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Though many Evangelical Protestants laud the Reformation and its accomplishments, 

many others—Catholics and Protestants alike—lament the division of the church and 

developments such as hyper-individualism and secularism that are said to have resulted from the 

Reformation (e.g., Boersma). The Reformers’ doctrine of Scripture, sola scriptura, is identified 

as particularly problematic: the loss of the Roman Church’s interpretive authority, it is claimed, 

led to interpretive anarchy among individuals and the resulting denominations. Even 

Evangelicals who maintain the importance of sola scriptura, such as Kevin J. Vanhoozer, are 

willing to concede the difficulties abounding in any attempt to apply the Reformer’s insights here 

to the contemporary church (Vanhoozer, 109). In the midst of this controversy, the Reformers’ 

own views are at times obscured as each side seeks to interpret and appreciate or condemn their 

works. Before we can retrieve or abandon sola scriptura, we need to first understand what it 

meant and, from the Protestant perspective, see if it is valid on the Reformer’ own criteria, does 

Scripture present itself as the Christian’s sole authority.  

Within the space permitted, the present author would seek to make a small contribution 

towards this end by looking at how Martin Luther explained and defended his view of Scripture, 

especially in contrast with the views of tradition and ecclesial authority held by the Roman 

Church at his time. This paper will show that sola scriptura is a fitting summary of Luther's view 

of Scripture, meaning for him that Scripture is the primary, inerrant, clear, and sufficient 

authority for the Christian. In other words, Scripture is God's very words and as such is free from 

any error, clear with regard to itself, and the sufficient source of all doctrine and practical 

guidance God sees fit to give His people. It is thus also the sole source of doctrine, though not 

the sole source of all truth, and the final standard for anything which it addresses. 



To show this, Luther's view will be expounded in light of the Roman views he opposed. 

Luther’s arguments are primarily from Scripture, yet this does not belie a logical flow in his 

thought. My argument’s structure will follow the logic of his doctrine, beginning with inerrancy 

and authority, moving to clarity, and concluding with sufficiency. 

 

Authority and Inerrancy 

In the controversy that followed the posting of Luther’s 95 theses in 1517, it is readily 

apparent Luther and his opponents are vast distances from one another on the question of 

interpretive authority. In the few hundred years before Luther came on the scene, the question of 

the relation between Scripture and tradition was contested, though there was general consensus 

on the authority of the former. However, as academic study of Scripture shifted from the 

Scriptures themselves to the interpretive glosses appended to them, the Fathers and teachers of 

the church came be credited as inspired writers themselves. Because the relationship between 

Scripture and tradition was not resolved, great tension existed when Luther began to teach 

(Thompson, 36–38). From the writings of Luther and his opponents, it appears that the position 

later codified at Trent was the functioning paradigm of Rome’s apologists. Luther’s opponents 

agreed with him on the infallibility or inerrancy of Scripture (the nature of being free from error) 

and its authority (e.g., Erasmus, cf. Woodbridge, 51–52), but differed on the authority by which 

Scripture was to be interpreted.  Exsurge Domine, the Papal Bull of 1520, declared certain 

teachings of Luther to be heretical or at least spiritually unhealthy; the refutation provided by the 

document serves to demonstrate that the papacy and tradition were functionally given the role of 



preeminent unquestioned interpreters of Scripture and accorded an independent authority 

alongside Scripture (on which see the discussion of sufficiency): 

[Error #29:] A way has been made for us for weakening the authority of councils, and for 

freely contradicting their actions, and judging their decrees, and boldly confessing 

whatever seems true, whether it has been approved or disapproved by any council 

whatsoever…. 

…Now Augustine maintained that [the Church’s] authority had to be accepted so 

completely that he stated he would not have believed the Gospel unless the authority of 

the Catholic Church had vouched for it. For, according to these errors, or any one or 

several of them, it clearly follows that the Church which is guided by the Holy Spirit is in 

error and has always erred. This is against what Christ at his ascension promised to his 

disciples (as is read in the holy Gospel of Matthew): “I will be with you to the 

consummation of the world”; it is against the determinations of the holy Fathers, or the 

express ordinances and canons of the councils and the supreme pontiffs. Failure to 

comply with these canons, according to the testimony of Cyprian, will be the fuel and 

cause of all heresy and schism. 

