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Editorial – Semper Reformanda

Five hundred years ago Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses to the door of the 
Castle Church in Wittenburg, Germany. As a reference point, we often mark the 
time of the Protestant Reformation from that October 31, 1517 date. So, where 
are we today as the heirs to that Reformation? And where do we go?

I get the feeling that there is a restlessness in much of the Reformed com-
munity since we are asking questions like the following: “What is the future of 
the Reformed Church?” “To what extent should we always be “reforming”?” “Do 
we need to enlarge the tent of our faith and practices to conform to an ever-
changing world?” In light of the struggle that many Reformed denominations 
are having, maybe the larger question is, “Are we still comfortable maintaining 
our Reformed creeds and confessions?” “Do we need to make more changes?” 
Some have answered that question by capitulating to the pressures outside and 
inside the church and have made unbiblical changes.

Look Back First
If you attempt to make plans for the future, the first place to look is at the 

past. What happened then that established our Reformed faith now? Get back to 
the source. If you don’t have a solid knowledge of where you have come from, 
you will likely not know where you are going, much less how to get there. The 
source is not the Reformers, but the Bible which they relied on.

Our society is permeated with an existential philosophy that says only 
today matters – don’t fixate on the past, or be overly concerned for the future. 
“Today is the first day of the rest of your life” is a catchy phrase, but neglects 
to appreciate the past or deal with unresolved issues of the past. Reformed 
people are sometimes accused of being stuck in the past. That sort of Amish-
like mentality does exist at times, but it should not. It is not the past itself that 
is sacred.  What matters is whether or not the past rests on the foundation of 
God’s Word.

In traveling along our highways, I’m always pleased to see the maps at the 
rest areas. Most importantly on that map is the bright red arrow that says, “You 
are Here.” That tells me where I’ve traveled so far, and what is ahead for me. 
I know where I am in my journey. I fear that Reformed Christians have often 
neglected to look back and realize where they’ve come from and the necessary 
reforms that were made in the doctrine and life of the church. Before charg-
ing ahead, remember the warning, “Those who cannot remember the past are 
condemned to repeat it.”

Looking back, the one thing that the reformers like Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, 
Hus, and others did not do was to ‘go with the flow.’ Nor did they make changes 
just for the sake of satisfying the people. They did not put their lives on the line 
for a hunch that their ideas would be wildly popular. They were reformers, not 
conformers or deformers.  

Looking at the past, it was Luther who said, at his trial at the Diet of Worms, 
“It is impossible for me to recant unless I am proved to be wrong by the testi-
mony of Scripture. My conscience is bound to the Word of God. It is neither safe 
nor honest to act against one’s conscience. Here I stand. God help me. I cannot 
do otherwise.” Nor can we do otherwise.

Many doctrines and practices were reformed or developed at the time of 
the Reformation – but they all stood on the same foundation. The Word of God 
alone was the basis for all the reforms that resulted in the Reformed Protestant 
church. That is our past heritage.

Semper Reformanda
It is a common error which says an abiding principle of the Reformation is 

that the church must always be reforming – to justify making changes to satisfy 
the spirit of the age. Neither Luther nor Calvin used this expression. It is gener-
ally agreed that it came from a Reformed pastor, Jodocus van Lodenstein in 
1674. What he said was, “ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda est.” The first 
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part of this says, “The church having been reformed.” It is 
the second part of this that has been mistranslated from 
the Latin, and thus, misinterpreted. Semper reformanda 
does not mean “always reforming” – always looking to 
change. The neoorthodox (or nonorthodox) theologian, 
Karl Barth (and a multitude of his followers) often used 
these words to champion change. 

Progressives/liberals and well-meaning evangelicals 
in our day have latched on to that erroneous expression 
to justify “always reforming” the doctrine and life of the 
church because our society demands it. One ploy is to 
have endless “study committees” look into a subject until 
the desired result is finally achieved. God did not pre-
serve us as a church so we could conform to the world, 
but that we should bring the Gospel of salvation by grace 
through faith in Christ to all the world. Look at the Latin 
grammar for a moment. Semper reformanda est is not 
in the active sense (always reforming), but is a future 
passive participle (“always being reformed”). This means 
being reformed by the Word and Spirit of God. The 
original Latin expression also con-
tained these most important words, 
“secundum verbum Dei” – “accord-
ing to the Word of God.” The source 
of change always remains the same.

Putting it all together we get a 
better picture of the past, present, 
and future. “The church having been 
Reformed, is always being reformed 
by the Word of God.”  The ‘church 
having been reformed’ is evidenced 
by the fact that the church’s creeds 
rest solely and solidly on the Word of 
God. In addition to the creedal doctrines, the whole life and 
practice of the church must likewise rest on the teaching 
of the Bible. What we call the ‘regulative principle’ says that 
we are bound by what God has actually commanded of 
us in His Word (Heidelberg Catechism #96), not by doing 
whatever is not forbidden. Real reform doesn’t happen 
because of the pressures of the world or the ingenuity of 
men, but because God in His Word demands it.

This was the Apostle Paul’s concern for the life of the 
church also. He teaches, “And do not be conformed to this 
world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, 
that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and 
perfect will of God.” (Romans 12:2, NKJV)

The Future
Do we still need more reforms today? Yes, certainly – 

when the Bible demands them, but not simply because 
people demand them! Luther and others responded to the 
demands of the Bible. The history of the church shows 
that when change occurs to placate some faction in the 
church, these changes frequently have a short shelf-life 
and subsequent incremental tinkering only exacerbates 
the mistake. If we are going to be progressive, then let it 
be growth “in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ.” (2 Peter 3:18) 

These days there is a heightened curiosity about 
ancestry, so much so that folks spit in a plastic vial and 

mail in their DNA (along with a sizeable check) to have 
some scientist determine where they came from. These 
results are often enlightening and have a way of con-
necting people to their past heritage and even give 
warnings of possible health issues for the future. It would 
be of great benefit if Reformed Christians would have a 
similar concern in determining their rich ecclesiastical 
heritage. Where have we come from and how was that 
possible? Have we shifted our footing? Are we headed in 
the right direction?

The same eternal God who has spoken in times past, 
still directs us today and into the future by His Word and 
Spirit. Neither He, nor His Word, ever changes. By the grace 
and power of God we need to conform to that Word and 
be reformed by it as we “contend earnestly for the faith 
which was once for all delivered to the saints.” (Jude 3)

Because of the sinfulness of man, many beliefs and 
practices get corrupted or ignored over the years and 
need to be reformed by the Word of God. There are times 
when we simply need to get back on track. There are bib-

lical adjustments that can be made in the church which 
may improve our witness to the world. There are also new 
issues that arise which need to be studied in the light of 
Scripture. We need a continual Berean mentality “in that 
they received the word with all readiness, and searched 
the Scriptures daily to find out whether these things were 
so.” (Acts 17:11)

Let’s take advice from the reformer, John Calvin, who 
writes regarding the holiness of the church (Institutes 
4.1.17): “True, indeed, is Paul’s statement: ‘Christ. . . gave 
Himself up for the church that He might sanctify her; He 
cleansed her by the washing of water in the word of life, 
that He might present her to Himself as His glorious bride, 
without spot or wrinkle,’ etc. (Eph. 5:25-27 p.). Yet it also 
is no less true that the Lord is daily at work in smoothing 
out wrinkles and cleansing spots.” This is what it means 
to be “reformed by the Word of God.” There are plenty of 
wrinkles and spots we can work on.

Thank God that our future is based on what God has 
already done throughout history. Given that, the future is 
always as bright as the promises of God revealed in His 
Word. Here we stand, and can do no other.

 Rev. Paul H. Treick, 

Modesto, CA

“Where have we come from and how was 
that possible? Have we shifted our footing? 
Are we headed in the right direction?”

hr
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Beloved brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus 
Christ, it is a humbling privilege for me to preach 

the opening sermon for this year’s synod, the year 
in which we celebrate the 500th Anniversary of the 
Protestant Reformation, and to do so for a Church 
denomination that still actually holds to the funda-
mental principles of the Reformation. Few things are 
more dear to my heart than the Reformed Church 
in the United States and the foundational principle 
of the Reformation – Sola Scriptura – and the Holy 
Bible which according to this principle is our ONLY 
rule for faith and practice. While we normally refer 

to Martin Luther’s posting of his ninety-five theses 
on the door of the church in Wittenberg, Germany, 
on October 31, 1517, as the beginning of the Ref-
ormation, the Reformation actually started in two 
countries simultaneously. In 1516, Ulrich Zwingli, 
the father of the specifically Reformed Reformation, 
was preaching against praying to images such as the 
“Black Virgin,” a statue carved of black wood which 
resided in the church Zwingli was serving as a priest 
in Einsiedeln, Switzerland. Three years later, about 
the time Luther was being excommunicated by the 
Pope, Zwingli was preaching through the Greek text 
of the Gospel According to Matthew in the great 
church in Zurich. Within six months a large part of 
the population of Zurich had become Bible-believ-
ing Christians. As is well-known, Luther had a great 
struggle to find forgiveness for his sins that lasted 
until he finally discovered in Romans chapter one 
that justification is through faith in Christ. Zwingli 
had heard a Swiss teacher at the University in Basel 
by the name of Thomas Wyttenbach proclaim that 

(to quote Zwingli) “the death of Christ alone is the 
price of the forgiveness of sins,” and “faith is the key 
that unlocks this treasury to the soul.” Thus Zwingli 
did not have a crisis of faith for his own salvation 
or that of others but began his Reformation prin-
ciples with Sola Scriptura rather than with Sola Fide, 
as did Luther (although Luther did also teach Sola 
Scriptura, just as the Reformed also teach Sola Fide). 
I, myself was gratified to find after having preached 
this sermon at Synod, that Zwingli introduced his 
creedal statement of the Sixty-seven Articles (1524) 
with the same verse that is our text for this sermon, 

2 Timothy 3:16, “All scripture is 
God-breathed, and is profitable for 
doctrine, for reproof, for correction, 
and for instruction in righteous-
ness.” (NKJV) From this text it 
is clear that Sola Scriptura – The 
Bible Only – is not a manmade 
teaching but rests directly on the 
Bible’s testimony to itself. Thus 
the Protestant Reformation, an 
event no less world-changing 
than the Flood of Noah’s day, 

began by taking the idea of the sole authority of the 
Bible to its logical conclusion. The movement had 
already been in motion for over one hundred years. 
John Hus of Bohemia had been burned at the stake 
in 1409 for preaching from the Bible, a principle he 
had learned from an earlier Reformer, John Wycliffe, 
an English theologian who thought it necessary to 
translate the Bible into the language of the people. 
As we look at our text this evening we will note: 1) 
The Foundation of Sola Scriptura, 2) the Character 
of Scripture that makes Sola Scriptura necessary, and 
3) Sola Scriptura in the Church.

THE FOUNDATION OF  
SOLA SCRIPTURA
A. THE PERSON OF JESUS CHRIST, THE SON OF 
GOD

Underneath and also above this teaching of Sola 
Scriptura stands the second Person of the Trinity, 
Who among other names also bears the name, “The 
Word of God.” In John 1:1 we read, “In the beginning 

Sola Scriptura
Delivered to the Synod of the Reformed Church in the U.S., May 2017

“Without an inspired and authoritative 
book of instruction, human beings are 
lost.  We are wanderers”
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was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God.” Not only that, but “All things were 
made by Him and without Him nothing was made 
that was made.” (verse 3) With this truth in mind, 
the words of Genesis 1 stand out like blinking neon 
signs. “And God said. . .” becomes a whole explanation 
of how God by the power of His Word, Who is His 
Son, created all things by speaking them into existence 
(Psalm 33:6). Then this Son becomes incarnated as 
our Savior Jesus Christ ( John 1:14).

This doctrine that Christ is the Word of God, has 
several important implications. The apostle Peter tells 
us that the Spirit of Christ was what inspired the Old 
Testament prophets that “testified beforehand the suffer-
ings of Christ, and the glory that should follow.” (1 Peter 
1:11) Furthermore, the central subject of the Old Tes-
tament, to say nothing of New, is Christ Himself. In 
Luke 24:27 we read, “And beginning at Moses and all 
the prophets, He ( Jesus) expounded to them in all the 
Scriptures, the things concerning Himself.” To disobey 
Scripture is, then, to disobey Christ.

