
1 

 

Essentials of Reformed Doctrine: Lesson 25.2 (“The Means of Grace” [2])  

I. THE PREACHING OF THE GOSPEL [Last time, we looked at the means of grace generally; now we 
look at them more in detail. The preaching of the Gospel is three things in Reformed Ecclesiology: a 
key of the kingdom of heaven; a mark of the true church; and the chief means of grace]. 
A. Preaching defined: “The authoritative declaration of the Gospel by Christ through the church.” 

1. Preaching is a declaration or an announcement of what God has done. 
a. Preaching is not a well meant offer in which God expresses what He would like to do.  
b. Preaching is not some interesting insights about religious matters or a learned (or not so learned) 

discourse about the Bible. 
c. Preaching is God’s message proclaimed by a herald. The word preacher means “herald,” a man 

sent by the king with the king’s official message. To despise true preaching is to despise God.  
2. Therefore, true preaching must have various characteristics  

a. The content of true preaching must be the word of God. Preaching must be the faithful 
exposition of the Bible. It must not be the minister’s opinions or suggestions; it must not be 
mixed with social commentary, political harangues, mere moralistic lessons or entertaining tales. 

b. The content of true preaching must be Christ and Him crucified. Every sermon must present that 
central truth: only then is it good news (the “evangel”): I Cor. 1:18, 23; I Cor. 2:2; Gal. 3:1.  

c. True preaching must be done by a man authorized by Christ to preach. Women may not 
preach—and their sermons, which might have reasonable content, are not means of grace (I Tim. 
2:12); a layman (who is not ordained) may not preach. Why? To preach a man must be called by 
Christ and sent through the church (Rom. 10:14-15; Acts 13:1-4). A man may not say that he has 
great gifts and he believes the Lord wants him to preach unless he submits to be examined by the 
church (I Tim. 3:10; 4:14-15; II Tim. 1:6). Ideally, he should be trained (II Tim. 2:2). 

B. Preaching is the Word of God and the voice of Jesus Christ. The Reformed faith teaches that “the 
preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God.” 
1. That gives preaching its unique authority 

a. When a lawfully called and ordained man preaches God Himself speaks from heaven. Therefore 
that preaching is to be heard, honored and obeyed: Isa. 66:2; Jer. 23:29; Heb. 2:3-4; 12:25. 

b. Paul commends the Thess. for their esteem of the preaching as the Word of God: I Thess. 2:13. 
c. The authority of preaching therefore does not come from the preacher (he is a vessel of clay, II 

Cor. 4:7; and he comes in weakness, I Cor. 2:3-5; II Cor. 10:10) but from God Himself whose 
word the preacher brings. 

d. Since the preaching is the Word of God it has power. No preacher’s voice has power, but the 
Word of God has awesome power: Rom. 1:16; II Cor. 2:15-16; II Cor. 10:3-5; Heb. 4:12.  

2. Preaching has power to build up & save God’s people and to harden & destroy the reprobate. 
a. The voice of no man works faith in our hearts or strengthens it. preaching saves both the 

preacher and the believing hearers of the preaching: I Tm. 4:16. It is the savor of life unto life.  
b. But preaching has also the power to expose sin and to harden men in their sins in preparation for 

their final destruction. That is why it is a fearful thing to hear preaching and not believe. 
c. The knowledge that preaching is the power of God gives the preacher a sense of his 

responsibility and gives the preacher confidence to preach, knowing that preaching is not in vain. 
3. Preaching has this power in the church because it is the voice of  Christ. That is why preaching 

is central in the worship of the church. That is why God’s people want to hear preaching. They 
do not come to have their ears tickled but to hear the voice of Christ from heaven. 
a. This is clearly taught in Scripture: Luke 10:16; John 10:27; Rom. 10: 14; Eph. 2:17, 4:20-21. 
b. Only the voice of Christ has the power to raise the dead; work faith in God’s people; comfort, 

admonish, strengthen and edify the saints. And since preaching is the voice of Christ we must be 
eager to hear it and we must pay careful attention to it. 
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c. A church which believes that preaching is the voice of Christ will not substitute other things for 
it. A church which treasures preaching will not tolerate the crowding out of the voice of Christ. 
And the believer who believes preaching will be comforted by Christ, assured by Christ, 
instructed by Christ and will learn at the feet of Christ. And a minister who believes this about 
preaching will work diligently and carefully at his sermons. 

II.  THE SACRAMENTS  
A. The second (and secondary, but by no means unimportant) means is the sacraments. 

1. There is much confusion about sacraments in the church. 
a. In fact, at the time of the Reformation, not even the Reformers could agree on the sacraments. 

Rome had  a view; the Lutherans had a different view; the Reformed (Calvinists) a third view.  
b. Even today there is confusion on the sacraments: Rome teaches that the sacraments are essential 

to salvation, and that the sacraments automatically work grace in all who use them; others are 
simply superstitious about the sacraments; and others neglect the sacraments and, although they 
use them, do not understand what they mean.  

c. The common evangelical view is that they are mere symbols, but there is no presence of Christ in 
them (“The signs are not in vain or insignificant, so as to deceive us. For Jesus Christ is the true 
object presented by them without whom they would be of no moment” (Belgic Confession, 33). 

2. A sacrament is a holy ceremony instituted by Christ for use in the church. 
a. A sacrament must be instituted by Christ. A sacrament does not derive its authority from man, 

nor from the church, but from Christ Himself (Mat. 28:19; I Cor. 11:26). 
b. We reject any man-made sacrament such as the additional sacraments of Rome: to baptism & the 

supper Rome adds “confirmation, penance, marriage, holy orders, extreme unction.”  
c. Sacraments are given to the church for use by the church in the church. Sacraments may not be 

administered by unbelievers or by para-church ministries (Matt. 28:19) 
d. Sacraments are holy: this does not mean that the water is “holy” or the bread and wine are 

“holy,” except in the sense that they are set apart from common use for God’s worship.  
3. Sacraments are means of grace.  

a. This does not mean “vehicles of grace”: that is the Roman Catholic view.  
b. Instead, sacraments strengthen and nourish faith because when they are used with faith they give 

to elect believers what they signify and promise: they give Jesus Christ.  
c. The sacraments are added to the preaching; they are not a replacement for preaching, and they do 

not teach anything that the preaching does not teach. They are a visible word of God.  
B. Sacraments are signs and seals 

1. Signs 
a. A sign is a visible representation of an invisible reality: something you can see which points to 

something you cannot see. The water is a picture of the washing away of sins; the bread and 
wine are a picture of feeding on Jesus Christ. 

b. But the sacrament is not the same thing as that of which it is a sign. 
2. Seals 

a. A seal is a mark of authenticity: a mark that something is not a fake, but genuine (e.g. diploma) 
b. The sacraments are seals because they assure us of the promises of God. God joins them to the 

promise of the Gospel better to confirm the truth to us. 
c. The Belgic Confession says, “to seal unto us His promises, and to be pledges of the good will and 

grace of God toward us, and also to nourish and strengthen our faith” (Art. 33) 
d. Romans 4 teaches us that circumcision was an Old Testament sacrament, a sign and seal (v. 11) 

3. Sacramental union 
a. The Bible teaches a very close connection between the sign and the thing signified so that it 

speaks of one in terms of the other. We call that the sacramental union: it calls baptism “the 
washing of regeneration” (Tit. 3:5).  

b. But we must not make the mistake of equating the two things. More about that next time, DV.  