 

Throughout his career, Luther maintained that he was open to refutation from Scripture, 

as he famously declared at the Diet of Worms (Bainton, 143); yet in the Papal Bulls issued 

against him and the debates in which he engaged, there is a glaring absence of arguments against 

his position that are rooted in appeals to Scripture. In their stead are appeals to the authority of 

the councils and tradition. In the Papal Bull Decet (1521), excommunicating Luther, Pope Leo 

maintained that “Our previous instructions [cf. Exsurge] were so clear and so effectively 

publicised and we shall adhere so strictly to our present decrees and declarations, that they will 

lack no proof, warning or citation”; this effectively excommunicated Luther on the authority of 

the Pope expressed in the previous Bull and its supporting appeals to the Councils, specifically 

the condemnation of Hus at Constance. The response given to Luther by Eck at Worms affirms 

this: 

 Martin, how can you assume that you are the only one to understand the sense of 

Scripture? Would you put your judgment above that of so many famous men and claim 



that you know more than they all? You have no right to call into question the most holy 

orthodox faith, instituted by Christ the perfect lawgiver, proclaimed throughout the world 

by the apostles, sealed by the red blood of martyrs, confirmed by the sacred councils, 

defined by the Church in which all our fathers believed until death and gave to us as an 

inheritance, and which now we are forbidden by the pope and the emperor to discuss lest 

there be no end of debate. (in Bainton, 144) 

 

Against these appeals to the interpretive and normative authority of the Church as 

expressed through the councils, tradition, and Pope, Luther maintained that the inerrant 

Scriptures alone where a Christian’s primary authority. That is, Luther maintained that each 

word of the Bible was God’s Word and that Scripture bore His authority and truthful character: 

all teachings of the Church were to be subject to the measure of Scripture. Whereas the Fathers 

erred, “The Word of God is perfect: it is precious and pure: it is truth itself. There is no falsehood 

in it” (in Godfrey, 227). “One letter, even a single tittle of Scripture, means more to us than 

heaven and earth” (in Woodbridge, 53). Therefore, writes Luther, “I am willing to put confidence 

in [the Fathers] only so far as they give me proofs for their opinions out of the Scriptures, which 

never yet have erred” (Luther 1997a, 12).
1
 As we see here, Luther’s first argument is from 

inerrancy: if something is to function as a primary authority, it must be free from error—it must 

not require external verification. For Luther, it was clear that the Fathers and councils were full 

of errors, thus their needed to be another standard by which they could be tested (Luther 1960a, 

150). Scripture, as God’s very word, is free from error (Woodbridge, 53); therefore, Scripture 

functions as the standard by which all relevant claims can be measured. For Luther, inerrancy did 

not require the reconciliation of all potential tensions or apparent contradictions. Though he 

attempted harmonisations in various places, he did not believe that the absence of a plausible 

                                                 
1
 “yet,” noch, in context is not implying uncertainty about the discovery of error, but a contrast with the 

Fathers: they have erred many times; Scripture has not yet and never will.   



harmonization endangered this doctrine: he was consistent in believing that Scripture, as God’s 

authoritative word, was above reproach and that a resolution to difficulties existed even if it was 

beyond man’s grasp (Luther 1997, 1:340; 2003, 315-317). 

Many modern interpreters, however, debate this aspect of Luther’s doctrine: they argue 

that Luther held a position later associated with Neo-orthodoxy. Luther, it is said, did not hold to 

a view of verbal-plenary inspiration nor of an inerrant text. For Luther, it is claimed, the form of 

Scripture was not inerrant and authoritative: inerrancy was an attribute of the Word of God, 

which is not the text but Christ acting upon one reading the text (Barth 2013, 436) or hearing a 

sermon (Wengert 2013, 19). Alternatively, inerrancy referred to Christ alone as the subject 

matter of Scripture (Rogers 1983, 204). There is a certain plausibility to these interpretations, for 

Luther makes various claims such that Scripture is only secondarily a written book (Luther 1997, 