B. AMAZING STEP NUMBER 2, THE WORD OF GOD 
CAN BE ENSCRIPTURATED (WRITTEN DOWN)

This is exactly what our text, 2 Timothy 3:16 is 
all about, the writing down of God’s word. Liter-
ally it begins, “every scripture is God-breathed.” Just as 
you and I use our breath to speak words that are our 
personal speech, so God’s written words are the very 
breath of God. Your words are your breath. God’s 
words are His breath. They belong personally to Him. 
What is it about the Bible that is inspired? The men? 
The thoughts? The teaching? NO! It is the words in 
the Bible that are inspired. Most often the human 
writers of Scripture had some idea of what they were 
writing but this was not necessarily true, as we just 
learned in 1 Peter 1:11 above. Calvin put it well. In 
his commentary on 2 Timothy 3:16 he declared, “Our 
first principle must be that we give the same respect 
to Scripture that we give to God because it is from 
God and unmixed with anything human.” Calvin, of 
course, knew that Paul wrote 1 Corinthians, but his 
view of inspiration was (an ours should be too) that 
“organic inspiration” means that 1 Corinthians is 
100% Paul’s words and at the same time 100% God’s 
words. God used chosen human beings to write down 
His own very words. Support for this teaching comes 
clearly from John 6:63-64; “It is the Spirit that makes 
alive, the flesh profits nothing, the words that I speak 
to you are spirit and they are life, but some of you 
do not believe.” In the context of John 6 this means 
that we eat and drink Christ spiritually every time we 
believe His word, a truth that Zwingli used to stymie 

Luther’s demand that Christ be somehow physically 
in the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper when they 
met at Marburg, Germany, in 1529.

C. SINCE GOD IS HIGHER THAN EVERYTHING, 
THE SCRIPTURE AS HIS WORD IS  
SELF-AUTHENTICATING

As the actual words of God, Scripture does not need 
support from anything or anyone else, nor can it be 
judged by anything else. This is especially needful to 
maintain in the face of the modern so-called “enlight-
enment philosophy” that makes man the “measure of 
all things.” Because of the varieties of human opinion, 
what this really does is cause man to descend into the 
abyss of uncertainty in all things, including the basic 
teachings of Christianity. We call this “Liberalism,” 
but it is not liberal at all.  Instead of true freedom, it 
makes people a slave to sinful doubts. In our text there 
is no hesitation or doubt about the God-breathed 
Scriptures.  They are profitable.  They are powerfully 
useful for every spiritual human need. This is par-
ticularly true in each instance mentioned. We need to 
know and confess true doctrine, we need reproof for 
our sins, we need correction to straighten out our sin-
ful hearts, and we need instruction in righteousness. 
Indeed, Paul’s list here answers the need described by 
the Lord Jesus in the Beatitudes!

We need to understand and hold to the idea stated 
by Isaiah: Scripture just has no competition whatso-
ever. “To the law and to the testimony, if they speak not 
according to this word, it is because there is no light in 
them.” (Isaiah 8:20) 

THE CHARACTER OF THE SCRIPTURE 
THAT MAKES SOLA SCRIPTURA 
NECESSARY

A. INSPIRATION

We have already touched on this nature of Scrip-
ture as God-breathed, but the Bible teaches this from 
its very beginning, when Moses wrote, “Thus says the 
LORD,” to the end of the book of Revelation where 
we are taught that those who add to God’s word in 
this book will have the plagues written in the book 
added to them, and that those who subtract from the 
words of this book will have their place in eternal 
life subtracted from them. This is clearly because 
the Bible is inspired by the Holy Spirit. David could 
write at the end of his life, “The Spirit of the LORD 
spoke by me and His word was in my tongue” (2 Sam. 
23:2). Wow! David knew exactly what was going on.  
He, a sinful man, was nevertheless the mouthpiece of 
the Spirit of God!  The same thing is said about all 
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those who wrote down God’s words, “The holy men of 
God spoke as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” 
(2 Peter 1:21)

This means that the criterion of what actually 
belongs in the Bible is not men, nor the church, nor the 
Pope, but the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit bears wit-
ness with our spirits that we are the children of God, 
and in so doing convinces us of the absolute truth of 
Scripture and enables us to reject what is not Scrip-
ture. As Jesus said to His disciples, “Because it is given 
unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God, 
but to them it is not given,” when they asked, “Why do 
you speak to them in parables.” (see Matthew 13:10-11) 
Again, in 1 Corinthians 2:12-13, Paul writes, “Now we 
have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit 
who is from God, that we might know the things that have 
been freely given to us by God. These things we also speak, 
not in words which man’s wisdom teaches, but (words) 
which the Holy Spirit teaches, comparing spiritual things 
with spiritual.” The result is that, “we have the mind of 
Christ” (1 Corinthians 2:16).

B. SOLA SCRIPTURA RESTS ON THE COMPLETE 
AND INVINCIBLE AUTHORITY OF THE BIBLE 

As the Belgic Confession says about the Bible, “against 
which nothing can be alleged.”

Since the Bible is God’s very word, it speaks with 
God’s authority and carries God’s judgement upon those 
who contradict, ignore, or disobey it. As Jesus said, “Not 
everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” shall enter the king-
dom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father in 
heaven.” (Luke 6:46) This point is made powerfully by 
the very sad story of a prophet who had been sent from 
Judah to curse the altar that wicked Jeroboam the son 
of Nebat had constructed in Bethel and had been com-
manded by God not to stay in that place or eat there. An 
older prophet from that place deceived the prophet from 
Judah into thinking that God had changed His mind.  
So the prophet went back, only to be killed by a lion on 
the way home. (1 Kings 13:11-34) God’s word does not 
change.  When we reinterpret the doctrines of the Bible 
that have been laid down and practiced by our faithful 
fathers, we are virtually always walking on thin ice. The 
RCUS, for example, continues Biblical teachings and 
practices such as observing Sunday as a day of rest, care-
ful catechism instruction, biblical sexual morality, six-
day creation, church leadership by qualified men only, 
and seasonal observance of the sacraments, that were 
universally held by virtually all Reformed and Presbyte-
rian churches well into the Twentieth Century. But they 
are virtually unknown today, making us stick out like a 
sore thumb when it is actually the others’ thumbs that 
are sore.

Jesus based His teaching squarely on the Old Tes-
tament and quoted it as His authority by pointing 
out that as the OT itself says, “Scripture cannot be 
broken.” ( John 10:35) It is on the basis of Biblical 
authority that we know Christ, understand our cov-
enant relationship with God, and depend upon God’s 
sovereignty to ensure our future on this earth and in 
eternity. Without an authoritative Bible we would be 
left hanging without knowledge but only guesses con-
cerning these things.

C. PERSPICUITY OF SCRIPTURE 

The Bible is written to be understood by ordinary 
human beings, not for theologians and philosophers. 
This is why Paul can say, “not many wise according to the 
flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are called. But 
God has chosen the foolish things of the world to confound 
the wise. . .” (1 Corinthians 1:26-27). Today we find 
ourselves at odds with socialism (which violates the 
8th Commandment’s requirement for private prop-
erty), global warming (which violates God’s promise 
after the flood that seedtime and harvest, fall and win-
ter will not fail while earth stands – global warming 
cannot stand as science either), and modern feminism 
(which violates biblical law and the fact that male and 
female are created to be partners serving God in mar-
riage and simply are in no way interchangeable).

D. NECESSITY OF SCRIPTURE 

Without an inspired and authoritative book of 
instruction, human beings are lost.  We are wanderers, 
unable to find peace, joy, or satisfaction in God’s world 
no matter how beautiful, productive, and perfectly 
designed the world is. This is because without a moral 
compass from God’s word and law, man is a lost soul.  
Humanity has been lost in sin since the Fall and is even 
unable to find his way before the Fall.  Without Scrip-
ture there would be no Christ and even with Christ 
there would not be a ghost of a chance for man to fig-
ure out what to do with Him since our sinful nature is 
incurably self-righteous. 

THE BIBLE IN THE CHURCH

A. THE BIBLE IS FOOD FOR THE SOUL

Moses made this abundantly clear in Deuteronomy 
8:3. In explaining God’s purpose for the forty year wil-
derness tour by Israel, He said, “And he humbled you, 
and suffered you to hunger, and fed you with manna, 
which you did not know, neither did thy fathers know; 
that he might make you know that man does not live by 
bread only, but by every word that proceeds out of the 
mouth of the LORD does man live.” (KJV)
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This application of the word of God as the center of 
the believer’s life is repeated by the Lord Jesus Christ 
in John 17:17, “Sanctify them through your truth: your 
word is truth.” (NKJV) If you learn nothing from this 
sermon, learn at least how important it is for you and 
me to spend serious time and effort to read, hear, and 
understand God’s word. In the parable of the sower 
the difference between the seed that falls by the road-
side and that which brings forth fruit is in one word, 
“understand.” When persons do not understand the 
word, the Devil comes and sweeps it out of their 
hearts. On the other hand, when those who hear the 
word of God understand it, it brings forth fruit, “one 
hundred, sixty, and thirty-fold.”

B. THE CONTENT OF PREACHING

All of us should understand that good preaching is 
biblical preaching and biblical preaching is the care-
ful and enthusiastic proclamation, explanation, and 
application of the word of God. Preaching is God’s 
chosen way to enable us to bow before Him in wor-
ship as we listen obediently to what HE has to say 
in the Bible. Why preaching? Because as Habakkuk 
2:20 proclaims, “But the Lord is in His holy temple, let 
all the earth keep silence before Him,” which demands 
that worship center in listening to God’s Word. Such 
listening itself stands in stark contrast to the modern 
liberal tendency to increase “audience participation” 
(which increase is condemned by Paul in 1 Corin-
thians 14:26). When the preacher gets in the way of 
God’s Word by his own opinions, rhetorical skills, or 
wisdom of this world, he becomes a false prophet. 
Good preachers have always been plain preach-
ers. Once again, the Scriptures themselves are clear. 
Preach the word, Paul says (not something else). 2 
Timothy 4:2 “Preach the word; be instant in season, 
out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffer-
ing and doctrine.” And again, 2 Timothy 2:15 “Study 
to show yourself approved unto God, a workman that 
does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word 
of truth.”

C. SCRIPTURE ALONE MUST BE THE END OF ALL 
CONTROVERSY IN THE CHURCH

This means that every Minister, Elder, Deacon, 
and church member must be in real submission to 
God’s word.

The exegesis of the length of the days in Genesis 
1 is a perfect example of how the lack of submission 
to God’s word upsets the peace of the church and 
eventually leads to a false gospel. Genesis 1:5 says in 
so many words, “God divided the light from the dark-
ness, and God called the light “day” and the darkness 
He called “night”.” That’s the end of it, game over. Day 
and night in Genesis 1 are the same as they are right 
now, periods of light and darkness which together 
amount to twenty-four hours. When so-called schol-
ars and theologians drag through the Old Testament 
looking for uses of the Hebrew word “Yom” that they 
can make look flexible, they are already committing 
the sin of rebellion against God’s word. Then when 
they try to stuff their bogus meanings into Gen-
esis 1, they are acting the part of the false prophet 
(who according to Deuteronomy 13 deserves the 
death penalty). As Jesus warned us, not one jot or 
one tittle shall pass from the Law until all is fulfilled 
(Matthew 5:18).  Absent the smallest letter of the 
Hebrew alphabet, or a small punctuation mark, you 
no longer have the word of God.

As professor John Murray of Westminster Seminary 
said to one of my dear friends who complained about 
his grade, “Sir, I’m not interested in what you think, I 
want to know if you know what God thinks.” And it is 
the Bible alone that tells us what God thinks.

CONCLUSION: It is one thing to celebrate Sola 
Scriptura, it is another thing to actually believe it, and 
still a more rare thing to actually practice it. As Habak-
kuk said after declaring the bankruptcy and foolish-
ness of images, “But the Lord is in His holy temple, let 
all the earth keep silence before Him.” What that really 
means is, “shut up and listen to God.”   AMEN

Dr. Robert Grossmann

Menno, SD

hr

“In our text there is no hesitation or doubt about the God-
breathed Scriptures.  They are profitable.  They are powerfully 
useful for every spiritual human need.”
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In Ephesians 2:8-10 are these words: “For by grace 
you have been saved through faith, and that not of 

yourselves, it is the gift of God, not of works, lest anyone 
should boast. For we are His workmanship, created in 
Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared before-
hand that we should walk in them.” (NKJV)

At our Synod this year the devotions and worship 
were centered on the Solas of the Reformation; Scrip-
ture alone, Christ alone, Grace alone. Faith alone, Glory 
to God alone. This was in keeping with the marking 
of the 500th Anniversary of the Reformation. The 
year 1517 marked the beginning of the Reformation 
period, for it was on October 31 of that year that Mar-
tin Luther posted his 95 Theses to the door of the Cas-
tle Church at Wittenberg. This was an action quite in 
accord with the academic practice of the time.  Luther 
was merely seeking academic debate on an issue that 
was disturbing the church, namely, the sale of indul-
gences.

