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 1

THE POSITION OF SOLA FIDE
IN CRANMER’S THEOLOGY

B E F OR E  W E  SE T  out on the path of Paul’s vision of justification in Scrip-
ture, it is important to do some preliminary orienteering in this chapter in 
order to establish the trailhead. Having exposed the potential inadequacy of 
many of the prevailing arguments for what fueled the engine of Cranmer’s 
liturgical redaction, we have proposed a theory that it is justification by faith 
alone which chiefly propelled the Archbishop’s editorial decisions. We would 
do well to begin by observing examples in his nonliturgical work which 
illustrate just how highly Cranmer prioritized justification by faith alone in 
his theological thinking. It seems increasingly common in our day and age 
for Protestants, at least on the popular level, to place sola fide as an equal 
among many other important doctrines. This was not the case for Cranmer.

The reason we want to even briefly observe the governing position of sola 
fide in Cranmer’s thinking outside his liturgical work is because, as we will 
see, his application of sola fide to liturgy is more structural and subterranean, 
which is probably why it has often gone unnamed or unidentified. Liturgy 
does not explain theology. It does theology.1 We must find explanation else-
where before we can fully appreciate how the content and structure of the 
Book of Common Prayer were shaped and governed by sola fide.

What we hope to establish here is that, as one scholar put it, “Christ- 
centered theology was the lens through which [Cranmer] studied everything.”2

To do so, we will focus on two central theological hot topics which dominated 

1 Indeed, this idea affi  rms liturgical theology’s distinction between primary and secondary theology 
described in the introduction.

2 Caroline M. Stacey, “Justifi cation by Faith in the Two Books of Homilies (1547 and 1571),” Anglican 
Th eological Review 83, no. 2 (2001): 260.



395001QGN_ALONE_CC2021_PC  30� November 10, 2022 3:00 PM

30	 Part 1: Cranmer’s Gospel-Centered Theology Established 

debate in sixteenth-century Europe—purgatory and the Lord’s Supper. We 
zero in on these two doctrinal spheres because in a short amount of space 
they shed the broadest light on how the editorial decisions of Cranmer were 
governed by justification by faith alone.

GOSPEL-CENTERED ESCHATOLOGY: 

CRANMER ON PURGATORY

After his thorough and groundbreaking study on medieval theology and 
practice Eamon Duffy concluded, “There is a case for saying that the defining 
doctrine of medieval Catholicism was Purgatory.”3 This belief in the peni-
tential, pre-heaven afterlife was not peripheral in medieval theology, nor was 
it a distant concern in the average medieval Christian’s psyche. Purgatory was 
the engine block that held up the propulsion system of medieval piety, moti-
vating countless Christians to give blood, sweat, tears, and—yes—money to 
Christ and his church. It is tempting for Protestants now to look back on the 
sixteenth century and read modernist motivations into the Reformation 
critique of purgatory: it is superstition built on extrabiblical sources and tradi-
tion. And while this understanding of the critique is true, it was not the center 
of the problem for the sixteenth-century Reformers.

To be sure, Cranmer articulated the baseline argument that purgatory was 
simply not found in the Scriptures. It is telling that in the first authorized 
English Bible—the so-called Matthew Bible of 1537, overseen by Cranmer—
extensive notes were written on the classic purgatory prooftext of Ezekiel 18. 
In the margins of this Bible were “provocatively Protestant” annotations, 
which Stephen Sykes summarizes:

God’s forgiveness is final and irrevocable, says the commentary, sharply dis-
senting from the “sophisters” who teach the necessity of seven years’ punish-
ment in purgatory, tartly adding: “If this is not to mock with God and his Holy 
Word, I wot not what is mockage.” The response of God to the sinner’s radical 
repentance is an equally radical forgiveness.4

3�Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England 1400–1580 (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1992), 8; emphasis original.

4�Stephen Sykes, “Cranmer on the Open Heart,” in This Sacred History: Anglican Reflections for John 
Booty, ed. Donald S. Armentrout (Cambridge: Cowley, 1990), 7.
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And yet Cranmer’s concern about purgatory was not merely that it was extra-
biblical. His more pointed (and still thoroughly biblical) concern was that 
purgatory undermined justification sola fide. In the Archbishop’s words:

What a contumely and injury is this to Christ, to affirm that all have not full 
and perfect purgation by his blood, that die in his faith! Is not all our trust in 
the blood of Christ, that we be cleansed, purged, and washed thereby? And 
will you have us now to forsake our faith in Christ, and bring us to the pope’s 
purgatory to be washed therein; thinking that Christ’s blood is an imperfect 
lee or soap that washeth not clean?5

Purgatory was an untenable doctrine for Cranmer precisely because it sought 
purgation by a means other than Christ’s blood. It diminished the finished 
work of Christ by insisting Christ’s work was actually something unfinished. 
Worse yet, this unfinished work was to be completed not by Jesus but by the 
believer. Cranmer would have seen this as a complete reversal of Paul—not 
Christ, but I; not by faith, but by works. Sola fide, for Cranmer, stood above 
eschatology as a governor, a sentinel which would guard and protect what 
doctrine would pass through the gates of sound teaching. Put another way, 
justification for Cranmer was an integrated doctrine: sola fide was not merely 
a soteriological reality; it was eschatological as well.

