is contrary to the New

Testament: “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling.” We have confidence that we shall be saved, but not certainty, because we can still lose that grace by mortal sin.

St James writes: “faith without works is dead.” (James 2:26), and “You see a man is justified by works and not by faith alone” (2:24). The only place in Scripture where the phrase “faith alone” appears, it is precisely to deny that one can be justified by “faith alone”. “You believe that God is one: you do well. Even the demons believe – and shudder.” (2:19)


Luther saw St James as a formidable foe who had to be vanquished rather than explained:  “Therefore St James’ epistle is really an epistle of straw, compared to these others, for it has nothing of the nature of the Gospel about it.” “The epistle of James gives us much trouble, for the papists embrace it alone and leave out all the rest . . .Accordingly, if they will not admit my interpretations, then I shall make rubble also of it. I almost feel like throwing Jimmy into the stove, as the priest in Kalenberg did.” . . “We should throw the epistle of James out of this school [Wittenberg], for it doesn’t amount to much. It contains not a syllable about Christ.   . . [James] presents a comparison: As the body apart from the soul is dead, so faith without works is dead”. O Mary, Mother of God! What a terrible comparison that is!”


“Faith alone” had become such a key dogma for Luther that he wanted to change the canon of Scripture, in order to exclude those books which contradicted it. When reproved by the Catholics for adding “alone” to Rom. 3:28, he mocked them:


“Are they doctors? So am I. Are they learned? So am I. Are they preachers? So am I. Are they theologians? So am I. Are they disputators? So am I. Are they writers of books? So am I. And I shall further boast: I can expound Psalms and Prophets, which they cannot. I can translate: which they cannot. Therefore the word allein shall remain in my New Testament, and though all the pope-donkeys should get furious and foolish, they shall not take it out.”


It is false to think that the great Protestant Reformers knew Scripture and Catholics did not. It is that the Reformers were unfairly selective in their use of what suited them. In our ecumenical dialogues, we need to invite other denominations back to a more genuine interpretation of the New Testament, free of 16th century bias.