Indulgences were directly related to the church prac-
tice of penance that begin in the ante-Nicene era (A.D. 
170-325) and continued to be revised through the cen-
turies.  The practice of penance was deeply entrenched 
by the time of Luther.  Indulgences grew out of this 
practice.  Indulgences at first were granted because the 
church taught that by baptism sins were remitted, but 
those who committed sin after baptism needed to make 
satisfaction for those sins in order to be accepted by 
God into His eternal kingdom.  Satisfaction for these 
sins had to be made.  Satisfaction for them could be 
made through good works such as alms giving, prayers, 
especially those to the Saints and the Virgin Mary, pil-
grimages to holy places like Jerusalem, and especially, in 
the time of Luther, a pilgrimage to Rome.

Although down to the time of Luther penance was 
practiced throughout the churches of Europe, penance 
had not yet officially become a sacrament of the church.  
It was not declared as such until the Council of Trent 
(which lasted from 1545-1563).  “Penance” is punish-
ment for your sin, in order to make satisfaction for that 
sin.  In the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, 
an indulgence is “a way to reduce the amount of pun-
ishment one has to undergo for sins.” (Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, 1471, 1479, 1498) It may reduce the 
temporal punishment a person must face after death, 

in the state or process of purification called “purgatory”.  
For Luther, the problem was not indulgences them-
selves, for as a devout catholic he accepted the church’s 
teaching.  Luther took great issue with the sale of indul-
gences. The building of the church of St. Peter in Rome 
began in 1506 under the guidance of Pope Julius II.  
His plan failed and the work was halted.  After Julius 
died in 1513, Pope Leo X took up the work and to sup-
port it proclaimed a general sale of indulgences.  One 
of the salesmen of indulges was a Dominican monk, 
named John Tetzel.  Lars Qualben, in “A History of the 
Christian Church” quotes an eyewitness of Tetzel’s entry 
into a certain city:

“When the Commissary or Indulgence-seller 
approached the town, the Bull (proclaiming the 
Indulgence) was carried before him on a cloth of 
velvet and gold and the priests and monks, the 
town council, the schoolmasters and their scholars, 
all the men and women went out to meet him with 
banners and candles and songs, forming a great 
procession; then all the bells ringing and all the 
organs playing, they accompanied him to the prin-
cipal church; a red cross was set up in the midst of 
the church, and the Pope’s banner was displayed; 
(Lindsay). In front of the cross was placed a large 
iron chest to receive the money and then the people 
were induced in various ways, by sermons, hymns, 
processions, bulletins, to buy indulgences. Tetzel 
would frequently say, ‘Sobald der Pfennig im Kas-
ten klingt, Die Seel’ aus dem Fegfeuer springt.’”

Roughly translated this is, As soon as the coin in the 
casket rings, The troubled soul from purgatory springs.

Tetzel never entered Saxony for Frederick the Wise 
refused to allow him entrance, but many of Luther’s 
own parishioners made the short journey from Wit-
tenberg to Juterbock to buy indulgences.  Luther was 
infuriated by this horrible and corrupt manner of rais-
ing money.  It gave people a false comfort, and abused 
the teaching of God’s grace found in His word.

Yet we must realize that October 31, 1517, was a 
day of small things.  A posting on a church door calling 
for a debate on the sale of indulgences is minor, at a 
time when there were so many greater corruptions in 
the church, both in her practices and in the doctrines 
she was teaching.  

Sola Gratia
Delivered to the Synod of the RCUS, May 2017
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While the Solas of the Reformation were not 
unknown by Christians before that time, the Reformers 
rediscovered these gospel truths through their labors in 
their studies of the Scriptures as well as of the writings 
of the Apostolic Fathers and Church Fathers in earlier 
centuries.  The Reformers came to understand what 
the faithful believers in other eras believed and taught. 
The Reformers were men fully devoted to God and to 
the truth that is Christ Jesus, and in all their preaching 
and teaching they honed in on what the Word of God 
said (Sola Scriptura), testing against it the words of men.  
They accepted from those who had gone before them 
what conformed to the Scripture, but challenged and 
rejected that which did not, even if it came from clergy 
or men highly esteemed. As history often notes, the 
Reformers pledged their honor, their reputations, and 
their very lives to uphold the truth of the Triune God 
(Soli Deo Gloria, Solus Christus).  The Reformers didn’t 
invent the Solas, they are drawn from the Scriptures, 
but the Reformers were exceedingly careful in their pre-
sentation of them and set them forth with clarity.  They 
were not boastful of their intellect, but quick to boast of 
God’s glory and grace.

Now what is meant by the word, “Sola”? The simple 
meaning is alone (or only).  In a lengthy article on “21 
Reasons Why the ‘Scriptures Alone (Sola Scriptura)’ is 
unbiblical, man-made, erroneous and must be rejected,” 
written by a Roman Catholic apologist, he argues that it 
is absurd to speak of Five Solas when sola means alone.  

Let’s be very clear: the Reformers were not absurd.  
They never taught the only (or alone) thing you need 
for salvation is just one of the five Solas.  They are 
interlinked. They do not stand against each other.  The 
“alone” was not intended for such a purpose.  “Scrip-
ture alone” stands against any other writing or teach-
ing, or myth or legend, and particularly tradition, etc., 
that is used to present a teaching or doctrine in place 
of the Scriptures. “Faith alone” stands against works 
as contributing to salvation, and so on with each of 
the Five Solas.  The Reformers were not foolish, nor 
deceitful men.

Sola Gratia, or “Grace alone” stands against the Roman 
Catholic doctrine that teaches grace is partitioned.  For 
the Roman Catholic, there is an initial grace, a sanctify-
ing grace, and a sacramental grace. “Justification of the 
soul imputes the three theological virtues of faith, hope 
and charity. These virtues make Christians capable of 
acting as the children of God and meriting eternal life,” 
And “Since the initiative belongs to God in the order of 
grace, no one can merit the initial grace of forgiveness 
and justification, at the beginning of conversion. Moved 
by the Holy Spirit and by charity [grace], we can then 
merit for ourselves and for others the graces needed 
for our sanctification, for the increase of grace and 
charity, and for the attainment of eternal life.”(CCC, 
2010, emphasis added)  The Roman Catholic Church 
has partitioned grace among God, the Pope, the priests, 
and the people.
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In our Bible text we read:
“For by grace you have been saved through faith, 
and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God, not 
of works, lest anyone should boast. For we are His 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand that we should walk 
in them” – Ephesians 2:8-10.

Those who contend against Sola Gratia must also 
contend against this passage in Ephesians which is 
rich, overwhelmingly rich in what it states about grace.

First, a few brief remarks from the beginning of the 
Ephesians 2.  Paul is writing to a Gentile congrega-
tion and says, “And you He made alive who were dead in 
trespasses and sin.” The next two verses Paul brings out 
the condition of their lives in that dead estate.  This 
is the state of humanity devoid of God’s grace. None 
are exempt; Paul includes himself.  Jew, Gentile – all 
“walked according to the course of this world, according 
to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit who now 
works in the sons of disobedience (that is under the sway 
of Satan), among whom also we all once conducted our-
selves in the lusts of the flesh, fulfilling the desires of the 
flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of 
wrath, just as the others.” (verses 2-3)

Again let it be repeated this is the state of humanity 
by nature. By nature, sinful nature, (the nature dead in 
sin and trespasses) all humans are children of wrath.

However, Paul is not writing to the children of 
wrath. He is writing to those people who are described 

in chapter 1, “To the saints who are in Ephesus, and 
faithful in Christ Jesus” (1:1), and after this greeting he 
breaks out with a word of praise (verses 3-6).  “Blessed 
be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 
blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 
places in Christ, just as He chose us in Him before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and with-
out blame before Him, in love having predestined us to 
adoption as sons by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to 
the good pleasure of His will, to the praise of the glory of 

His grace, by which He made us accepted in the Beloved.”
It is most necessary to remember that Paul is writ-

ing to the saints here.  For when in this praise to 
God, the apostle says, “who has blessed us with every 
blessing in the heavenly places in Christ,” the us who 
are blessed is not “all of us.”  That is, not all humanity, 
but only the faithful in Christ Jesus are blessed with 
these spiritual blessings, and in particular to this let-
ter, the faithful who are also identified as “the saints 
who are in Ephesus.”

Now what is it that he says about the “us,” the faith-
ful in Christ? Well in this praise to God, he says, 
“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ 
who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the 
heavenly places in Christ.”   Then he elaborates on the 
blessings by stating “just as He chose us in Him before 
the foundation of the world that we should be holy and 
without blame before Him.”

This is God’s purpose in election, that His people 
should be holy and without blame before Him.  “In 
love having predestined us to adoption as sons by Jesus 
Christ to Himself (that is we are Christ’s brothers and 
sisters, and therefore, God’s children), according to the 
good pleasure of His will to the praise of the glory of His 
grace, by which He made us accepted in the Beloved” 
(verses 5-6).

In Ephesians 2:4, the apostle shows the only route 
by which we are moved from totally unacceptable, 
undeserving, unholy to where we are made accept-

able, and indeed, are accepted by 
God. And let me give you a clue, 
it is not by any thing you have 
done, whether by thought, word, 
or deed.  The person who is dead 
in trespasses and sin has no accept-
able thoughts, words, or deeds.

How then do the saints from 
such a horrible state, get to where 
they are acceptable to Him, and 
not just acceptable but holy and 
without blame!?  “But God, who is 
rich in mercy, because of His great 
love with which He loved us, even 

when we were dead in trespasses, made us alive together 
with Christ (by grace you have been saved).”

It is not by anything we have done or any goodness 
inherent in us, but it is owing to the rich mercy of God, 
and His great love with which He loved us.  It is almost 
beyond our comprehension that this very love came to 
us even when we were dead in trespasses.

Salvation is of God through and through!
The parenthetical phrase at the end of verse 5, are 

the repeated in the beginning of verse 8, For by grace 

The apostle shows the only route 
by which we are moved from totally 
unacceptable to where we are accepted 
by God. And let me give you a clue, it is 
not by anything you have done.
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you have been saved, through faith, and that not of your-
selves, it is the gift of God.  The apostle ties together 
grace and faith as God’s kindness toward us in Christ 
Jesus, saying, it is the gift of God.  Therefore, this salva-
tion is not of works, lest anyone should boast.  Since 
the apostle is writing to a congregation of Christians 
brought to faith out of the Gentile world, the men-
tion of works here is not the works of the Mosaic law.  
It should be clear that no work of man, whether Jew 
under the Mosaic law or Gentile without that law has 
any meritorious work in which he can boast.

The tenth verse of Ephesians 2 is: “For we are His 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in 
them.” Paul has already point out at the beginning of 
this epistle that God has chosen us in Christ before 
the foundation of the world.  The words of Scripture 
point us to this eternal grace of God.  What place then 
does good works have in the Christian life? Paul says 
in this tenth verse that God has created us in Christ 
Jesus for good works, and adds, “which God prepared 
beforehand that we should walk in them.”  Three things 
are noted in this.  First, Christ is our enabler, apart 
from whom we can do nothing. Second, good works 
originate with God.  Third, we are responsible for 
doing them.  

The Heidelberg Catechism in questions 62-64 treats 
wonderfully the relationship of justification by faith 
alone and good works:

“62. But why cannot our good works be the whole 
or part of our righteousness before God?
Because the righteousness which can stand before 
the judgment of God must be perfect throughout 
and entirely conformable to the divine law, but even 
our best works in this life are all imperfect and 
defiled with sin.
63. Do our good works merit nothing, even 
though it is God’s will to reward them in this life 
and in that which is to come?  The reward comes 
not of merit but of grace.
64. Does this doctrine make men careless and 
profane? No, for it is impossible that those who 
are implanted into Christ by true faith, should not 
bring forth fruits of thankfulness.”

(For a confessional statement of Man’s Sanctification 
and Good Works, read Article 24 of the Belgic Confes-
sion).

Five hundred years ago, the hunger for reform 
swirled throughout Christendom.  In God’s provi-
dence, one of the spirits of the age was also a rising 
spirit of nationalism.  A great awakening stirred in the 

people as they were troubled with the great corrup-
tion within the church, both in its moral life as well 
as the doctrines it taught.  God brought the Reform-
ers to the church for such a time, men such as Martin 
Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, John Calvin, Guido de Bres, 
and many others throughout Europe. 

