
 

NOT OF YOURSELVES 
 

© Eddy D Field III 
 

Many people in these United States will soon celebrate the holiday of Thanksgiving, and, after that,                
Christmas. In the spring they will celebrate Easter. Sadly, they will celebrate what they do not understand.                 
These days are for them merely opportunities to eat too much and to drink too much. Christians must take care                    
never to forget the true meaning of these holidays. The same may be said for Reformation Day. Four days ago,                    
many Protestant Christians observed this day. Yesterday this church held a celebration for the day. Christians                
must never lose sight of why Protestants observe this holiday. Reformation Day is a remembrance and                
celebration of the Protestant Reformation. In the Reformation, good men wished to reform the western Church,                
which they believed had strayed from some important Christian truths. The Church has always believed in                
man’s need of divine grace, of faith, and of Scripture. However, in the five centuries before the Reformation,                  
the church did not affirm their sufficiency. The Reformers wished to bring the Church back to grace alone, to                   
faith alone, and to Scripture alone. 

In the late fourth century after Christ, through the early fifth century, the Church was convulsed by the                  
Pelagian controversy. Augustine, bishop of Hippo, had written to God in his Confessions, “Thou commandest               
continency; give what Thou commandest, and command what Thou wilt.” (xxxix.40) Augustine believed that              
men are sinful, and that, if any man would do what God commanded, then he needed the help of God’s grace.                     
Pelagius objected that with this idea men would excuse their sins, saying that they had not the grace of God to                     
obey. He held that men are not inclined to do evil, and that they are able to do what God asks without any help                        
from Him. He wrote, “Everything good, and everything evil, on account of which we are either laudable or                  
blameworthy, is not born with us but done by us.” (cited in Augustine, On Original Sin, 14) The Church                   
affirmed the teaching of Augustine, and condemned as heresy Pelaguis’s doctrine. The Church has always               
taught man’s absolute need of divine grace to do obey God, including to be converted to Christ. However, some                   
in the church developed the doctrine of merit. They taught that, although a man needs the grace of God to do                     
good, the good that man does merits eternal life. So, in the thirteenth century after Christ, Thomas Aquinas                  
wrote, “That is, a man can receive as a reward only what God has given him the power to work for by his own                        
effort… A rational creature moves itself to its action by its free will, and its action is therefore meritorious.”                   
(Summa Theologiae, Part 1 of Part 2, Question 114, Article 1) In the fourteenth century, Robert Holcot, an                  
English Dominican, wrote, “… we can say that our works are fully worthy of eternal life, not because of any                    
merit inherent in the acts themselves but because of grace, since our Lord has established that he who does good                    
works in a state of grace shall receive eternal life.” (Lectures on the Wisdom of Solomon, Chapter 12, Lecture                   
145) This became the consensus of the Latin Church. The two greatest Reformers, Martin Luther and John                 
Calvin, absolutely rejected the doctrine of merit as a pernicious error. Luther, in his commentary on Saint Paul’s                  
Epistle to the Galatians, wrote of the doctrine of merit: 
 

These disputations therefore of the schoolmen touching the merit of congruence and worthiness,             
are nothing else but vain toys and dreams of idle brains. Yet hereupon is the whole Papacy                 
grounded. For there is no religious person, but he hath this imagination: I am able by the                 
observation of my holy order to deserve grace of congruence, and by the works which I do after                  
that I have received this grace, I am able to heap up such treasure of merit, as shall not only be                     
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sufficient for me to obtain eternal life, but also to give or sell unto others. (comment on Galatians                  
2:16) 

 
Calvin, in his Institutes of the Christian Religion, wrote: 
 

I must first make these prefatory remarks concerning the term “merit”: whoever first applied it to                
men’s works over against God’s judgment provided very badly for sincere faith… How much              
offense this term contains is clear from the great damage it has done to the world. Surely, as it is                    
a most prideful term, it can do nothing but obscure God’s favor and imbue men with a sense of                   
pride. (3.15.2) 