GOSPEL-CENTERED SACRAMENTOLOGY: 

CRANMER ON THE LORD’S SUPPER

While much of the landscape of Cranmer’s sacramentology appears to have 
already been mined,6 we find only a few of those efforts drilling past the 

5�Cranmer, “Answers to the Fifteen Articles of the Rebels, Devon” (1549), in The Works of Thomas 
Cranmer, vol. 2, ed. John Edmund Cox (Cambridge: The University Press, 1846), 181.

6�Still, see the new insights emerging from Ashley Null’s forthcoming work on Cranmer’s Great 
Commonplaces, including this foretaste regarding Cyril of Alexandria and Cranmer’s sacramentol-
ogy: Ashley Null, “Thomas Cranmer,” in Christian Theologies of the Sacraments: A Comparative 
Introduction, ed. Justin S. Holcomb and David A. Johnson (New York: New York University Press, 
2017), 221‑29; and Null, “Thomas Cranmer’s Reputation Reconsidered,” in Reformation Reputations: 
The Power of the Individual in English Reformation History, ed. D. J. Crankshaw and G. W. C. Gross 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), 203‑8. From research like this, Null would summarize 
Cranmer’s mature eucharistic theology as “a supernatural, proleptic, ontological participation in 
the cosmic Christ” in a lecture given at All Saints Church in Belfast, released on YouTube, January 
17, 2017, youtu.be/OUNiLqaHMXU. One of the better surveys and analyses of Cranmer’s sacra-
mentology is Gordon Jeanes, Signs of God’s Promise: Thomas Cranmer’s Sacramental Theology and 
the Book of Common Prayer (London: T&T Clark, 2008). Jeanes’s introduction in particular is a 
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depths of politics, metaphysics, medieval philosophy, and even biblical proof-
texting to its subterranean bedrock.7 While all the above influences are 
certainly at play in Cranmer’s thought, we might observe with some scholars 
a more fundamental conviction that lay at the base of his eventual sacramental 
landing place—Cranmer’s understanding of justification—which could pro-
vide a more helpful and thorough explanation for the “why” of his mature 
sacramental thinking. Peter Brooks’s study of Cranmer’s sacramentology 
concludes that Cranmer built “his whole sacramental superstructure on that 
doctrine basic to all Reformed theology—the concept of justificatio sola fide.” 
Likewise Gordon Jeanes could comfortably say at the outset of his extensive 
analysis that Cranmer’s “sacramental theology evolved in the context of his 
understanding of justification.” And, most notably, Ashley Null’s conclusion 
after thorough inquiry into Cranmer’s thinking is that “ultimately, Cranmer’s 
Eucharistic teaching was determined by his doctrine of justification.”8

What we want to observe here is that Cranmer subsumed his sacramentol-
ogy under his soteriology.9 It is telling, for instance, that in the 1547 Book of 
Homilies, which were intended by Cranmer to be the total homiletical content 
of nearly all English pulpits under his leadership and England’s “doctrinal 
plumb line,”10 there is no considerable focus on the sacraments.11 Instead, 
there is an intense focus on the doctrine of justification by faith alone, 

helpful overview of post-Tractarian scholarship on Cranmer’s eucharistic theology, and chap. 4 
offers the careful conclusion that Cranmer’s mature sacramentology is indeed “Cranmerian” in 
that it is too nuanced to be fully aligned with Bucer, Zwingli, Calvin, Martyr, or Łaski (156).

7�Notably Jeanes, Signs; Ashley Null, Thomas Cranmer’s Doctrine of Repentance: Renewing the Power 
to Love (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); J. I. Packer, introduction to The Work of Thomas 
Cranmer, ed. G. E. Duffield (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1965); and Peter N. Brooks, Thomas Cranmer’s 
Doctrine of the Eucharist (London: MacMillan, 1965).

8�Brooks, Eucharist, 94; Jeanes, Signs, 53; Null, Repentance, 26.
9�It is probably more accurate to say that Cranmer, as a late medieval theologian, did not view 
soteriology and sacramentology as sharply discrete categories of theology. Nevertheless, for the 
sake of making certain observations, we are using the language of sacramentology “subsumed 
under” soteriology.