Though Luther was greatly concerned about the 
sale of indulgences, he was also concerned about faith, 
grace, works, and, in short, the whole counsel of God. 
With the aid of the Gutenberg printing press his writ-
ings, as well as those of other reformers, spread rap-
idly throughout Europe.

Consider this example of Luther’s stress on Sola 
Gratia.  It comes from one of his sermons on Titus 
3:5-7:

 “So he [Paul in Titus 3:5-7] discards all boasted 
free will, all human virtue, righteousness, and good 
works.  He concludes that they are all nothing and 
are wholly perverted, however brilliant and worthy 
they may appear, and teaches that we must be saved 
solely by the grace of God, which is effective for all 
believers who desire it from a correct conception of 
their own ruin and nothingness.
Yes, dear friend, you must first possess heaven and 
salvation before you can do good works.  Works 
never merit heaven; heaven is conferred purely of 
grace. The delusive doctrine of works blinds the 
Christian’s eyes, perverts a right understanding of 
faith, and forces him from the way of truth and sal-
vation.  He who does not receive salvation purely 
through grace, independently of all good works, 
certainly will never secure it.
Truly, then, we are saved by grace alone, without 
works or other merit.
Notice [from John 3:16], all who believe have eter-
nal life.  That being true, believers certainly are 
just and holy without works.  Works contribute 
nothing to justification.  It is effected by pure grace 
richly poured out upon us. We receive absolution 
[forgiveness] and grace at no cost or labor on our 
part, but not without cost and labor on the part of 
Christ.
Our salvation must exist, not in our righteousness, 
but… in Christ’s righteousness. . . . Let his righ-
teousness and grace, not yours, be your refuge.”

Amen.  Let Christ’s righteousness and grace, not 
yours, be your refuge.  Sola Gratia.

Rev. Neale Riffert

Palmdale, CA

hr
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Sola Fide: Your Status Before God
Galatians 2:16; reading Galatians 2:11 - 3:25

Delivered to the Synod of the RCUS, May 2017

“16 knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ,  
even we have believed in Christ Jesus, that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by the 

works of the law; for by the works of the law no flesh shall be justified.”  
(Galatians 2:16, NKJV) 

We take note this week of the Reformation and 
the basic truths which were reestablished by the 

reformers.  There is probably nothing more basic to what 
the Reformation is all about, which in fact means what 
the Christian faith is all about, than the concept of Justi-
fication By Faith Alone.  R.C. Sproul has said, “Without 
the doctrine of Justification by Faith Alone, the gospel is 
not merely compromised, it is lost altogether.”

What is so amazing is that this basic doctrine – so 
foundational to what being Reformed is all about – is 
being argued about, challenged, and even under attack 
within the Reformed tradition.  Perhaps of greater con-
cern is that when we take a careful look at ourselves as 
a community of believers and as individuals (whether 
it be preachers, elders, or members), it is indeed easy 
to become as the Apostle Peter did.  I chose this text 
to deal with justification by faith because I thought it 
important to see it in the context of a very practical 
application.  Peter gets caught up with the stigma of 
eating with Gentiles.

To confess that we indeed do trust in Christ alone to 
provide us with our status of standing right with God, 
but to conduct ourselves, either with our actions or 
with our message, and preachers are not exempt from 
that, as though we rely on something else, something 
we have accomplished, is to do the opposite than what 
we believe in.  That is a great temptation that we need 
to fight against constantly.

Let us look at the challenge that this formative doc-
trine of justification brings to the church, both in terms 
of its message and what it means for our life.  So consider 
with me what Christ would say to you this evening.

I.  Relationship of law/works and 
justification

It must have been an interesting scene when Paul 
“withstood Peter to his face.”  Perhaps it was a bit like 
when we get into a serious debate.  Clearly Paul’s con-

cern here is to uphold a basic truth.  But he does it in 
terms of a practical outcome of that truth.  Interesting 
that it was to Peter that the Holy Spirit revealed in 
very real terms how God looked upon the Gentiles, 
when he was sent to baptize Cornelius and his house-
hold in Acts 10.

Peter knew better.  He failed to see the implications 
in the life of the church.  “We who are Jews, we who 
know all about being Jews, we know that no one is 
justified by works of the law.”

Why is that the case?  Why can there be no possibil-
ity of earning anything with God?  Let us understand 
the problem.

A.  Understanding the condition of all men

Paul is simply reminding Peter and you this evening 
who we all are.  Every person is the recipient of a sinful 
nature through the Fall into sin by Adam, our Federal 
Head (representative).  “There is none righteous, no not 
one.” (Romans 3:10)

So let’s be clear first of all of the theology involved 
here.  The condition of man, the doctrine we refer to 
as total depravity, when understood, leaves only one 
option, one hope, and that is grace, and grace alone.   
To point to anything else in terms of your standing 
before God, to conduct yourself in any way as though 
you have gained something or are worthy of some-
thing with God, is simply a failure to understand the 
total effect of sin.

If anyone should know that truth of total depravity, 
it is the believer.  We confess “my conscience accuses 
me that I have grievously sinned against all the com-
mandments of God, and have never kept any of them.” 
(Heidelberg Catechism, #60)  So then we have the indi-
vidual person, everyone, no matter what background, 
no matter what life, no matter how sinful at some 
point, no matter how great a Christian background, 
all are totally fallen in sin.  
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B.  Understanding the requirement of the law

Along with the reality of man’s fallen nature, we 
need to be clear about the law.  If you were stopped 
and given a fine because you were driving one mile per 
hour over the limit, what would you say?  In most situ-
ations in life you get credit, even a high level of credit 
for being fairly close to the mark.  The law of God has 
no place for being close.  With God it is either perfect 
obedience or it is sin worthy of total condemnation.  
The standard by which the judge says, “This is accept-
able, by this you have earned some credit,” is absolute 
perfection.

When you look at who you are along with looking at 
what the law requires, here is what the Psalmist says, 
“Do not enter into judgment with Your servant, for in 
Your sight no one living is righteous.” (Ps. 143:2)  If you 
want to bring anything before God, and ask God to 
judge as to whether it measures up to the standard by 
which God would say, “this receives some credit,” you 
are going to lose.  You do not want to enter into judg-
ment with God, you will be found wanting.

You can even take the absolutely false approach as 
some have done, and say “Well, God can change His 
requirements for obedience, and all He requires now 
is that you make a decision to follow Christ.  If you 
do that, you have met the standard.”  Now as I indi-
cated that is absolutely false thinking, but let’s for the 
sake of argument consider it.  Consider that one act 
of believing, it is obedience to which God says “Good, 
you earned life.”  Guess what? That one act of obedi-
ence to believe is still going to be less than perfect.  It 
will not stand.  You do not want to enter into judg-
ment with God, you will be found wanting.

C.  Understanding God’s use of the law

Well what then is the law of God all about?  Did He 
not give the law so you can then know how to please 
God and avoid judgment and receive blessing?  Do we 
not find, certainly in the Old Testament, in the most 
clearest of language, “do this and here are the blessings, 
don’t do this and here are the curses”?

Let us be reminded again what we read earlier. “21I do 
not set aside the grace of God; for if righteousness comes 
through the law, then Christ died in vain”.” (Galatians 
2:21)  Then we read a bit later in chapter 3, “21 Is the 
law then against the promises of God? Certainly not! For 
if there had been a law given which could have given life, 
truly righteousness would have been by the law. 22But the 
Scripture has confined all under sin, that the promise by 
faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe.” 
(Gal. 3:21–22) 

God knows that the people with whom He makes 
covenant based on grace, based on promise, are a peo-

ple who in their hearts are “still prone to all evil”.  To 
keep sin in check, of course, God gives serious warn-
ing about living an open, rebellious life.  It has serious 
consequences, particularly before the outpouring of 
the Holy Spirit.

In addition, the law gives direction as to how to 
enjoy living in covenant with God. But the law is not 
in conflict with the promise.  God does not promise to 
Adam and Eve what He will do through the seed. He 
does not promise to Abraham to save a people includ-
ing Abraham’s descendants even all the families of the 
earth, and then later say “but now for a time you are 
going to have to earn and keep your stand with God 
by meeting a legal requirement of keeping the law.”

The relationship with God can only be based on the 
promises of the covenant of grace.  Unto that end goal, 
God seeks to keep sin in check.  The argument which 
Paul makes then in Galatians is simply that it is not 
possible to have righteousness by keeping the law.  The 
only conclusion is as Paul states it, “ – a man is not jus-
tified by the works of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ.”  

The Reformation doctrine of justification by faith 
alone is the only possible answer to the issue of fallen 
man and the requirement of God’s righteous law.  
This doctrine does not leave us hopeless.  It does not 
cause you to question, “Have I done enough?”  It is 
the basis for true hope and assurance of being right 
with God.  It is the great, wonderful answer to the 
problem which the Psalmist posed about entering 
into judgment with God.

II.  Relationship of faith and 
justification

It is common to take whatever problem there is in 
life and make a much greater issue out of it than is 
necessary.  I am afraid that is also done all too often 
when it comes to how one can be comfortable before 
God.  

Here is what Paul said in Romans 10:8-11, “8 But 
what does it say? “The word is near you, in your mouth 
and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith which we 
preach): 9 that if you confess with your mouth the Lord 
Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him 
from the dead, you will be saved. 10 For with the heart 
one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth con-
fession is made unto salvation. 11 For the Scripture says, 
“Whoever believes on Him will not be put to shame”.” 

That is not complicated.  That is not a long list of 
things you must do, a list which causes you to ques-
tion “Have I done enough?”  It is that simple.
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A.  Dependence upon the accomplished work of 
Christ

Faith is trust in the accomplished work of Christ.  
Heidelberg Catechism #21 describes faith as “a sure 
knowledge and a hearty trust,” a conviction whereby 
you know that you have forgiveness of sins, everlast-
ing righteousness, and salvation.  This is only by grace, 
based on Christ’s merits.  The very notion of faith 
speaks against the notion of something which makes 
you worthy of receiving Christ’s benefits.  Faith is 
embracing the reality of what Christ has done for you.

B.  The instrument of receiving the benefits of 
Christ

So the faith that Paul speaks about in his confronta-
tion with Peter is the means by which you know you 
are justified.  It is the means, the instrument by which 
the Holy Spirit works in you that you know what 
Christ has done for you.

Justification by faith alone, note the emphasis upon 
the word “alone”, faith without anything added to it.  
There is no salvation, there is no justification apart 
from faith, yet faith is nothing to boast in.  It is the 
work of the Holy Spirit in you.

III.  Relationship of Christ and our 
justification

Yet we must also consider the reality of being “jus-
tified” by faith.  What is it to be justified?  Yes, it is 
faith without works.  But we do have to be justified.  
Faith in Christ does not mean that God just says “I 
don’t mind all your sins, that’s okay just so long as you 
come to Me and we can be friends.”  God does not 
justify that which is unrighteous.  To be justified is a 
declaration by God that you are now righteous in the 
presence of God.

A.  Having met the penal requirements of the law

So how can that new standing be possible?  We have 
clearly laid out our sinful condition.  Once again here we 
come to the greatness and the beauty of this doctrine.

God justifies based on what Christ has in fact done 
for you, those given to Him.  The teaching that we are 
justified by faith in Christ based on His merits points 
to the fact that Christ has met the penal sanctions 
of the law.  That means, while the just wrath of God 
burns against every sin, for each one of those sins of 
the believer Christ has made payment.  He satisfied 
the justice of God.  He paid the fine.  The stench of 
the sin is covered completely by the blood of Christ.  
Therefore, you stand before God as though you had 
never sinned.

B.  Having met the requirements of righteousness

But there is more.  In Christ you are justified since 
He kept the law as the 2nd Adam.  Christ obeyed in 
your place, as your new Federal Head, and He kept 
it perfectly.  He can and did enter into judgment with 
God and His obedience was accepted as worthy before 
the throne of grace.  That righteousness, that obedi-
ence, is also now yours.  Indeed the doctrine of justifi-
cation by faith alone points to the active obedience of 
Christ.

Now you the believer justified by faith alone based 
on Christ’s merits, yes, you can enter into judgment 
with God and you can stand before the throne.  How 
great is that!  That truly is the Good News.  Let us not 
continue to look at ourselves as though we must meet 
some requirement or we are not worthy.  Let us not 
preach to Christ’s lambs as though they have not done 
enough.