1:44, 357) and that Scripture teaches nothing but Christ (Luther 1997, 1:358). Yet, we can 

acknowledge these texts without rejecting Luther’s clear statements regarding the inerrancy and 

authority of each word and all the content of Scripture: for Luther, all Scripture refers to Christ, 

but in doing so it makes inerrant claims about other things, such as history and geography 

(Woodbridge 1982, 53). As to the secondary nature of written Scripture, Luther frequently 

teaches that Scripture is intended for application, to be preached and taught in relation to the 

hearers’ experiences; the written nature of Scripture was, therefore, a historical necessity in order 

that God’s revelation to the apostles could continue to speak throughout the ages without 

corruption (e.g., Luther 1997, 1:357; 1974, 1:462).  Luther further supported his doctrine of the 

primacy of Scripture in its authority with direct appeals to Scripture and support from the 

Fathers. 

 



For support, Luther turned to Augustine: "Herein I follow the example of St. Augustine, 

who was, among other things, the first and almost the only one who determined to be subject to 

the Holy Scriptures alone, and independent of all the fathers and saints" (Luther 2015, 4:481). He 

quotes Augustine to this effect, “I have learned to do only those books that are called the Holy 

Scriptures the honour of believing firmly that none of their writers have ever erred. All others I 

so read as not to hold what they say to be the truth unless they prove it to me by Holy Scripture 

or clear reason” (in Wood, 125).  

Lest he betray his own position, Luther does not argue for this doctrine with such quotes 

from the Fathers but with appeals to Scripture. Noteworthy in this regard, he appeals to Titus 

1:14 and Galatians 1:8-9, arguing that all teachings must be measured by Scripture and no 

teaching that diverges from the Scriptures—no matter its source—should be accepted (Luther 

1960a, 144). From 1 Thessalonians 5:21, he argues that the believer has the responsibility to 

“prove all things; [to] hold fast that which is good” (Luther 1997, 1:331; 1997b, 257). Yet 

against these claims, Luther’s opponents raised another objection: though Scripture is 

authoritative, it is obscure and unclear, there needs to be some external arbiter of interpretation. 

Luther, however, was not without an answer: to sustain his claim that Scripture functioned with 

primary authority in the Church, he argued that it was completely clear.  

 

Clarity 

From Luther’s responses to Erasmus and Emser, it is evident that they—at least in 

Luther’s eyes—believed Scripture to be obscure and unclear (e.g., Luther 1997b, 255). In a 

sermon, Luther writes that the Papists, “adhere to [the interpretation of the Fathers] and believe 



that in these interpretations they possess something that no one could reject, and claim again and 

again in order to keep us away from the pure Word that the Scriptures are obscure and make 

many heretics” (Luther 1997, 1:330). In Exsurge such a doctrine is not clearly discernible, yet it 

is evident that the Church was credited with normative interpretive authority: Luther’s teachings 

are to be rejected because they are “against the true interpretation of the sacred Scriptures 

received from the Church”; Exsurge reinforces this later, stating, “Some, putting aside her true 

interpretation of Sacred Scripture, are blinded in mind by the father of lies. Wise in their own 

eyes, according to the ancient practice of heretics, they interpret these same Scriptures otherwise 

than the Holy Spirit demands.” 

Luther, at the very least, interpreted such claims as a rejection of Scripture’s clarity and 

an attack on its authority, so he argued vehemently that Scripture was absolutely clear. That is, 

Luther taught that there could be no obscurity in the text of Scripture itself: any ambiguity or 

obscurity resulted from surmountable external obstacles—such as sin and imperfect grammatical 

and historical knowledge (Thompson, 204). To bolster this claim, Luther made several appeals to 

the purpose of God, the practice of the Fathers, and specific Scriptures. 