10�Null, “Thomas Cranmer and Tudor Church Growth,” in Towards a Theology of Church Growth, ed. 
David Goodhew (New York: Routledge, 2016), 205.

11�Gordon Jeanes, noting well the brief discussion of baptism in the Homily on Salvation, probably 
rightly sees that the relative absence of the sacraments in the homilies is due to the then-present 
sensitivity of the sacramental debate—such discussions “needed cautious delay,” no doubt (Jeanes, 
Signs, 98). And as Diarmaid MacCulloch notes, the Book of Homilies offered “a promise that the 
eucharist would be discussed in a proposed second batch of homilies” (MacCulloch, Tudor Church 
Militant: Edward VI and the Protestant Reformation [London: Penguin, 1999], 67). Nevertheless, 
one could argue that justification by faith alone was no less sensitive or divisive, and Cranmer 
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garnering the attention of three of six central doctrinal homilies: “Of the 
salvation of all mankind,” “Of the true and lively faith,” and “Of good works.”12 
Perhaps all this is a nod to Cranmer’s thinking: when justification is rightly 
preached alongside a well-ordered liturgy, the sacramental discussion is much 
more rightly framed. Let us observe how this might be so by exploring the 
way Cranmer defines a sacrament and articulates its purpose, which in turn 
will help us see why he argues against superstition, transubstantiation, and 
the medieval understanding of the priesthood.

Cranmer’s definition of a sacrament. Ashley Null’s research yields this 
conclusion: Cranmer defined a sacrament as “only something that the New 
Testament recorded as being commanded by Christ for the forgiveness of 
sins.”13 It is typically Protestant to note, against the Roman Catholic system 
of seven sacraments, that a sacrament is only something which is explicitly 
commanded and instituted by Christ (ruling out unction, marriage, and the 
like). But Cranmer’s even more pointed criterion is nothing other than jus-
tification itself—that which is “commanded by Christ for the forgiveness of 
sins.”14 This criterion is evident in Cranmer’s treatment of the Lord’s Supper 
in the parliamentary debate of 1548. Commenting there on the phrase hoc 
est corpus meum, he responds, “He that maketh a will bequeaths certain lega-
cies, and this is our legacy: Remission of sins, which those only receive that 
are members of his body.”15 We also hear it in Cranmer’s response to Henry’s 
corrections of the Bishops’ book on why marriage cannot be a sacrament. The 
Archbishop argues against Henry’s articulation of the virtue and efficacy of 
the seven sacraments thus: “The causes [of grace] may not be well applied to 
matrimony: that it should be, as the other [sacraments] were, by the manifest 
institution of Christ: or, that it is of necessity to salvation: or, that thereby we 

clearly pulled no punches there, even amidst an unstable and potentially hostile geopolitical climate 
(MacCulloch, Militant, 66‑67).

12�See Richard S. Briggs, “The Christian Hermeneutics of Cranmer’s Homilies,” Journal of Anglican 
Studies 15, no. 2 (June 2017): 173.

13�Null, “Cranmer,” in Sacraments, 211.
14�Paul Bradshaw, The Anglican Ordinal: Its History and Development from the Reformation to the Pres-

ent Day (London: SPCK, 1971), 14: “[Cranmer] preferred to reserve the name ‘sacrament’ for rites 
which signified the remission of sins rather than use it in a more general sense.”

15�Cranmer, “The Great Parliamentary Debate” (1548), reproduced in Colin Buchanan, ed., Back-
ground Documents to Liturgical Revision 1547–1549 (Bramcote: Grove Books, 1983), 16; spelling and 
punctuation modernized, and emphasis added.
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should have the forgiveness of sins, renovation of life, and justification, &c.”16 
When it comes particularly to baptism and the Lord’s Supper, we find Cranmer 
time and again at pains to establish this evangelical grounding for his sacra-
mental convictions. In other words, the purpose of a sacrament, according 
to Cranmer, is to preach the gospel.17 In fact, in discussions differentiating 
the two Protestant sacraments from the seven of medieval theology, Cranmer 
would call baptism and the Lord’s Supper “sacramentes of the gospell.”18

Cranmer’s understanding of the purpose of a sacrament: the theology of 
promise. It is precisely at this point of sacramentology where we might first 
observe how similar Cranmer’s articulation of the gospel is to Martin Luther’s, 
focusing particularly on the idea central to the Wittenberg reformer’s under-
standing of sola fide: faith is that which lays hold of God’s promises. There may 
be no better summary of this theology of promise than Luther’s The Babylonian 
Captivity of the Church (1520) and passages in Melanchthon’s Loci Communes 
(1521). It is telling, in the former, that the center of Luther’s theology of 

16�Cranmer, “Corrections of the Institution of a Christian Man, by Henry VIII, with Archbishop 
Cranmer’s Annotations” (ca. 1538), in Cox, Works, vol. 2, 99‑100.