IV.  Relationship of justification by 
faith and the Christian life

One does not need to contemplate very much at all to 
understand that all of this has profound implications.  
In the context of Galatians 2, Paul saw the implica-
tion of Peter not eating with the Gentiles.  Do we in 
fact reflect in our Christian life, in our churches, in our 
preaching the implications of this great doctrine?

Let’s be very clear: justification by faith alone does 
not mean that how we live is irrelevant.  Sola fide does 
not mean the place of God’s law in our lives is unim-
portant.  Not in the least.  That is exactly what Paul is 
in the face of Peter about: Peter’s actions.

After all, listen to what he said in Romans 6:1-4,  
“1 What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin that 
grace may abound? 2 Certainly not! How shall we who 
died to sin live any longer in it? 3 Or do you not know 
that as many of us as were baptized into Christ Jesus were 
baptized into His death? 4 Therefore we were buried with 
Him through baptism into death, that just as Christ was 
raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we 
also should walk in newness of life.”  This places all good 
works as works that are done by the believer united in 
Christ.  Our works are not done so we can contem-
plate whether we are saved.  Rather, being in Christ, 
united to Him, the Christian then brings forth fruits 
of thankfulness.

A.  By the individual

When you reflect on your life, it is not difficult at 
all to talk yourself into wondering about whether you 
really are right with God.  If I as an individual, as with 
everyone, begin to wonder about whether I am right 
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with God based on my life, I can talk myself right out 
of heaven in very short order.  Nothing measures up, 
leading me to wonder, “Do I have reason for hope?”  As 
soon as you do that you have forgotten about justifica-
tion by faith alone.

At the same time not doubting your standing with 
God because of Christ, understanding justification by 
faith alone, means the Holy Spirit 
is working in your heart.  So you 
seek more and more to live righ-
teously before God.

There are also profound implica-
tions with regard to how you look 
at the sinner.  Peter was confronted 
about how he looked at the Gen-
tiles.  Is there anyone who cannot 
be justified by faith alone?  Obvi-
ously no, but do we really mean 
that? When someone covered in tat-
toos walks into church what is your reaction?  When 
you know that your neighbor lives in very open, vile 
sin, do you say that it would be a waste of time to tell 
them of the Gospel?  

If you embrace justification by faith alone, what does 
that mean in terms of your support for missions?  But 
people who really believe in justification by faith alone, 
ought to be the most optimistic people there are about 
what God can do when we faithfully preach the gospel.  
Justification by faith alone ought to lead the church to 
be missions minded.

B.  By the message

You do not have to listen to very much preaching 
today to realize that for the most part it is just mor-
alistic.  There is a great need for calling not only those 
outside but also those inside the church to turn away 
from sinful lifestyles.  Sin is rampant in our world.  

Preachers, remember the gospel you are called to 
proclaim is the good news that sinners are justified 
by faith alone in Christ.  If you leave your hearers 
wondering if they have done enough, than have you 
preached the gospel?  If those who have confessed faith 
in Christ, are walking out of church saying, “I am not 
sure anymore if I am good enough for God,” have you 
preached the gospel?

And what about you preachers?  What do you count 
on?  Tonight we are talking about a profound doctrine.  
In the Reformed church we place a premium upon 
sound doctrine, and the education and understand-
ing of that sound doctrine.  We hold the office in high 
esteem.  As we should.

Is that what you count on?  Brothers, hear these 
words of Paul in Philippians 3:7-9, “ 7 But what things 

were gain to me, these I have counted loss for Christ.  
8 Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of 
the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have 
suffered the loss of all things, and count them as rubbish, 
that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in Him, not hav-
ing my own righteousness, which is from the law, but that 
which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which 

is from God by faith;”  Brothers if you count on any-
thing else, and the temptation to do so is great, you are 
counting on what Paul call rubbish.  Many things are 
very important, but they are not what you rely on for 
righteousness.

Peter had fallen into the trap of placing value on 
what the men who had come from James would say, 
rather than practicing the doctrine he knew to be true.  
To preach the gospel in light of what we understand 
by the doctrine of justification by faith alone, means 
we can preach to the wretched sinner.  To preach the 
gospel is to preach the message of Christ.  Remember 
what He said in the synagogue in Luke 4:18 having 
read from Isaiah.  To preach Christ is to preach the 
message of Christ.  How can you preach to the broken-
hearted, to the poor, to the captives?  Because you can 
preach justification by faith alone.

Conclusion:
I don’t have to tell you about how doctrine is disdained 

in much of Christianity today.  Ministry has become all 
about establishing relationships.  Seminary curriculums 
have very little room for doctrinal training.

If there is ever a time that the church needs doctrine 
in its ministry to the flock, as well as in its message to 
the world, that time is now, still now 500 years after 
the Reformation.  Its implications are profound, but it 
is not just a doctrine that we hold up and rely on.  It is 
the doctrine which brings us to be servants of Christ, 
serving Him as His people and serving the lost.

Dr. Maynard Koerner

Sioux Falls, SD

 “Let us not preach to Christ’s lambs  
as though they have not done enough.”

hr
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Solus Christus – "Christ Alone"
Delivered to the Synod of RCUS in May 2017

Fathers and brethren, I count it a great privilege to 
speak to you today on a glorious topic – the sig-

nificance of Christ for the Reformation. This broad 
topic concerns the very heart of our faith – the person 
of Jesus Christ. My main text is taken from Paul who 
says, “For I determined not to know anything among you 
except Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (1 Corinthians 
2:2, NKJV).

Meaning of the Phrase
What is the meaning of Solus Christus or “Christ 

alone”? Sometimes it appears as Solo Christo which 
means by Christ alone. We will use the form Solus 
Christus which simply means “Christ Alone.” There are 
various definitions of this Reformation motto. Here is 
one: “Our salvation is accomplished by the mediatorial 
work of the historical Christ alone. His sinless life and 
substitutionary atonement alone are sufficient for our 
justification and reconciliation to the Father.” (Theope-
dia, at www.theopedia.com) Perhaps Question 30 of 
our Heidelberg Catechism says it best:

Q30. Do those also believe in the only Savior Jesus, 
who seek their salvation and welfare from “saints,” 
themselves, or anywhere else? No; although they 
make their boast of Him, yet in their deeds they 
deny the only Savior Jesus; for either Jesus is not a 
complete Savior, or they who by true faith receive 
this Savior, must have in Him all that is necessary 
to their salvation.

But there are other voices which claim “Christ Alone.” 
One voice seeks to find Christ in every passage of 
the Bible and reduce theology to Christ only. This 
Christo-monism has many followers today. In contrast, 
we propose that “Christ Alone” is best understood by 
the Reformed Reformation, and that its deeper insight 
into Trinitarian Christology is necessary to maintain 
this principle today. [Editor -“Christology” is the study 
of the Bible’s teaching on Christ]

The Reformers and “Christ Alone”

As Reformed believers, we honor Luther and give 
him credit for what God did through him. Yet at 
the same time we realize that the Reformation was 

more than the work of one man. We also honor other 
Reformers such as Ulrich Zwingli, Martin Bucer, 
Heinrich Bullinger, Johannes Oecolampadius, John 
Calvin, John Knox, Guido de Brès, Zacharias Ursinus, 
and Casper Olevianus. Above all, we honor the Lord 
Jesus Christ, the great Reformer.

After Christianity became the main religion of the 
Roman Empire in the 4th Century, it expanded into 
Europe and beyond. In the late Middle Ages, how-
ever, the church began to lose sight of the fundamental 
teachings of Scripture and to replace them with the 
opinions of men. As Roman religion and Greek phi-
losophy began to undermine the word of God, the 
church became deformed. In the place of Scripture 
came human tradition. In the place of grace came 
works. In the place of the gospel came moralism and 
asceticism. And in the place of Christ came Mary and 
the saints. The Pope usurped the Headship of Christ, 
and, most tragically, the Roman priesthood replaced 
the work of Christ with its sacrifice of the Mass. Yet, 
the Roman church had not lost Christ completely, but 
He was buried under a load of tradition and ceremony.

For the Christian who has a heart for the word of God 
such a situation is intolerable. Against this he must pro-
test by the Spirit of Jesus Christ because he is captive to 
the Word of God.  Such was Martin Luther, who fear-
lessly proclaimed the word of God against overwhelm-
ing odds. Luther restored Christ to His proper position 
in the Church. He saw that Christ must be heard in the 
Scriptures and that Christ’s righteousness alone is the 
basis upon which we are justified.

Differences at Marburg

However, Luther was limited in his perspective. 
Fellow Reformers like Zwingli and Bucer agreed with 
him in many matters, but when Luther and Zwingli 
met at Marburg in 1529, however, their differences 
concerning Christ in the Lord’s Supper led to a part-
ing of the ways. The Marburg Colloquy showed that 
“Christ Alone” meant one thing for Zwingli and 
another for Luther.

Therefore, when Lutheranism speaks about “Christ 
Alone” its perspective is significantly different than the 
Reformed. Luther’s Christology viewed the physical 
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body of Jesus Christ as omnipresent. This teaching on 
“ubiquity” was a matter of deep religious faith. Like 
monophysitism in the Greek church, the ubiquitarians 
taught that the two natures of Jesus blended together. 
Sadly, Johann Brenz at the University of Tübingen 
in southern Germany further developed this form 
of Lutheranism.  This Lutheranism became strongly 
antagonistic to the Reformed theology of Zürich, 
Geneva, and Heidelberg. The Lutheran confusion of 
the divine and human natures of Christ led eventually 
to the mediating theology of the 
nineteenth century and its Ameri-
can cousin, Mercersburg Theol-
ogy. Karl Barth became the chief 
architect of Christo-monism in the 
twentieth century. For him, Christ 
was the humanization of God. The 
distinction between God and man 
was blurred, and another “Christ” 
was formulated as both elect and 
reprobate man. The result? A new 
universalism, or as Cornelius Van 
Til calls it, “the higher humanism.”1

We would be remiss to lay the 
blame for all this upon Martin 
Luther. If he were alive today he 
would renounce these long-term 
results. But as we reflect upon 
“Christ Alone,” we can learn from 
history that we must begin well. 
This is exactly what the Reformed Reformers did. 
Under the leadership of Bullinger, Calvin, Ursinus, 
and others, a sound biblical Christology was estab-
lished in the Reformed churches. And this is reflected 
in the Heidelberg Catechism and other Reformed con-
fessional documents.

Trinitarian Christology
Both William Childs Robinson and Lorraine 

Boettner are agreed that Reformed theology is not 
Christocentric ultimately, but theocentric, and if theo-
centric then Trinitarian.2  Boettner wrote,

The doctrine of the Trinity gives us a theocentric 
system of theology, and thus places in true propor-
tion the work of God the Father, God the Son, and 
God the Holy Spirit. This system alone gives us the 
proper approach to the study of theology, showing 
that it must be from the standpoint of the triune 
God rather than from that of the second or third 
Person of the Trinity, or from man, that is, theo-
centric rather than Christocentric or anthropocen-
tric. It should be unnecessary for us to have to say 
that theocentric theology (by which we mean that 

which is generally known as the Reformed or Cal-
vinistic faith) gives Christ a very high place in the 
system. He is the God-man, the center and course 
of salvation; but while soteriology has a prominent 
place, it is not made the organizing principle, but 
rather one of the subdivisions in the theological 
system. The history of doctrine shows quite clearly 
that those who have attempted to organize the 
system of theology around the person of Christ, 
regardless of their good intentions, have tended to 

slight other vital truths and to drift into a super-
ficial system. Their system is unstable and tends 
to gravitate downward, relinquishing one doctrine 
after another until it becomes anthropocentric.3

The Christian view of God is Trinitarian. When that 
great teacher of the Reformed church, John Calvin, 
wrote his famous Institutes, he organized it around the 
Trinity.4 His Christology was formulated in relation 
to the Trinity.

Lutheran detractors thought that the Reformed 
had drifted into Nestorianism and separated the two 
natures of Christ. But the Reformed fully embraced 
the Nicaean and Chalcedonian Christology. In fact, 
the Reformed demonstrated greater continuity with 
the Early Church’s theology. They embraced especially 
the teaching of Augustine on the Trinity, which is 
embodied in the Athanasian Creed.