 

First, Luther argued that obscurity in Scripture would nullify God’s purposes for giving 

Scripture. Concerning God’s promises, Luther argues that it is not enough for God to have made 

a promise, but the nature of His promises must be clear to those to whom they are made 

(Thompson, 208).  Furthermore, Luther argues that God gave all Scripture for the definite 

purpose of rebuking, reproving, and instructing (2 Tim. 3:16), a purpose that could only be 

achieved if Scripture was clear:  

In a word: if Scripture is obscure or equivocal, why need it have been brought down to us 

by act of God? Surely we have enough obscurity and uncertainty within ourselves, 



without our obscurity and uncertainty and darkness being augmented from heaven! And 

how then shall the apostle's word stand: “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and 

is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction?” (2 Tim. 3:16).  (Luther 2003, 128) 

 

Second, Luther appealed to the practices of the Fathers, arguing that their works 

demonstrate cognisance of their own ambiguity and of Scripture’s clarity. In a response to Emser 

Luther writes, 

This is proved by the fact that when the fathers teach anything they do not trust their 

teaching, but fearing it to be too obscure and uncertain, they go to the Scriptures and take 

a clear passage out of it to shed light on their teaching, just as we place a light in a 

lantern, and as we read in Psalm 18:28 “Thou wilt light my lamp, O Lord.” (Luther 

1997b, 256) 

 

Third, Luther appeals to numerous Scriptures that he believes clearly attest to Scripture’s 

clarity. In Deuteronomy 17:8, Moses instructs the Israelites to bring their disputes to the priests 

so that they can be adjudicated in light of the law, “But how could they be settled if the laws 

were not perfectly clear, and were truly as lights among the people?” (Luther 2003, 125). As 

seen in this quote, the clarity of Scripture for Luther is partly external, an attribute of the text. It 

is, however, also a product of an internal work of the Spirit: quoting 1 Corinthians 2:15, Luther 

argues that through the internal enlightening of the Holy Spirit the individual Christian can judge 

the opinions and doctrines of man by Scripture; he calls this the internal perspicuity of Scripture 

(Luther 2003, 124). Internal perspicuity only benefits the individual; the external perspicuity of 

Scripture by which reasonable demonstrations of its meaning can be made is relevant to the 

resolution of disputes, as in the case of Deuteronomy 17 (Luther 2003, 125). Elsewhere he 

appeals to Peter:  



St. Peter also says in 2 Peter 1:19: “And we have the word of prophecy made more sure; 

whereunto ye do well that ye take heed, as unto a lamp shining in a dark place, until the 

day dawns, and the day-star arise in your hearts.” Does not St. Peter here agree nicely 

with Isaiah as to God’s Word and the dawn of the morning? And when St. Peter says that 

the Word alone is a light that shines in a dark place, does he not clearly show that there is 

only darkness where God’s Word is absent? (Luther 1997, 1:337) 

 

In these ways, Luther argues that the words of Scripture are clear and therefore, with the 

internal enlightenment of the Spirit, an individual can judge the opinions of men and reason with 

others over Scripture’s meaning and application. The last part of Luther’s doctrine of Scripture 

evolves out these first two aspects. If Scripture is clear, without need of interpretive 

supplementation, and is the final standard for doctrine, it is also the sole source of doctrine: if 

only doctrine that is demonstrable by the authority of God expressed in Scripture is binding, and 

Scripture is in need of no external interpretive key, then it is in itself a sufficient source for 

Christian doctrine. 

 

Sufficiency 

Throughout Luther’s attacks on Roman doctrine, he makes his primary appeals to 

Scripture, enlisting the Father’s support only to show his ideas were not novel. In stark contrast, 

as exemplified by the Papal Bulls, his opponents considered the Fathers and Councils to be 

additional sources for doctrine alongside the authoritative Scriptures. Of the errors condemned in 

Exsurge, the condemnation of the 5
th

 allows for the particularities of the practice of penance to 

be established by appeal to “the ancient sacred Christian doctors” apart from Scripture, and the 

condemnation of the 27
th

 affirms the doctrinal authority of tradition:   



5. That there are three parts to penance: contrition, confession, and satisfaction, has 

no foundation in Sacred Scripture nor in the ancient sacred Christian doctors.… 

27. It is certain that it is not in the power of the Church or the pope to decide upon 

the articles of faith, and much less concerning the laws for morals or for good works. 

