Luther and Sola Scriptura

John 17:17 – ‘Sanctify them in the truth; Thy word is truth.’

Martin Luther has gone down in history as being the human instrument that ignited the Protestant Reformation.  His nailing of the 95 theses on the door of Castle Church in Wittenberg was a historic moment that is hard to overstate in its importance for Western society.  However, there is another event and date in the life of Luther that many church historians and theologians find great interest in.  
Luther nailed his 95 theses, which questioned the church’s practice of selling indulgences on the date of October 31, 1517.  As controversy simmered over his statements and further writings, Luther maintained that he was willing to learn if anyone was willing and able to show him from the Scriptures where he had gone astray.  He openly stated that he would recant his views if only someone would arise to show him the basis of his error.
Events came to a head when Luther was summoned to an imperial Diet in the city of Worms.  At this Diet Luther was challenged as to the authorship of his writings and told to recant what he had written, although no effort was made to show him from the Scriptures where he had erred.  On April 18, 1521 Luther made this historic response to the demand that he recant his views:

“Since then your serene majesty and your lordships seek a simple answer, I will give it in this manner, neither horned nor toothed: unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear reason (for I do not trust either in the pope or in councils alone, since it is well known that they have often erred and contradicted themselves), I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is captive to the Word of God.  I cannot and I will not retract anything, since it is neither safe nor right to go against conscience.  I cannot do otherwise, here I stand, may God help me.”  [Luther’s Works – vol. 32, pp. 112, 113]
Luther’s classic response utilized a principle which soon came to be one of the rallying cries of all the Protestant reformers: Sola Scriptura!  Scripture alone!  Luther astutely recognized that human interpreters and church councils were fallible.  He would take his stand on the Word of God thru whom the Holy Spirit had spoken.  Some question whether or not the principle of Sola Scriptura is itself a biblically derived principle.  However, a look at one of the incidents in the life of Jesus reveals that our Savior Himself taught the foundational principle of Sola Scriptura and gave us the basis for it.
Consider Matthew 15:1-9:
In this passage the Pharisees challenge Jesus as to a particular practice of the disciples.  They question Him as to why the disciples do not wash their hands according to the tradition of the elders.  In response, Jesus takes the Pharisees to task for setting man made traditions over and above the Word of God.  

He challenges: ‘Why do you yourselves transgress the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition?  For God said, ‘Honor your father and mother’, and ‘He who speaks evil of father or mother, let him be put to death.’  But you say, ‘whoever shall say to his father or mother, “anything of mine you might have been helped by has been given to God,” he is not to honor his father or his mother.  And thus you invalidated the Word of God for the sake of your tradition.’ 

In this passage Jesus pointed out to the Pharisees that they were guilty of elevating their traditions to a place of authority over the Word of God.  They taught people to adhere to their precepts in a way which encouraged the violation of God’s truths.  Such should never be the case, for the scriptures give us the inspired Word of God.  The Pharisees had done with the OT scriptures what the Roman Catholic Church later did with the New Testament.  They obscured its message with the addition of a multitude of extra-biblical traditions and doctrines which contradicted the teaching of the Word of God.  Jesus called them back to the scriptures.
Luther was correct in letting his conscience be bound to the Word of God.  He was simply doing what Jesus Himself had taught.  He refused to afford the traditions of men the level of authority and respect that is to be given to Scripture alone.
It was this principle of Sola Scriptura more than anything else that led to the widespread re-evaluation and reformation of church practices.  As people began to base their ecclesiastical and moral practices off of what the Word of God said, they dropped the practice of selling indulgences, they abandoned the celibacy of the priesthood, they rejected the teaching behind the mass, they abandoned the idea of apostolic succession and forsook the veneration of saints and Mary.  In short, they began to ask, ‘What saith the Scriptures?’

How about you?

Are your religious beliefs and practices derived from the Scriptures?  Or – have you allowed some man made traditions to seep in and obscure the truth of God’s Word?  Let us continually return to the pure fountain of truth and drink from the well of scripture that we might be led of God’s Spirit and walk in a manner pleasing to Him.

II Tim. 3:16,17 – ‘All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.’
Blessings, 

Pastor Jerry