For this reason, the Reformed developed a more 
consistently biblical Trinitarian Christology. B.B. 
Warfield has pointed out that Calvin rejected all sub-
ordination of essence of the Son of God in relation 
to the Father and declared him to possess aseity, or 
self-existence (autotheos).5 Though repugnant to the 

“The church became deformed.  
In the place of Scripture came human 

tradition. In the place of grace came 
works. . . . For the Christian who has 

a heart for the word of God such a 
situation is intolerable. Against this  

he must protest by the Spirit of  
Jesus Christ because he is captive 

 to the Word of God.”
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Arminians and others, this high Christology made 
Calvinism theocentric and Trinitarian to the core. 
Therefore, we judge Christo-monism to be contrary to 
the Reformed faith and a distortion of “Christ Alone.”

Christ and Creation
Calvin also laid an additional basis for the Reformed 

view of “Solus Christus.” When he affirmed the unity 
of the person of Christ without blending the two 
natures, he exalted the glory of God by eliminating 
any confusion between God and creation. Herman 
Bavinck has pointed out that Reformed Christology 
is rooted in a proper view of creation.6 Luther had a 
high view of creation, but it did not properly inform 
his view of Christ. Reformed believers have expressed 

their belief in creation through the Latin phrase, Fini-
tum non capax  infiniti. This means that the finite can 
never contain the infinite. Dr. Cornelius Van Til has 
called this “the Creator/creature distinction.”

Having formulated a sound view of the Person of 
Christ, Calvin was in a good position to formulate a 
sound view of the work of Christ. He affirmed one 
mediatorship comprehended in three offices. His 
teaching is reflected in our Catechism:

Q31. Why is He called “Christ,” that is, Anointed? 
Because He is ordained of God the Father and 
anointed with the Holy Spirit to be our chief 
Prophet and Teacher, who has fully revealed to us 
the secret counsel and will of God concerning our 
redemption; and our only High Priest, who by the 
one sacrifice of His body, has redeemed us and ever 
lives to make intercession for us with the Father; 
and our eternal King, who governs us by His Word 
and Spirit, and defends and preserves us in the 
redemption obtained for us.

Permit me to follow the lead of William Childs Rob-
inson who describes “Christ Alone” by considering His 
three offices: (1) Christ the All-Sufficient Prophet, (2) 
Christ the All-Sufficient Priest, and (3) Christ the 
All-Sufficient King.7 This will provide us with a more 
complete understanding of what we, as Reformed 
believers, mean by “Christ Alone.”

First, Solus Christus means that 
Christ Alone is the Final and  
All-Sufficient Prophet

Christ is the final prophet because He is both the final 
revelation of God and the ultimate interpreter of Scrip-
ture. The book of Hebrews begins with these words:

“God, who at various times and in 
various ways spoke in time past to the 
fathers by the prophets, has in these 
last days spoken to us by His Son, 
whom He has appointed heir of all 
things, through whom also He made 
the worlds; who being the brightness 
of His glory and the express image of 
His person…” (Hebrews 1:1–3).
Roman Catholicism believes that 
the Bible needs to be supplemented 
by a living human tradition. Luther-
anism separates Christ as the Word 
from the Scriptures and thus lim-
its the Bible. But the Reformed 
emphasize that the whole Scripture 
reveals Christ to us.

But how is Christ as the Word of God the focus of 
Scripture? Zwingli and Bullinger laid the groundwork 
for covenant theology by showing Christ’s relation to 
the Old Testament. All Scripture comes together in 
Him because He is the fulfillment of all God’s cove-
nants promises concerning the Messiah. They did not 
try to see Christ in every passage or in every histori-
cal event, but taught that He is progressively revealed 
throughout the Old Testament by way of Covenant. 
Christ is the one who unifies the Old and the New 
Testament because in Him Scripture is fulfilled and 
completed.

By contrast, Lutheranism and its stepchild, Dis-
pensationalism, taught a sharp distinction between 
the Old and New Testaments so that the New is more 
important. The Reformed never saw it that way. Their 
deep interest in the Covenant promise and Messianic 
prophecy of the Old Testament was guided by the 
New Testament fulfillment in Christ.8

“No church, no pope, no theologian 
has the right to decide the meaning 
of the Bible. It is not the individual 
Christian conscience. . . but it is the 
Lord Jesus Christ who retains the right 
of interpreting His own word.”
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Luther labored to restore a proper interpretation of 
the Bible by orienting it to Christ. But the way he fol-
lowed his principle of “what urges Christ” (was Chris-
tum treibet) meant that certain books of the Bible were 
given lesser status (consider his negative view of the 
book of James).  Thus, Luther left the door ajar for 
a critical view of Scripture. German Higher Criticism 
would later critique the Bible through its false ‘idea’ 
of Christ and by its pursuit of  ‘the historical Jesus.’ 
Thus, the Reformation principle of  “Christ Alone” was 
undermined.9

The Reformed saw from the Bible that Christ is the 
final interpreter of the word of God. But they did not 
do this from a mystical idea of Christ; rather, they 
reasoned from the Christ who reveals Himself in and 
through Scripture. Thereby the Reformed church took 
a stronger stand against the intrusion of false views 
of authority. No church, no pope, no theologian has 
the right to decide the meaning of the Bible. It is not 
the individual Christian conscience, nor the magiste-
rium of the church, but it is the Lord Jesus Christ who 
retains the right of interpreting His own word.

After His resurrection, Jesus met with the apostles 
in the upper room. We read in Luke:

“Then He said to them, “These are the words which I 
spoke to you while I was still with you, that all things 
must be fulfilled which were written in the Law of 
Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms concerning 
Me.” And He opened their understanding, that they 
might comprehend the Scriptures” (Lk. 24:44–45).

It is from Christ that the apostles came to understand 
the full meaning of the Old Testament. The Reformed 
followed this insight when they studied the apostolic 
writings with faith, care, and accuracy. They did not 
seek to interpret the Bible through an abstract Chris-
tological principal or idea, but rather they read the 
whole of Scripture as the word of Jesus Christ.

How is Christ the final interpreter of the word of 
God? Not only does Christ use Scripture to interpret 
Scripture, but He imparts His Holy Spirit to guide 
the Church into all the truth. For the Holy Spirit is 
both the Spirit of the Father and the Spirit of Jesus 
Christ because the Spirit proceeds from the Father 
and the Son. In contrast to Eastern Christology, West-
ern Christianity affirmed this filioque clause. Reformed 
theology has deeply grasped this fact and emphasizes 
that both the Word and Spirit are essential parts of 
Christ’s present teaching ministry.

Christ remains today the ultimate teacher of Scrip-
ture as He works through the Holy Spirit and His 
gifts.10 He enables men to understand the word of 
God and to compare Scripture with Scripture (1 Cor. 
2:13). As teachers and preachers faithfully build upon 

the labors of other faithful men, it is Christ who guides 
the church into all the truth.

Secondly, Solus Christus means  
that Christ Alone is the Final and  
All-Sufficient High Priest

Because Christ is the final priest, the priesthood 
is abrogated at the coming of Jesus Christ. Christ is 
the end of the priestly system because He made the 
final sacrifice. Over against the church of Rome with 
its humanistic and sacerdotal view of the priesthood, 
the Reformers believed in the finality and sufficiency 
of Christ’s priesthood because He alone has met the 
demands of God’s law.

Why is this crucial? Christ’s priestly work is basic 
to the gospel. His work of redemption can be rightly 
understood only in relation to the Trinity. Lutheran-
ism emphasized Christ and His accomplishments 
on the cross without clearly connecting them to the 
Father’s predestination and the Holy Spirit’s regener-
ating and sanctifying work. But Reformed theologians 
such as Olevianus saw Christ’s priestly work in relation 
to the eternal inter-Trinitarian covenant of salvation.11 
His role in writing the Heidelberg Catechism reflected 
Calvin’s Trinitarian view of salvation in Question 24 as 
it speaks about the threefold division of the Apostles’ 
Creed. This note is heard also in the first question. Lis-
ten again to the place of Christ and His relationship to 
the Father and the Spirit:

“That I, with body and soul, both in life and in 
death, am not my own, but belong to my faithful 
Savior Jesus Christ, who with His precious blood 
has fully satisfied for all my sins, and redeemed me 
from all the power of the devil; and so preserves me 
that without the will of my Father in heaven not a 
hair can fall from my head; indeed, that all things 
must work together for my salvation. Wherefore, by 
His Holy Spirit, He also assures me of eternal life, 
and makes me heartily willing and ready from now 
on to live unto Him.” (HC #1)

Seeing salvation in relation to Trinitarian Christology 
provided the Reformed with a more profound view of 
the gospel of grace than either the Lutherans or the 
Arminians. The Arminians failed to have a proper view 
of “Christ Alone” when they disconnected the redemp-
tion of the Son from the electing love of the Father 
and the irresistible power of the Holy Spirit. As a sum-
mary of the gospel of the Reformation, the Canons of 
Dort are thoroughly Trinitarian. The Father’s uncon-
ditional predestination limits Christ’s redeeming work 
to the elect who alone are regenerated, sanctified, and 
preserved by the work of the Holy Spirit. This is the 



20  | Reformed Herald  73 / 5

heart of the Reformed understanding of the gospel.  
Likewise, over 50 years after the Synod of Dort, the 
Reformed churches stated in the Formula Consensus 
Helvetica of 1675, 

“…with the counsel of the Father who gave to Christ 
none but the elect to be redeemed, and also with the 
working of the Holy Spirit, who sanctifies and seals 
unto a living hope of eternal life none but the elect, 
the will of Christ who died so agrees and amicably 
conspires in perfect harmony, that the sphere of the 
Father’s election, the Son’s redemption, and the Spir-
it’s sanctification is one and the same.” (Article 13)

This Reformed view of Christ also answers one of 
the ongoing questions about the relationship between 
being justified by faith and living the Christian life. A 
proper understanding of the relationship of Christ to 
the Holy Spirit links justification and sanctification. 
Here again, “Christ Alone” does not mean ignoring 
the Holy Spirit and focusing only on Christ’s objec-
tive work, as is characteristic of Lutheran theology 
and Christo-monism. Rather, it means grasping the 
fact that Christ alone purchased our right to the Holy 
Spirit, so that the Spirit has the power to impart Christ 
to those for whom He died. This gave Reformed theol-
ogy a balanced Trinitarian view of grace. It also gave it 
an ethical dynamic and cultural power.

Thirdly, Solus Christus means 
that Christ Alone is the Final and 
Absolute King of kings

Christ’s absolute kingship was understood more 
deeply by the Reformed than those in the Lutheran 
Reformation. Martin Bucer especially elaborated this 
theme in the culminating work of his life, On the Reign 
of Christ (De Regno Christi). In this important work 
he speaks of the comprehensive significance of Christ’s 
kingship over all things.12

Ecclesiastically, “Christ Alone” meant that Christ 
is the only Head of the church. No pope, no pas-
tor, no family, no man, can be in the place of Jesus 
Christ. Because He is not only true God but also true 
man, Christ alone is the Head of the new redeemed 
humanity. Christ rules as one Mediator and King 
over all things for the sake of His kingdom which is 
the Church. Listen to the first chapter of the OPC’s 
Book of Church Order on “Christ, the King and Head 
of the Church,” which gives us a beautiful statement of 
Christ’s kingship and summarizes the main points of 
“Christ Alone.” It reads:

“1. Jesus Christ, upon whose shoulders the govern-
ment is, whose name is called Wonderful Coun-
selor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father, the 

Prince of Peace, of the increase of whose govern-
ment and peace there shall be no end, upon the 
throne of David, and upon his kingdom, to order it, 
and to establish it with judgment and justice, from 
henceforth even forever, having all power given 
unto him in heaven and in earth by the Father, who 
raised him from the dead, and set him at his own 
right hand, far above all principality and power, and 
might and dominion, and every name that is named, 
not only in this world but also in that which is to 
come, and put all things under his feet, and gave 
him to be the head over all things to the church, 
which is his body, the fullness of him that fills all in 
all; he being ascended up far above all heavens, that 
he might fill all things, received gifts for his church 
and gave offices necessary for the building of his 
church, for making disciples of all nations and per-
fecting his saints.

2. There is therefore but one King and Head of 
the church, the only Mediator between God and 
man, Jesus Christ, who rules in his church by his 
Word and Spirit. His mediatorial office includes all 
the offices in his church. It belongs to his majesty 
from his throne of glory not only to rule his church 
directly but also to use the ministry of men in rul-
ing and teaching his church through his Word and 
Spirit, thus exercising through men his own author-
ity and enforcing his own laws. The authority of 
all such ministerial office rests upon his appoint-
ment, who has ordained government in his church, 
revealed its nature to us in his Word, and promised 
his presence in the midst of his church as this gov-
ernment is exercised in his name.

