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SOLA SCRIPTURA 
Introduction to the Bible 

Pastor Bucey 

INTRODUCTION 
• After the Reformation, the basic doctrinal concerns were condensed down into five 

“solas.” “Sola” is Latin for “alone” or “only.” 
• Sola Scriptura means “Scripture alone.” It refers to the authority, sufficiency, and ultimacy 

of God’s Word. Scripture is the highest and ultimate authority.  

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT 
• Luther set forth the Reformation principle of sola Scriptura in a debate with John Eck at 

Leipzig.1 The debate took place June–July 1519 at Pleissenburg Castle in Leipzig, 
Germany.  

o In this debate, Luther declared sola Scriptura was the basis of Christian faith.  
o He rejected papal authority and the sale of indulgences to reduce time in 

purgatory, since they were not taught in Scripture.  
o Pope Leo X threatened Luther with excommunication in June 1520 with a papal 

bull titled, Exsurge Domine. 
• Zwingli, like Luther, began to work for reform within the church because of his growing 

conviction that Scripture is the church’s sole authority.  
o One of his early works, entitled Of the Clarity and Certainty of God’s Word 

(1522), champions both sola Scriptura and the perspicuity of Scripture.  
o Zwingli’s insistence on sola Scriptura led him to return to the patristic practice of 

lectio continua preaching, or preaching verse by verse—a departure from church 
tradition in his day.2 

DIFFERENT VIEWS ON SCRIPTURE AND TRADITION 
• There are a bunch of different ways we can think about Scripture’s role in life and 

doctrine.3  
o There is a one-source theory of revelation, which is the idea that the content of 

Scripture and tradition is identical.4  
                                                             
1 Peter A Lillback and Richard B Gaffin, Thy Word Is Still Truth: Essential Writings on the Doctrine of Scripture from the 
Reformation to Today, 2013, 3. 
2 Ibid., 10. 
3 Heiko A. Oberman, The Dawn of the Reformation. See an overview of Oberman in Keith A. Mathison, “Sola 
Scriptura,” After Darkness, Light: Distinctives of Reformed Theology: Essays in Honor of R. C. Sproul (Phillipsburg, N.J.: 
Presbyterian and Reformed, 2003), 32-40. 
4 Mathison, 32. 
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o Catholics often speak of a two-source theory of revelation. In this view, Scripture 
and tradition are different, but equally authoritative—shedding light on each 
other.  

o A third view sees the teaching office of the church as the source of revelation. 
Catholics often call this the magisterium.  

• There’s even another possible view that sees everyone as an independent subject 
interpreter. This was the position of the radical Reformers5 and I’m sure you’ve 
encountered or at least heard of people today who take a similar view. 

THE ROLE OF THE CHURCH 
• To whom has the Holy Spirit been given? To whom have the keys of the kingdom been 

given?  
o 1 Timothy 3:15 speaks of the church as the pillar and buttress of truth. Ephesians 

2:19–20 speaks of the household of God being built on the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets with Christ Jesus as the cornerstone.  

o It is the teaching of the apostles and prophets that form that foundation. God has 
given his authority to the church (Mt. 28:18-20).  

• So then, is all tradition bad? Certainly not!  
o The Westminster Standards are “tradition.” It’s certainly helpful and provides 

great guidance as we approach the difficult questions of Scripture.  
o So what’s the difference? It’s not a two-source model because Scripture is 

normative. Nothing can stand above Scripture as a rule or norm in order to judge 
it. 

THE DIVINE SOURCE AND AUTHORITY 
• The authority of the Holy Scripture, for which it ought to be believed, and obeyed, 

dependeth not upon the testimony of any man, or church; but wholly upon God (who is 
truth itself) the author thereof: and therefore it is to be received, because it is the Word of 
God.6 

• When men such as Martin Luther and John Calvin sought to recover the Biblical 
teaching, they were not only faced with the task of exegeting Scripture, but also with the 
challenge of combatting a completely different view of what Scripture was and how it 
related to the Church and tradition. 

• We want to be careful not to caricature the two-source view. The Catholics during the 
Reformation did a particularly good job of caricaturing the Protestant position and we 
ought not return the favor.  

                                                             
5 Mathison, 37. 
6 WCF 1.4. 