17�Not to be missed is another important treatise by Cranmer or a close associate, titled De sacramentis 
dating around 1537–1538, which not only uses this same kind of language but incorporates the 
explicit distinction between law and gospel: Constat igitur sacramentum omnium consensu duabus 
rebus, scilicet verbo et elemento, et verbo quidem ipsius Dei, quae non est vox legis tantum praecipientis 
fieri ceremoniam, sed Evangelii quod pollicetur nobis in ceremonia remissionem peccatorum (By the 
agreement of all, a sacrament consists of two things, that is the word and the element, and the 
word is indeed that of God himself, not the voice of the Law which ordains only the performance 
of a ceremony, but of the Gospel which in the ceremony promises to us the remission of sins). This 
transcription and translation are provided by Gordon Jeanes, “A Reformation Treatise on the 
Sacraments,” Journal of Theological Studies 46, no. 1 (1995): 168, 182, respectively. Jeanes argues for 
Cranmerian authorship, whereas Null believes it to be by a close associate (Null, Repentance, 
269‑76). See the former’s subsequent treatment of De Sacramentis in his Signs, 67‑75.

18�Cranmer’s 1537 speech to a small convocation of bishops, recorded in Alexander Alesius, De 
authoritate verbi dei liber Alexander Alesij, contra Episcopum Lundensem (Strassburg, 1542), 23. The 
quoted translation comes from what Ashley Null calls the “less learned abridgement” in English, 
titled, Of the auctorite of the word of God agannst the bisshop of london (1537), sig. A9. See Null, “The 
Authority of Scripture in Reformation Anglicanism: Then and Now,” in Contesting Orthodoxies in 
the History of Christianity: Essays in Honour of Diarmaid MacCulloch, ed. Ellie Gebarowski-Shafer, 
Ashley Null, and Alec Ryrie (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2021), 82n28. Though in what follows we will 
focus on the Lord’s Supper, Gordon Jeanes has shown Cranmer’s parallel development in his 
understanding of baptism. Particularly in chap. 2 of his Signs, Jeanes traces Cranmer’s evolution, 
with special attention to his commonplace notebooks, away from baptismal regeneration, conclud-
ing that “in order to achieve consistency in his theology of justification, he is forced logically to break 
the strict link between the sacrament of baptism and the salvation which it signifies . . . the principle 
has been established in his mind, and it will gradually work its way through his whole theological 
understanding” (Signs, 92; emphasis added).
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justification—promissio19—was articulated in a sacramental discussion. The 
reason that the sacrifice of the mass was an untenable doctrine was because 
justification was indeed sola fide, through the promise: “If the mass is a 
promise . . . then access to it is to be gained, not with any works, or powers, 
or merits of one’s own, but by faith alone. For where there is the Word of the 
promising God, there must necessarily be the faith of the accepting man.”20 In 
the Loci Communes, Luther’s compatriot defines the gospel most succinctly as 

“the promise of God’s grace, blessing, and kindness through Christ.”21 Later, after 
tracing faith from Adam and Eve, to the Patriarchs, to Noah, through David, 
Melanchthon concludes: “The word that faith trusts is simply the promise of 
God’s mercy and grace.”22 Likewise, we find that in Melanchthon’s 1531 Apology 
of the Augsburg Confession the language of “promise” is used liberally, especially 
throughout Article IV (on justification) where “promise” is often interchanged 
with “gospel,” or at least features as the chief term in defining the gospel.23

That Cranmer is clued in to this promise-centered soteriology is evident 
throughout his work in the 1530s and 1540s. In his Homily on Scripture, 
Cranmer says that the Bible’s strength is in its “power to convert through 
God’s promise.”24 Elsewhere in his Homily on Salvation: “Faith doth directly 
send us to Christ for remission of our sins, and that by faith given us of God 
we embrace the promise of God’s mercy and of the remission of our sins.”25 

19�For “promise” (promissio) as the center of Luther’s understanding, see in particular Oswald Bayer’s 
Martin Luther’s Theology: A Contemporary Interpretation (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2003), 
44‑67.

20�Luther, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520), in Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings, 
ed. Timothy F. Lull and William F. Russell, 3rd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 212. A few months 
prior to Babylonian Captivity, Luther had penned “A Treatise on the New Testament, that is, the 
Holy Mass,” which outlines a theology of promise from Adam to Christ in a similar fashion. See 
Luther’s Works (American Edition, vol. 35 of 55 vols.), ed. Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann 
(St. Louis: Concordia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1955–1986), 82‑87. Hereafter, references to this series 
will be abbreviated as “LW.”