3. Christ orders his church by the rule of his 
Word; the pattern of officers, ordinances, govern-
ment, and discipline set forth in Scripture is there-
fore to be observed as the instruction of the Lord.

4. Jesus Christ, having ascended into heaven, 
abides in his church by the Holy Spirit whom he 
has sent. Through his Spirit he has given his Word 
revealing his ordinances; through the Spirit also he 
exerts his saving and governing power in the teach-
ing of his Word and the administration of his ordi-
nances.”

In contrast to Roman Catholicism, the Reformers real-
ized the meaning of Jesus’ words, “And Jesus came and 
spoke to them, saying, ‘All authority has been given to Me 
in heaven and on earth’” (Matt. 28:18). This includes 
civil and political authority. That is why Guido de Brès 
included a chapter on the Civil Magistrate in the Belgic 
Confession (Article 36).



Sep-Oct 2017 | 21

Reformation Today Regarding  
Solus Christus

What is the ongoing significance of the Reforma-
tion and its motto of Solus Christus? Are we carrying 
on its spirit today? As heirs of the Reformation, we 
are called to affirm and live “Christ Alone.” This means 
that we do not limit Christ to a narrow slice of life or 
Christianity to a few hours a week. Rather, we affirm 
that Christ transforms every area of life, thought, and 
behavior as well as every sphere of society and culture 
by His gospel. In 1880, Abraham Kuyper in his inau-
gural address at the dedication of the Free University 
in the Netherlands spoke about the exalted glory of 
Christ when he exclaimed, “There is not a square inch 
in the whole domain of our human existence over 
which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: 
‘Mine!’ ”13 Let us confess the Lordship of Christ and 
imitate Paul who said, “For me to live is Christ, and to 
die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). In closing, listen to our Cat-
echism’s solid affirmation of this truth:

“Christ, having redeemed us by His blood, also 
renews us by His Holy Spirit after His own image, 
that with our whole life we show ourselves thank-
ful to God for His blessing, and that He be glori-
fied through us; then also, that we ourselves may be 
assured of our faith by the fruits thereof; and by our 
godly walk win also others to Christ.” (#86)

(Endnotes)
1 Cornelius Van Til, Christianity and Barthianism (Philadel-
phia: Presbyterian and Reformed,1962), chap. 16; cf. Louis 
Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerd-
mans, 1941), 325ff.
2 William Childs Robinson, “The Theocentric Theology 
Implicit in the Name of the Trinity,”  The Evangelical Quar-
terly  6.3 ( July 1934): 225–54; cf. Pleading for a Reformation 

Vision: The Life and Selected Writings of William Childs Robin-
son, ed. David B. Calhoun (Banner of Truth, 2013).
3 Loraine Boettner, Studies in Theology (Philadelphia: Presby-
terian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1947), chap. 3, The 
Trinity; originally appeared in Evangelical Quarterly (1938–
39).
4 Book 1: The Knowledge of God the Creator; Book 2: The 
Knowledge of God the Redeemer in Christ; Book 3: The Way in 
Which We Receive the Grace of Christ [the Holy Spirit]; Book 4 
discusses the Church as that which God produces.
5 Benjamin B. Warfield, “Calvin’s Doctrine of the Trinity,” 
In Calvin and Augustine (Philadelphia: Presbyterian and 
Reformed, 1956), 233ff; cf. Richard A. Muller, The Triunity of 
God, vol. 4 Post-Reformation Reformed Dogmatics (Grand Rap-
ids: Baker Academic, 2003), 324ff.
6 Herman Bavinck, Sin and Salvation in Christ, vol. 3 Reformed 
Dogmatics (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 277ff.
7 William Childs Robinson, The Reformation: A Rediscovery of 
Grace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962).
8 Calvin discusses this in detail in his Institutes. “The law given, 
not to retain a people for itself, but to keep alive the hope of 
salvation in Christ until His advent.” (Book 2.7)
9 Fred H. Klooster, Quests for the Historical Jesus (Grand Rap-
ids: Baker, 1977).
10 “The supreme judge by which all controversies of religion 
are to be determined, and all decrees of councils, opinions of 
ancient writers, doctrines of men, and private spirits, are to be 
examined, and in whose sentence we are to rest, can be no other 
but the Holy Spirit speaking in the Scripture.” The Westmin-
ster Confession of Faith, 1.10.
11 Lyle D. Bierma, The Covenant Theology of Caspar Olevianus 
(Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2005).
12 An English translation appears in Melanchthon and Bucer, ed. 
Wilhelm Pauck in Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1969).
13 Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial Reader, ed. James D. Bratt 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 488.

Rev.  Eric D. Bristley

Willows, CA
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Brothers and sisters, we should note that all the 
5 Solas could really be summarized as driving 

toward this final, overarching purpose: Soli Deo Glo-
ria.  Why is Scripture alone our standard?  Because 
what God says matters and so we want to listen to 
Him BEFORE anybody else.  Whenever we hear what 
anyone else says, whether it is a religion, a denomina-
tional statement or catechism, or a slogan of our cul-
ture or a meme on our newsfeed, we go back and verify 
those ideas with God’s Word again – so that He gets 
the glory.  We believe that salvation is by grace alone 
through faith alone in Christ alone also for this rea-
son: because we don’t deserve any credit for our works, 
or our act of believing, or any kind of cooperation.  
It is God and God alone who can save us, and Who 
does actually save us.  So, He deserves the glory. (see 
Romans 3:26-28)

So when we come to this 5th Reformation Pillar – 
Soli Deo Gloria – we could say we have already been 
talking about it all along.  But now we are going to zero 
in on it.  Except that zeroing in on something that is so 
basic actually causes us to step back – for how could 
we zero in on God’s glory and say we have a handle on 
it?  Can we truly say, “Here it is, inside this little box of 
ideas and behaviors”?  The Glory of God is as large as 
the Being of God – He is Himself Majestic and Glori-
ous.  We read in the most familiar Bible proof for Soli 
Deo Gloria, Romans 11:33–36, “33 Oh, the depth of the 
riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are His judgments and His ways past find-
ing out! 34 “For who has known the mind of the Lord? Or 
who has become His counselor?” 35 “Or who has first given 
to Him And it shall be repaid to him?” 36 For of Him and 
through Him and to Him are all things, to whom be glory 
forever. Amen. (NKJV)

The five solas are really five central doctrines, that 
answer five ultimate questions of all humans.  Today 
we look at the ultimate of ultimate questions.

WHY do we exist?  Why are you here?  Why am 
I here?  Our Reformed friends in the Presbyterian 
churches have a helpful answer in the 1st question of 
their Westminster Shorter Catechism.  “What is the 
chief end of man?  To glorify God and enjoy Him for-
ever.”  That is Why we exist.  For the Glory of God 

Alone.  Soli Deo Gloria.  There are SO MANY Scrip-
tures that speak of God’s praise and Glory.  Today, we 
will focus on our text from Ephesians 3:21, we see that 
Soli Deo Gloria focuses on, first the Person, and sec-
ond, the place and, third, the prospects.

“20 Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abun-
dantly above all that we ask or think, according to the 
power that works in us, 21 to Him be glory in the church by 
Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen.” 
(Ephesians 3:20–21)

According to verse 21, Soli Deo Gloria focuses on, 
first, the Person.  “to Him be glory. . . by Christ Jesus.”  
We are here to glorify God.  This is an ancient calling 
of humanity.  In fact, the very creation itself is God-
centered.  “God has created the whole world in order 
that it may become the theatre of his glory.”1  Soli Deo 
Gloria!  John Calvin used that phrase 7 times in his 
Institutes, and 3 different places in his commentaries.  
Christian pastors and theologians have picked up on 
it from John Owen to John Witherspoon to several of 
the first and second generation American preachers in 
the Colonial period.

We remember that when Jesus arrived, the message 
of Soli Deo Gloria also came.  In 

Luke 2:12–14 we read, “12 And this will be the sign to 
you: You will find a Babe wrapped in swaddling cloths, 
lying in a manger.” 13 And suddenly there was with the angel 
a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying: 14 

“Glory to God in the highest, And on earth peace, goodwill 
toward men!”” Throughout Jesus’ life and ministry, the 
glory of God was always in the background.

Of course, the reason Jesus came onto the scene 
of world history is to fulfill the plan of redemption.  
The goal of our election is to glorify the Triune God.  
Ephesians 1 teaches clearly that God the Father chose 
us in Christ before the foundation of the world, having 
predestined us.  We read the purpose or goal is “to the 
praise of the glory of His grace” (verse 6).  The passage 
goes on to say that the eternal election of God brings 
to pass a reality in history called the Christian who 
has faith, but even that trust in Christ is for the goal 
of “the praise of His glory” (verse 12).  Then we read 
that God the Holy Spirit seals our faith and guaran-
tees our inheritance “to the praise of His glory” (verse 

Soli Deo Gloria – Why We Exist
Delivered to the Synod of RCUS in May 2017
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14).  Our Reformed forefathers highlighted this truth, 
and John Calvin especially did.  Today, people think 
that Calvin’s main contribution to Christian thought 
was the doctrine of predestination and election.  They 
think that is what makes you and me peculiar as well, 
since we are “Reformed.”  But the facts are different.  
Following the Scripture, Calvin based his view of elec-
tion in a prior doctrine, a higher 
doctrine, the doctrine of the glory 
of God that is fulfilled through the 
election of His people to salvation 
in Christ alone.  This is plain from 
his comments on Ephesians 1 and 
his discussion of election in the 
Institutes.2

For many in this world, the doc-
trine of Soli Deo Gloria is just fur-
ther proof that Christians live in a 
fairy-tale world.  How can a world 
like ours with such evil actually be 
bringing God glory?  But Belief in 
the Glory of God does not ignore 
the reality of suffering and pain and evil.  We dare not 
join the chorus of atheists and other unbelievers who 
say that because there is evil in the world clearly the 
God of the Christian is not very glorious or wonder-
ful.  Or, they say, if God is all-powerful, then He is a 
mean and cruel tyrant since He brings all this evil.

Remember how God brings glory – by answer-
ing pain and evil through the cross.  Martin Luther 
remarked: “It is not sufficient for anyone, and it does 
him no good to recognize God in His glory and maj-
esty, unless he recognizes Him in the humility and 
shame of the cross.”3  Martin Luther certainly taught 
and believed that God alone should get the glory from 
how we get saved, and how we live our life.  But he 
was concerned that we would focus so much upon 
our speculations, human reasoning, and good works 
to think about God that somehow we would get too 
big for our britches and think too highly of ourselves.  
We need to see that the way we give glory to God is 
the way God demonstrates His glory in Christ.  The 
Son of God voluntarily laid aside His glory by com-
ing to earth, living among us sinners, being betrayed 
and beaten and mocked, crucified and buried – all for 
us.  Then, He rose from the dead. At that point, after 
and through suffering, then comes the glory for Christ 
(see Philippians 2:5-11).  So too, we give glory to God 
through the sufferings of this life.  This was a theme 
especially developed by John Calvin and the Reformed 
with their strong doctrine of Providence and God’s 
Sovereign Rule in the experiences of women and men.  
Consider Scriptures such as Galatians 6:14, “But God 

forbid that I should boast except in the cross of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, by whom the world has been crucified to me, 
and I to the world.”

SECOND, Soli Deo Gloria directs us to the place.  
Our text in Ephesians 3:21 reads, “to Him be glory IN 
THE CHURCH.”  Does that surprise you?  Probably 
not.  But if you study out the way God’s glory is used 

in Scripture, you might be a little surprised.  It is used 
especially to speak of God’s glory in the universe, in 
His creation, or in bringing lost souls to salvation.  The 
Glory of God is used to describe that everything that 
comes to pass will be worked together for the glory of 
God and the praise of His name.  So when the Apostle 
Paul’s benediction in verse 21 LOCATES the place of 
God’s glory in the Church, our ears should perk up.  
Hmm?  What’s that Paul?  Doesn’t God get glory from 
the universe?  Psalm 19 says the heavens declare the 
glory of God.  Yes, it does, and Paul is not contradict-
ing that.  But Paul is especially focusing on the fact that 
God’s glory is present and thriving in the church.

But that seems like such a small place.  Where can 
you find the true Church on earth where God is glo-
rified today?  It can be found across the world.  But 
it is small, compared to the billions of people who 
live on the planet that do not love Christ and glorify 
Him.  And we live in a world, even a religious world, 
that teaches us that the church is not so important, 
what matters is our individual spiritual experiences of 
our faith, and how we use that to spread the ‘common 
good’ to help those in the world around us.  Yet we 
find Ephesians 3:21 still says what it says, by Inspira-
tion and by Authority of God, so that we can glorify 
that same God.