 
God does not operate on a system of merit, but on a system of grace alone. Even Adam in the garden of Eden                       
did not need to merit life. God from the beginning allowed him from to eat from the tree of life. Adam by his                       
sin forfeited his good standing with God; he never had to merit it. So it is after Adam’s sin. God does not give a                        
man right standing with Him, and so eternal life, on the basis of merit, but of grace. Man does not earn right                      
standing with God; he receives it by the grace of God. This is what Jesus taught. He said that when a man’s                      
servant has finished working in the field, he does tell his servant to dine with him. No, he tells that servant to                      
prepare a meal for him, and when he has finished dining, then he may eat. He does not thank the servant for                      
doing what he is bound to do. So, Jesus said, it is with the servants of the Lord. When they have done                      
everything that God has commanded, they should humbly say, “We are unprofitable servants: we have done that                 
which was our duty to do.” (Luke 17:7-10) Saint Paul wrote to the Ephesians, “For by grace are ye saved                    
through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast.”                     
(Ephesians 2:8, 9) Rome held that a man is saved by grace, but the Reformers insisted that he is saved sola                     
gratia: by grace alone. 

God operates on a system of grace, and not merit. He also operates on a system of faith, and not works.                     
Of course, God is perfectly righteous, and He demands that men be perfectly righteous. A single fault condemns                  
a man to death. When God made the first man, Adam, He placed him in the garden of Eden and told him that he                        
may eat of every tree of the garden save one: the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Adam disobeyed                     
God’s command not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and so he incurred the penalty of                      
death for himself and for the entire world. God is holy, and He demands that men be holy. He told the children                      
of Israel, “For I am the LORD your God: ye shall therefore sanctify yourselves, and ye shall be holy; for I am                      
holy.” (Leviticus 11:44) Moreover, He told them that, if they would remain in His good graces, they must                  
perfectly obey His commands. The law of Moses says, “Cursed be he that confirmeth not all the words of this                    
law to do them.” (Leviticus 27:26) God does not require man to work for eternal life. He does not offer a man                      
the prospect of acceptance by Him, and of eternal life with Him, as a reward for a life of obedience. He                     
requires, He has always required, that a man believe Him. As the Scriptures say of Abraham, “And he believed                   
in the LORD; and he counted it to him for righteousness.” (Genesis 15:6) The prophet Habakkuk said, “The just                   
shall live by his faith.” (Habakkuk 2:4; Romans 1:17; Galatians 3:11; Hebrews 10:38) So, Saint Paul writes to                  
the Romans that in the Gospel “is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, The just                      
shall live by faith.” (Romans 1:17) He further writes, “Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By what law? of                    
works? Nay: but by the law of faith. Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of                      
the law.” (Romans 3:27, 28) The Roman Catholic Church, however, taught that a man earns eternal life by the                   
performance of good works. The Reformers utterly rejected this doctrine. Martin Luther, in his Smalcald               
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Articles, stated, “All have sinned and are justified without merit [freely, and without their own works or merits]                  
by His grace, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, in His blood, Rom. 3:23sq. Now, since it is                    
necessary to believe this, and it cannot be otherwise acquired or apprehended by any work, law, or merit, it is                    
clear and certain that this faith alone justifies us as St. Paul says, (Rom. 3:28): For we conclude that a man is                      
justified by faith, without the deeds of the Law. Likewise (v. 26) that He might be just, and the Justifier of him                      
which believeth in Christ.” (Part II, Article I) John Calvin wrote in his Institutes, “… justified by faith is he                    
who, excluded from the righteousness of works, grasps the righteousness of Christ through faith, and clothed in                 
it, appears in God’s sight not as sinner but as a righteous man.” (3.11.2) A man is righteous before God by faith,                      
and by faith from start to finish. He must live his life always believing. If a man will not believe God, it does                       
not matter what else he may do; God will not accept him. However, a man may not believe God and do what he                       
likes. If a man believes God, he will obey Him. This the nature of saving faith. God accepts a man if that man                       
believes Him. A man must not simply believe in God; he must believe God. That is to say, he must not simply                      
believe in the existence of God; he must believe what God says. He must understand, as God wished for Israel                    
to learn, and as Jesus very well knew, “that man doth not live by bread only, but by every word that proceedeth                      
out of the mouth of the LORD doth man live.” (Deuteronomy 8:3; Matthew 4:4) So, Saint Peter told Cornelius                   
and his household, “In every nation he that feareth him, and worketh righteousness, is accepted with him.”                 
(Acts 10:35) Luther and Calvin understood this. Luther wrote of faith, “Yes, it is a living, creative, active and                   
powerful thing, this faith. Faith cannot help doing good works constantly. It doesn’t stop to ask if good works                   
ought to be done, but before anyone asks, it already has done them and continues to do them without ceasing.                    
Anyone who does not do good works in this manner is an unbeliever.” (Introduction to his commentary on Saint                   
Paul’s epistle to the Romans) Saint James writes of Abraham’s obeying God’s command to sacrifice his son,                 
Isaac, “Seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect. (James 2:22) Calvin                   
makes this comment: 
 

By this he again shews, that the question here is not respecting the cause of our salvation, but                  
whether works necessarily accompany faith; for in this sense it is said to have been perfected by                 
works, because it was not idle. It is said to have been perfected by works, not because it received                   
thence its own perfection, but because it was thus proved to be true. 