21�Philip Melanchthon, Commonplaces: Loci Communes 1521, trans. Christian Preus (Saint Louis: 
Concordia, 2014), 94; emphasis added.

22�Melanchthon, Commonplaces, 130‑31; emphasis added.
23�Philip Melanchthon, Apology of the Augsburg Confession (1531), in The Book of Concord: The Confes-

sions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, ed. Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2000), 107‑294.

24�Cranmer, “A Fruitfull Exhortation to the Reading and Knowledge of Holy Scripture,” in Certain 
Sermons or Homilies (1547) and A Homily Against Disobedience and Wilful Rebellion (1570): A Critical 
Edition, ed. Roland B. Bond (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987), 62.

25�Cranmer, “An Homily of the Salvation of Mankind, by Only Christ Our Savior from Sin and Death 
Everlasting,” in Bond, Sermons, 85.
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Almost a decade earlier, in a passage that sounds very Lutheran, Cranmer 
responds to Henry with this definition of faith: “He that hath assured hope 
and confidence in Christ’s mercy hath already entered into a perfect faith, 
and not only hath a will to enter into it. For perfect faith is nothing else but 
assured hope and confidence in Christ’s mercy: and after it followeth, that he 
shall enter into perfect faith by undoubted trust in God, in his words 
and promise.”26

In Cranmer’s exhortation preceding the 1544 Litany, which might well 
function as an early manifesto of all of the Archbishop’s liturgical work, we 
hear the language of promise liberally used:

Our father in heaven, of his mere mercy and infinite goodness, hath bounden 
himself by his own free promise . . .

But now good Christian people, that by the true use of prayer we may obtain 
and enjoy his gracious promise of aid, comfort, and consolation, in all our 
affairs and necessities . . .

We must, upon consideration of our heavenly Father’s mercy and goodness 
towards us, and of his everlasting truth, and free promise made unto us in his 
own holy word, conceive a full affiance, hope, and trust.27

Turning now to the sacraments, what we discover dominating the land-
scape of Luther’s and Melanchthon’s teaching is precisely this same promise-
theology. Selections from Melanchthon: “Sacraments or signs of God’s mercy 
have been added to the promises . . . and they have a most certain testimony 
that God’s goodwill applies to us”;28 “The signs of Baptism and participation 
in the Lord’s Supper have been added to the promises as the autographs of 
Christ, so that Christians may be certain that their sins are forgiven”;29 “In 
the Scriptures signs are added to the promises as seals, both to remind us of 
the promises and to serve as sure testimonies of God’s goodwill toward us, 
confirming that we will certainly receive what God has promised”;30 “Nothing 

26�Cranmer, “Corrections” (1538), in Cox, Works, vol. 2, 113.
27�Cranmer, Exhortation before the 1544 English Litany, in J. Eric Hunt, Cranmer’s First Litany, 1544 

and Merbecke’s Book of Common Prayer Noted, 1550 (London: SPCK, 1939), 77; English 
modernized.

28�Melanchthon, Commonplaces, 147.
29�Melanchthon, Commonplaces, 147.
30�Melanchthon, Commonplaces, 167.
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can be called a sacramental sign except those signs that have been attached 
to God’s promises”;31 “In the church the Lord’s Supper was instituted that 
our faith might be strengthened by the remembrance of the promises 
of Christ.”32

In 1526, Luther articulated that the same promises preached corporately 
in a sermon are re-preached individually in the Lord’s Supper:

When I preach his death, it is in a public sermon in the congregation, in which 
I am addressing myself to no one individually; whoever grasps it, grasps it. But 
when I distribute the sacrament, I designate it for the individual who is receiv-
ing it; I give him Christ’s body and blood that he may have forgiveness of sins, 
obtained through his death, and preached in the congregation. This is some-
thing more than the congregational sermon; for although the same thing is 
present in the sermon as in the sacrament, here is the advantage that it is 
directed at definite individuals. In the sermon one does not point out or portray 
any particular person, but in the sacrament it is given to you and to me in 
particular, so that the sermon comes to be our own.33

This “same thing present” in sermon and sacrament is understood by Luther 
to be this justifying word of forgiveness—God’s promise. It is precisely for 
this reason that Luther could not imagine leaving the Roman mass liturgically 
untouched for, especially in its late medieval theological and liturgical context, 
the mass obscured the gospel. It made the sacrament a work rather than a 
gift, a means of earning rather than a word of promise. Bryan Spinks observes:

For Luther, the canon is a serious problem. It is in fact something that is incom-
patible with the gospel, and has in fact taken the place of the gospel. . . . Luther 
believed the gospel to be a declaration of the love and forgiveness of God—of 
what God had done for us. The canon, however, is preoccupied with what we 
are doing for God. It was precisely this which meant that the canon was incom-
patible with the doctrine of justification.34

31�Melanchthon, Commonplaces, 170.
32�Melanchthon, Apology IV.210, 152.
33�Martin Luther, “The Sacrament of the Body and Blood of Christ—Against the Fanatics” (1526), in 

LW 36, 348; emphasis added. See also the passages in Babylonian Captivity, in Lull and Russell, 
Writings, 211‑15.