We do not Read “to the CHURCH be glory in 
Christ.”  That is certainly the focus of some religious 
institutions.  And it can be the focus of anyone of us.  
When we are more concerned about our own congre-
gation or denomination or the name and reputation 

“When the Apostle Paul LOCATES  
the place of God’s glory in the Church, 

our ears should perk up.   
Hmm?   

What’s that Paul?”
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of ourselves, we have stopped being a Soli Deo Gloria 
church.

What I find interesting is that John Calvin, whom 
everyone quotes because he spoke regularly of the 
universe being a theater of God’s glory, he said that 
the Church is the “principal theatre of His glory.”  He 
wasn’t commenting on Ephesians 3:21, though he 
could have been.  He was actually commenting on Isa-
iah 66:9, where God promised centuries in advance 
that He would use His almighty power to enlarge and 
multiply the Church.4

So, how does God get 
glory IN THE CHURCH?  

I ask you, fellow pas-
tors, who is our audience 
when we preach?  Is it not 
the God Who gave us the 
Word we have studied and 
are preaching?  2 Timothy 
4:1-2 says “I charge you 
therefore, before God and 
the Lord Jesus Christ, who 
will judge the living and the 
dead at His appearing and 
His kingdom: Preach the 
Word!” This is the God 
Who is watching closely to 
see how we shepherd HIS 
flock, which He purchased 
with His own blood.  Then 
what does it matter, ulti-
mately, the opinion of the 
pewsitter, when our goal is 
the opinion and pleasure 
of the Savior?  If we preach 
Soli Deo Gloria to those in 
the pew, let’s believe it first 
ourselves from the pulpit!

Another primary way 
God gets glory in the 
Church is in our Wor-
ship.  Our worship mat-
ters:  How we worship, the 
fact that we worship, and 
the reasons why we wor-
ship.  Is worship about los-
ing ourselves and having a 
sense of abandon?  I heard 
that view recently from a 
college student in charge of 
leading ‘worship music’ at a 
Christian college gathering.  
Worship is not chanting 

phrases, losing our identity or humanity in the divine 
– that viewpoint is from the philosophy of Eastern 
Religions like Buddhism.  It has infiltrated Christian 
pop music culture on the radio, and in much of the 
Praise and Worship focus of many evangelical and 
non-denominational churches.

Worship is not about denying my existence, but 
denying myself and my glory and my pursuit to per-
sonal value and honor.  In Matthew 16:24 we read, 
“Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone desires to 
come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his 

Original wood carving by Keith Sorensen
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cross, and follow Me.”  Psalm 29:2 tells the Christian 
worshipper to “give unto the Lord the glory due to His 
name; Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness.”  That 
means we have to blend our emotions with a mind that 
considers what is due to God’s name.  What does He 
deserve?  What Has He earned from us?  And what 
is the holiness that He has that is beautiful?  Chris-
tian worship is not reckless abandon.  Christian wor-
ship is self-denial of my quest to empty my head and 
“chill out.”  That might even mean that sometimes I 
do things in worship which might feel boring or seem 
unattractive compared to attending a movie or concert 
or Disney World.  But what I am actually doing in 
worship is truly awe-inspiring and of eternal weight 
and glory.  I am beholding the God of the universe 
Who has made art, movie, culture, and the ability to 
make roller coasters and enjoy laughing at little mice 
with big ears.  Being in His presence is the truest thrill 
of my life.  And I get to that glorious presence along 
with other believers, IN THE CHURCH.

Third, Soli Deo Gloria directs us to the prospects.  
Our text concludes that God’s glory will endure “to all 
generations, forever and ever.”  As we celebrate with 
Christians around the world on this 500th Anniversary 
of the Great Reformation of God’s Church, we can 
see how the glory of God, IN THE CHURCH, has 
actually been taking place these past five centuries.  Of 
course, Ephesians was written a little closer to 2,000 
years ago, so God has been keeping His promises more 
than just the past 500 years.  God’s promises often hit 
us as unbelievable, as too big.  “Can God really deliver, 
that He will be glorified in every generation, when the 
church and its influence seems to be shrinking? At 
least in our country?”

Well, we are here today, 271 years since the founding 
of the RCUS.  Even then, in the early 1700’s, the Lord 
had been with His Church, glorifying Himself in each 
generation, for over 200 years since the days of Mar-
tin Luther and John Calvin.  God was not only getting 
glory from the RCUS, for His true Church includes 
the RCUS, but is much larger than one denomina-
tion in one country.  We read an interesting fact from 
a Christian who visited Europe back around the year 
1800.  This American wrote of his visit to Bremen, 
Germany.  “Calvinism is the prevailing religion here, 
and there are five churches for citizens of that persua-
sion. The inhabitants amount to thirty thousand; and, 
were we to judge from the frequent appearance of Soli 
Deo Gloria, painted in large characters over their doors 
and windows, both within and without, we should 
conclude that they were pious indeed.”5  So, our exis-
tence today as a Christian Church teaching the pure 
Reformed doctrines which give glory to God: this exis-

tence is proof that God’s glory spreads from one gen-
eration to the next.

The prospects of continued glory to God alone are 
also seen by the way the Church spreads that glory.  
We spread the glory of God through our entire life-
experience.  The glory keeps on spreading to the Lord 
because it includes more than Sunday worship.  It 
is not just in the CHURCH BUILDING that the 
church gives glory.  That would be a misreading of our 
Bible text.

There is a danger that if we could too narrowly 
define Soli Deo Gloria as only including giving God 
glory in the doctrine of salvation.  If one does that, 
we have missed the Soli.  That can happen if you only 
talk about the other 4 Solas.  God’s glory is MORE 
than the glory of how He deserves the credit for saving 
rebellious sinners by the work of Christ alone.  One 
way this ‘stopping short at redemption’ looks is when 
people say things like, “The greatest thing about God 
is that HE thinks we are great.”  This is upside-down 
idolatry.  Of course it is wonderfully true that God 
loves us and redeems us.  But WHY?  Not because 
we are so worthy and valuable, but because He is so 
worthy and valuable.  We have been redeemed for His 
glory, to live in His eternal Kingdom, to worship Him.  
And this has happened not only for me, but for others 
also.  In the New Heavens and New Earth we will exist 
for this same reason we exist today, in 2017: to show 
forth the glory of God.  

Soli Deo Gloria, just like the rest of Biblical and 
Reformed Christianity, does not encourage us to 
sit back and watch God.  Soli Deo Gloria does not 
make Christianity a spectator sport.  Rather, it makes 
Christians very busy and active, knowing that our 
activity when done for the Lord’s glory is not activity 
done in vain.  We ‘ora et labora,’ pray and work, work 
and pray.  Remember as well, that every human activ-
ity the Christian does cannot even be defined as a 
good work until it is done from true faith, according 
to the law of God, UNTO HIS GLORY.  “Therefore, 
whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all 
to the glory of God.” (1 Corinthians 10:31)  As Jesus 
said, “Let your light so shine before men, that they may 
see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.” 
(Matthew 5:16)

Notice how our own Heidelberg Catechism strings 
together a number of the Solas and leads us to the last 
one, Soli Deo Gloria.  In #86, as we move into the third 
section of things we must know in order to live and die 
happily in the comfort of belonging to Jesus, we ask 
this: “Since, then, we are redeemed from our misery 
by grace through Christ, without any merit of ours, 
why must we do good works?  Because Christ redeems 
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us by His blood and renews us by His Holy Spirit so 
that with our whole life we show ourselves thankful to 
God for His blessing, and that He be glorified through 
us… and by our godly walk we might win also others 
to Christ.”  IF you exist Soli Deo Gloria, does Facebook 
know it?  Google?  Twitter?  Do your tweets praise 
God or point to yourself?  Who is at the center of your 
digital universe?

Think of the example of a Christian man who did 
his job every day with the same goal that God had for 
his life.  This man, after every project was finished, and 
some of them would take weeks to complete, he would 
dedicate that project to God’s glory.  In fact, he would 
even write on top of the project, S.D.G., for Soli Deo 
Gloria.  This man’s name was Johann Sebastian Bach.  
And most of the copies we have of the music which he 
composed were concluded with those markings.  

Why do you and I exist?  To bring Glory to God alone.  
Why does the stranger you meet in the store exist? Soli 
Deo Gloria.  We exist to lift high the honor and worth 
of the PERSON – Our Lord Jesus Christ, and that 
glory happens in the place of  THE CHURCH – the 
assembled people and the people once they scatter into 
their workplaces and families and communities, but 
still shine the light of God with them.  The prospects 
for the future are bright, for God promises to dwell 
with us and glorify Himself in us to all generations, 
forever and ever.  We have every confidence He can do 
this, because of the description in verse 20, “ . ”  This 

is our God.  This is the One we get to worship.  This 
is the One Who saved us.  This is the One We serve.  
May these words be written over your heart and life 
today and always: Soli Deo Gloria.  Amen!

----

(Endnotes)
1 John Calvin, Corpus Reformatorum, XXXVI, 294: Totum 
mondum hoc fine Deum condidisse, ut gloriae suae theatrum 
foret. [A translation of Calvin’s commentary on Hebrews 11:3. 
– Kyle A Sorensen]
2 Fred H. Klooster, Calvin’s Doctrine of Predestination (Belling-
ham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2009), 43.
3 David VanDrunen, God’s Glory Alone---The Majestic Heart 
of Christian Faith and Life: What the Reformers Taught... and 
Why It Still Matters (The Five Solas Series) (p. 73). Zonder-
van. Kindle Edition.
4 John Calvin and William Pringle, Commentary on the Book of 
the Prophet Isaiah, vol. 4 (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Soft-
ware, 2010), 424.
5 Jonas Hanway, Travels of Jonas Hanway, Esq. through Russia 
into Persia, and Afterwards through Russia, Germany, & Hol-
land, Early American Imprints, 1639-1800; No. 35585 (Phila-
delphia: Printed and sold by Joseph & James Crukshank, no. 
87, High-Street, 1797–1806), 101.

Rev.  Kyle A. Sorensen

Manitowoc, WI
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Church 
News

Milestones 
Zion Reformed Church, Menno, SD, held a 
reception in honor of the 80th birthday of Dr. Robert 
Grossmann, born August 7, 1937. 
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Reformed Church, Anderson, CA (1999-2002); 
Grace Reformed Church, Lancaster, CA (2002-
2007). He retired from the active ministry in 2007 
and moved to Sherman, TX, where from 2009-2014 
he served under the oversight of the South Central 
Classis in seeking to establish a mission congregation.  
In 2016 he and Mary Elizabeth moved back to 
California, taking up residence in Palmdale, and are 
members of the Grace Reformed Church, Lancaster. 
They have five children and thirteen grandchildren.

In conjunction with his celebration of 50 years in the 
ministry, he and Mary Elizabeth celebrated their 57th  
Wedding Anniversary. 

"Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly 
above all that we ask or think, according to the power 
that works in us, to Him be glory in the church by Christ 
Jesus to all generations, forever, and ever. Amen." – 
Ephesians 3:20   

Milestones
Rev. Neale Riffert celebrated his 50th Anniversary 
in the ministry with friends from the Grace 
Reformed Church, Lancaster, CA, and other RCUS 
congregations on August 6, 2017.  He was ordained 
in June of 1967 into the gospel ministry in the Bible 
Presbyerian Church, with his first pastorate at 
Lincoln, NE.  In June of 1970 he was dismissed to 
the Reformed Church of the United States, Eureka 
Classis, and placed of the roll of its ministers.

Since then, Rev. Riffert has served the congregations 
of Peace Reformed Church, and Kassel Reformed 
Church (dual charge, both in North Dakota, 1970-
1974); the dual charge of First Reformed Church, 
Aberdeen, SD, and Oranien Reformed Church, 
Leola, SD (1974-1982); First Reformed Church, 
Mobile, AL (1983-1986); Salem-Ebenezer Reformed 
Church, Manitowoc, WI (1986-1998); Faith 
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ChurchNews
New Members
Hope Reformed Church, Sutton, NE, received 8 new members during 
worship on July 23, 2017.  We praise the Lord that He continues to build 
HIS church by regenerating souls and creating faith in the heart, which is 
evidenced by people publicly confessing the Lord Jesus Christ.  May HIS 
name ever be praised!

Pictured from left to right: Hannah Syms, 
Ashton Griess, Armando Ochsner, Judy Stava, 
Alex Delarm, Bailey Ulmer, Caitlin Griess, and 

pictured separately, Malia Rogers