 
Rome held that a man is justified by faith, but the Reformers insisted that a man is justified sola fide: by faith                      
alone.  

Protestant Churches and the Roman Catholic Church differ on certain doctrines, because they differ on               
the matter of authority. Both affirm that the Scriptures are the infallible word of God, and so authoritative. The                   
Roman Catholic Church, however, believes that the authority of Sacred Tradition is equal to that of Scripture.                 
So, the Roman Catholic Church believes that what it teaches is as authoritative as Scripture itself. It believes                  
that its teaching is incorrigible; that is to say, its doctrine cannot be corrected because its doctrine cannot be                   
incorrect. It believes in the authority of Scripture, but not in the authority of Scripture alone. The Protestant                  
view is that Scripture, and Scripture alone, is authoritative. The Church is not infallible; Scripture is. Scripture                 
is not only authoritative, it is sufficient. In the Year of Our Lord Fifteen-hundred Twenty-one, Martin Luther,                 
declared at the Diet of Worms, “Unless I am refuted and convicted by testimonies of the Scriptures or by clear                    
arguments (since I believe neither the Pope nor the Councils alone; it being evident that they have often erred                   
and contradicted themselves), I am conquered by the Holy Scriptures quoted by me, and my conscience is                 
bound in the word of God: I can not and will not recant any thing, since it is unsafe and dangerous to do any                        
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thing against the conscience.” Jesus told the apostles that the Spirit would guide them into all the truth (John                   
16:13) John Calvin commented about: 
 

That very Spirit had lead them into all truth, when they committed to writing the substance of                 
their doctrine. Whoever imagines that anything must be added to their doctrine, as if it were                
imperfect and but half-finished, not only accuses the apostles of dishonesty, but blasphemes             
against the Spirit. If the doctrine which they committed to writing had proceeded from mere               
learners or persons imperfectly taught, an addition to it would not have been superfluous; but               
now that their writings may be regarded as perpetual records of that revelation which was               
promised and given to them, nothing can be added to them without doing grievous injury to the                 
Holy Spirit.  

 
If the Scriptures are sufficient for doctrine, then they must teach the doctrine of their sufficiency; and so they                   
do. Although some of God’s revelation came to God’s people in oral form, what was necessary to be preserved                   
in the Church was committed to writing. So, God spoke his law to Moses, and Moses in turn spoke it to the                      
people. Then Moses put the words in writing. The Scriptures say, “And Moses wrote all the words of the                   
LORD.” (Exodus 24:4) Joshua, following Moses, did the same. (Joshua 24:25, 26) The people added to the                 
Word of God, however, and God, through the prophet Isaiah, chastised the them, saying “Wherefore the Lord                 
said, Forasmuch as this people draw near me with their mouth, and with their lips do honour me, but have                    
removed their heart far from me, and their fear toward me is taught by the precept of men.” (Isaiah 29:13) Jesus,                     
invoking Isaiah, rebuked the scribes and Pharisees because they had many traditions that contradict Scripture.               
(Mark 7:1-13) The Scriptures are both authoritative and sufficient. Saint Paul wrote to Saint Timothy, “All                
scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction                  
in righteousness: That the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works.” (2 Timothy                  
3:16, 17) Rome held that the Church’s authority is the infallible Word of God, but the Reformers insisted that                   
the Church’s authority is sola scriptura: Scripture alone. 

Let us always keep in mind that the Scriptures are both necessary and sufficient for us. Let us always                   
keep in mind that we are saved by grace and not by merit, by faith and not by works. Let us always keep in                        
mind that we can add nothing to Christ’s work in redeeming us, and let us always give glory to God alone. 
 

Now unto the God of all grace, who hath called us unto His eternal glory by Christ Jesus, be glory and 
dominion for ever and ever. Amen. 