34�Bryan Spinks, Luther’s Liturgical Criteria and His Reform of the Canon of the Mass (Bramcote: Grove 
Books, 1982), 30‑31.
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Debates about Cranmer’s sacramentology have often failed to observe 
Luther’s identical line of thinking in Cranmer’s. Perhaps this is due to the fact 
that the debate has centered around sacramental presence, where the mature 
Cranmer, taking a Reformed position, was in disagreement with Luther.35 
This disagreement has obscured what is actually a more fundamental agree-
ment about the sacramental purpose—to freely give out the promises of God 
to his people. Once this is recognized, we begin to see echoes of Luther and 
Melanchthon all over Cranmer’s writing. In the Ten Articles of 1536, Cranmer 
describes baptism as necessarily including “firm credence and trust in the 
promise of God adjoined to the said sacrament.”36 In 1550, Cranmer would 
describe that true reception of the Lord’s Supper was a “sacramental feeding 
in Christ’s promises.”37 Again, according to Cranmer, a sacrament’s purpose 
is that God might “assure [the believer] by the promise of his word.”38 As 
Caroline Stacey summarized Cranmer’s sacramental theology: “The gospel 
promises do not point to the sacraments as special means of grace, but rather 
the sacraments are really visible showings of the gospel promises, as preaching 
is an audible showing of the same promises . . . they do not ‘add grace’ to the 
gospel.”39 Indeed, they give the gospel of grace.

The net effect of this insight is that the same gospel of justification by faith 
alone which drove the sacramental thinking of Luther dominated Cranmer’s 
thought process as well. The purpose of the sacraments, according to Cranmer, 
was to preach the gospel, particularly by giving the promises of God. Suddenly, 
sense is made of the fact that in the 1552 Prayer Book Cranmer loaded both 
sacramental rites with promise-theology. Stephen Sykes notes the 

35�See Null, “Cranmer,” in Sacraments, 215ff.
36�Cranmer, The Ten Articles (1536), in Charles Lloyd, ed., Formularies of Faith Put Forth By Authority 

during the Reign of Henry VIII (Oxford: Clarendon, 1825), xx. See also Gordon Jeanes, who dem-
onstrates the substantial linkage between Cranmer’s baptismal liturgies and those of Luther: 
“Liturgy and Ceremonial,” in Liturgy in Dialogue, ed. Paul Bradshaw and Bryan Spinks (London: 
SPCK, 1993), 22ff.

37�Cranmer, “Defense of the True and Catholic Doctrine of the Sacrament of the Body and Blood of 
Our Saviour Christ” (1550); quoted in Null, “Cranmer,” in Sacraments, 217.

38�Cranmer, “An Answer to a Crafty and Sophistical Cavillation devised by Steven Gardiner” (1551), 
in Cox, Works, vol. 1, 52.

39�Stacey, “Justification,” 265. Sumner speaks similarly of the unity underlying preaching and sacra-
ments when in the context of a discussion on Cranmer he states, “The Word is better understood 
if the sermon is its sacrament in airwaves, and the latter is the Word affixed to the elements so as 
to make His presence bodily immediate” (George R. Sumner, Being Salt: A Theology of an Ordered 
Church [Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2007], 37).
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unprecedented rise in “promise” language throughout the baptism liturgy of 
1552, concluding that “the historical reason [for this] has doubtless much to 
do with the promissory emphasis of Luther’s sacramental theology.”40 In Holy 
Communion, Cranmer architected the Comfortable Words to follow 
Absolution—the Comfortable Words being nothing other than four bald 
promises of God.41 It is clear that for Cranmer, his sacramentology is governed 
by the gospel, rendering an outlook succinctly described by Ashley Null as 

“justification and Holy Communion sola fide.”42 J. I. Packer summarizes:

For [Cranmer], as for all the Reformers, the doctrine of justification by faith 
alone compelled a drastic rethinking of the sacraments. For if sacraments are 
really means of grace . . . and if grace means the apprehended reality of one’s 
free forgiveness, acceptance, adoption, in and through Christ, and if grace is 
received by faith, and if faith is essentially trust in God’s promise, then the 
sacraments must be thought of as rites which display and confirm the promises 
of the gospel, and as occasions for faith’s exercise and deepening. From this it 
will follow that, instead of the gospel being really about the sacraments, as 
means for conveying specific spiritual blessings given no other way (the Medie
val thesis), the sacraments are really about the gospel, in the sense that they 
hold forth visibly the same promises.43

Superstition and transubstantiation as gospel-issues. With sola fide 
established as the governor of Cranmer’s sacramentology, we can now revisit 
other loci of Cranmer’s sacramental argumentation and hear afresh this 
same governor featured there. Many have observed how the mature Cran-
mer was allergic to what he and the other Reformers described as “supersti-
tion.” But were such attitudes merely the byproducts of the new humanist 
rationality and the early modernist outlook? For Cranmer, while this 

40�Stephen Sykes, “‘Baptisme Doth Represente unto Us Oure Profession,’” in Thomas Cranmer: Essays 
in Commemoration of the 500th Anniversary of His Birth, ed. Margot Johnson (Durham: Turnstone, 
1990), 133.

41�And we should note well that while the Reformed liturgies which predated Cranmer had their 
own versions of “Comfortable Words” in eucharistic liturgies (Bucer’s Strassburg liturgy of 1537, 
and Hermann’s Cologne liturgy of 1544–1546), Cranmer’s liturgy was the only one to make the 
Comfortable Words mandatory alongside absolution, as opposed to interchangeable with absolu-
tion. This may perhaps be a sign that Cranmer’s soteriological understanding was more Lutheran 
than Reformed.

42�Null, Repentance, 3.
43�Packer, “Introduction,” xv.
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rationale was doubtless at play,44 when it came to grappling with the meta-
physics of bread and wine, his stated reasoning had far less to do with 
humanist disdain for medieval primitive practice and far more to do with 
the gospel. It is sola fide which motivates statements like these that seek to 
distinguish the elements themselves from what they signified and sealed: 

“Consider and behold my body crucified for you; that eat and digest in your 
minds. Chaw you upon my passion, be fed with my death. This is the true 
meat, this is the drink that moisteneth. . . . The bread and the wine which 
be set before your eyes are only declarations of me, but I myself am the 
eternal food.”45 Superstition, aided and abetted by the doctrine of transub-
stantiation which said that the bread and wine substantially turned into the 
body and blood of Christ, was problematic not because it was antiquated 
or thought unfit for modern, rational thinking. Instead, these practices were 
manifestations of a more fundamental loss of scriptural truth, particularly 
the truth of justification by faith alone. In Cranmer’s argumentation, if bread 
and wine are transubstantiated, people can receive Christ by means other 
than faith. They can receive Christ and be united to him substantially by 
simply physically eating the sacrament.46 This further makes sense of why 
in the debates on transubstantiation in sixteenth-century England the loca-
tion of Christ was ultimately an issue of the gospel. In Cranmer’s under-
standing, the book of Hebrews locates Christ bodily in heaven, and in 
heaven for a purpose—that he might live to intercede for believers as he 
declares his finished work before the Father (Heb 7:25). This good news of 
Christ’s heavenly intercession is in his mind jeopardized, which is why he 
says, “Our faith is not to believe him to be in bread and wine, but that he is 
in heaven.”47 For Cranmer, transubstantiation pulls Christ away from 
heaven, away from the ear of the Father where intercession is to be made. 
Against transubstantiation, in the Archbishop’s words, communion exists 
not to pull Christ down, but to lift us up: “Being like eagles in this life, we 

44�See Sykes, “Open Heart,” 8.
45�Cranmer, “Disputations at Oxford” (1554), in Cox, Works, vol. 1, 399; emphasis added.
46�Cranmer, “Defence of the True and Catholic Doctrine of the Sacrament of the Body and Blood of 

our Saviour Christ” (1550), in Henry Jenkyns, The Remains of Thomas Cranmer, vol. 2 [Oxford: The 
University Press, 1833], 356: “[The papists] say, that Christ is received in the mouth, and entereth 
in with the bread and wine: we say, that he is received in the heart, and entereth in by faith.”

47�Cranmer, “Debate” (1548), in Buchanan, Documents, 17.
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should fly up into heaven in our hearts, where that Lamb is resident at the 
right hand of his Father, which taketh away the sins of the world.”48 The 
concern about superstitious practices associated with transubstantiation 
(reservation, elevation, and veneration of the sacrament, processions and 
festivals, etc.) is therefore not a relatively insignificant metaphysical one, 
but a life-or-death soteriological one.49 And this scheme creates a doctrinal 
order of priority. Contrary to medieval piety, the sacraments were not to 
be focused on for their sake. They were to be vehicles and servants of the 
gospel. For Cranmer, sola fide would govern the metaphysics of Christ’s 
presence at the table.