 

In response to this two-source view of revelation and tradition, which holds there is 

binding truth necessary for Christian belief and practice outside of Scripture (cf. Vanhoozer, 

118–20), Luther not only argued that Scripture was self-interpreting (formally sufficient) but also 

that it contained explicitly or implicitly everything the Christian needed to know and follow God 

(materially sufficient). Luther does not argue that Scripture contains all truth (e.g., Luther 1997, 

1:332), but that Scripture is true in everything it teaches and this is all God has seen fit to provide 

His children: it is in no need of supplementation (Thompson, 281; Luther 1960a, 132; 1997, 

1:335). In Luther’s own words,  

it will not do to frame articles of faith from the works or words of the holy Fathers; 

otherwise their kind of fare, of garments, of house, etc., would have to become an article 

of faith, as was done with relics. [We have, however, another rule, namely] The rule is: 

The Word of God shall establish articles of faith, and no one else, not even an angel. 

(Luther 1921, II.2)  

Negatively, Luther denies the Fathers any intrinsic authority: tradition is valuable in as much as 

it accurately communicates the teaching of Scripture; it can offer no universally binding 

proclamation that is not already taught in Scripture (Luther 1997, 1:328; 1997a, 85). Even a 

council cannot legislate for the universal church anything in addition to Scripture, though they 

may offer an application of God’s word binding for their time. Appealing to Acts 15, Luther 

argues that the council here affirms the timeless truth of the Gospel and offers a contemporary 

application that no one feels necessary to follow—to abstain from blood (Wood, 127; Robinson, 

80–81).  



In addition to the example of Acts 15, Luther argues for the sufficiency of Scripture from 

an appeal to the claims and intentions of the councils and fathers and from a variety of 

Scriptures. Drawing support from the Fathers and the councils, he first argues that no one could 

cull all Christian doctrine from them; to this he adds,  

If the Holy Scriptures had not made and preserved the Church, it would not have 

remained long because of the councils and fathers. As evidence let me ask, “Whence do 

the fathers and councils get what they teach and discuss? Think you that they were first 

discovered in their time or that the Holy Ghost was always giving them something new? 

How did the Church exist before these councils and fathers? Or were there no Christians 

before the rise of the councils and fathers?” (Kerr 1966, 14–15) 

In this way he argues that tradition is insufficient for Christian doctrine and only sought to apply 

Scripture to contemporary crises. Of the Father’s exegetical works he makes a similar 

observation: "The work of the fathers was not to give light to the Scriptures with their comments, 

but rather to set forth the clear Scriptures and thus interpret Scripture by Scripture only without 

any additions of their own" (Luther 1997, 1:330–31).   

 To argue for sufficiency, Luther turns first to Deuteronomy 4:2. Here, Moses commands 

that nothing be taken away or removed from his words. Replying to the objection that Moses 

speaks here only of part of Bible because more was added afterward, Luther argues that the rest 

of the Bible teaches nothing in addition to the law. For Luther, the books of Moses are the 

Scripture’s “basic source”: the Bible is only continued application and exposition of the 

Pentateuch (Luther 1960a, 132). Second, Luther says of Isaiah 8:9-20, “This is certainly a clear 

passage that urges and compels us to seek in God’s law and testimony all that we want to know” 

(Luther 1997, 1:335). Third, Luther argues from Matthew 17:5 that “We must listen to what 

Christ says. Him alone did the Father make to be our teacher… [God] did not say, ‘Listen to 

Bernard, Gregory,’ etc., but, listen to him, him, him, my beloved Son” (Luther 1960a, 135). 



Thus, Scripture for Luther is the only sufficient source of Christian teaching, the light “from 

which all teachers receive their light (Luther 1997b, 256).  

 

 What then can we say about Luther’s doctrine of Scripture? How would he define sola 

scriptura? From a variety of Luther’s writings, we have seen that Scripture for Luther is the very 

Word of God and, as such, is free from all error and is the primary authority for the believer. 

Scripture is the authority and standard for all doctrine, the norm by which it is measured: it is 

clear, leading the reader under the enlightening of the Holy Spirit into its own interpretation; and 

it is sufficient, the sole source of Christian doctrine. By expounding Luther’s doctrine of 

Scripture, this paper hopefully makes a small contribution to the efforts of theologians to retrieve 

historical Christian teaching for the contemporary Church. 
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