Priesthood and ecclesiology as gospel-issues. We see from yet another 
angle that Cranmer’s critique of medieval sacramental theology is gov-
erned by sola fide in the way he criticizes his day’s theology of the priest-
hood. If faith alone must be in Christ alone, any other mediator nullifies 
the aloneness of faith: the object of faith (Christ) must be as alone as the 
faith itself for justification to be truly by faith alone. Sola fide and solus 
Christus are joined at the hip. This is why Cranmer can thunder against 
the priesthood thus:

The greatest blasphemy and injury that can be against Christ, and yet universally 
used through the popish kingdom, is this: that the priests make their mass a 
sacrifice propitiatory, to remit the sins as well of themselves as of other, both 
quick and dead, to whom they list [i.e., desire] to apply the same. Thus, under 
the pretense of holiness, the papistical priests have taken upon them to be 
Christ’s successors, and to make such an oblation and sacrifice as never creature 
made but Christ alone, neither he made the same any more times than once, 
and that was by his death upon the cross.50

This is furthermore why Cranmer found the doctrine of apostolic succes-
sion untenable.51 It was not ultimately his disdain for Roman theology as 
such or even his loyalty to Henry’s authority over that of the pope. Cranmer’s 
gospel-governed concern was that as priests were pretending to be 

48�Cranmer, “Disputations” (1554), in Cox, Works, vol. 1, 398.
49�For additional insights on this, see the end of chap. 6, under “Sola Fide and Consecration, Recep-

tion, and Blessing of the Elements.”
50�Cranmer, “Defence” (1550), in Jenkyns, Remains, vol. 2, 447.
51�See Null, “Cranmer,” in Sacraments, 215.



395001QGN_ALONE_CC2021_PC  42� November 10, 2022 3:00 PM

42	 Part 1: Cranmer’s Gospel-Centered Theology Established 

duplications, or “successors,” of Christ as they made a sacrifice of him,52 they 
take the trust and faith which should be thrown upon Christ alone and direct 
it to themselves. And when that happens, faith is no longer alone—the work 
of another, the priest, must accompany it:

For if only the death of Christ be the oblation, sacrifice, and price, wherefore 
our sins be pardoned, then the act or ministration of the priest cannot have 
the same office. Wherefore it is an abominable blasphemy to give that office or 
dignity to a priest which pertaineth only to Christ; or to affirm that the Church 
hath need of any such sacrifice; as who should say, that Christ’s sacrifice were 
not sufficient for the remission of our sins; or else that his sacrifice should hang 
upon the sacrifice of a priest. But all such priests as pretend to be Christ’s suc-
cessors in making a sacrifice for him, they be his most heinous and horrible 
adversaries. For never no person made a sacrifice of Christ, but he himself only.53

In conclusion, we hope to allow for a kind of argument “from the greater 
to the lesser.” If for Cranmer sola fide indeed governed and directed the 
two most dominant subjects of theology and piety leading into the six-
teenth century—purgatory and the sacraments—we have reason to believe 
that justification by faith alone would serve in the same post for many 
other spheres of theology. So it appears that sola fide is the governor of 
Cranmer’s theological decisions. We turn now, beyond how sola fide is 
positioned in Cranmer’s theology, to unpack how the doctrine actually 
works in Cranmer’s theology.

52�Cranmer, “Answer,” 348: “But all such priests as pretend to be Christ’s successors in making a 
sacrifice of him, they be his most heinous and horrible adversaries. For never no person made a 
sacrifice of Christ, but he himself only.”

53�Cranmer, “Defence,” 452. Not surprisingly, we once again find a forerunner of this argumentation 
in Luther himself: “You will ask, ‘If all who are in the church are priests, how do these whom we 
now call priests differ from lay men?’ I answer: Injustice is done those words ‘priest,’ ‘cleric,’ ‘spiri-
tual,’ ‘ecclesiastic,’ when they are transferred from all Christians to those few who are now by 
mischievous usage called ‘ecclesiastics.’ Holy Scripture makes no distinction between them, 
although it gives the name ‘ministers,’ ‘servants,’ ‘stewards’ to those who are now proudly called 
popes, bishops, and lords and who should according to the ministry of the Word serve others and 
teach them the faith of Christ and the freedom of believers. . . . That stewardship, however, has 
now been developed into so great a display of power and so terrible a tyranny that no heathen 
empire or other earthly power can be compared with it” (Martin Luther, “The Freedom of a 
Christian” [1520], in Three Treatises [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990], 291‑92).
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