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TTHHEE  SSAACCRRAAMMEENNTTSS::  
GGOODD��SS  GGRRAACCIIOOUUSS  MMEEAANNSS  OOFF  GGRRAACCEE  

RREEVV..  CCHHAARRLLEESS  RR..  BBIIGGGGSS  
 
Introduction 
I think it is especially interesting to note one way sin�s effects on mankind are described 
as blindness in the Bible.  We are blind as God�s people, and only through grace can we 
truly see (2 Cor. 3-4). 
 
As sinners we are blind to much of God�s goodness and grace that we should see around 
us; God communicates to us, and tells us about himself, about how he has blessed us, and 
we don�t readily see it.  All creation proclaims the glory, power, and grace of God (Psalm 
19; Romans 1:18ff).  Yet we don�t easily and readily see it. 
 
Even after the veil is removed (2 Cor. 3:16) and we can see the truth of God�s revelation, 
God still gives to his people visible signs to aid us in our understanding; God stoops to 
accommodate to his people through visible pictures because he knows our faith is weak 
and still contaminated by sin. 
 
God teaches us to walk by faith and not by sight, yet he gives us visible signs and seals 
that we can see and experience by faith as well.  In other words, God accommodates to 
our weak faith with pictures. 
 
That�s what the sacraments are: visible pictures of what God�s Word declares.  The 
sacraments are first a work of the Holy Spirit communicating grace to His people as they 
are received by faith.  God gives his people visible pictures of what the verbal word 
declares and proclaims to God�s people. 
 
God shows to us what he says and means in 2 Corinthians 1:20: 

 
ESV 2 Corinthians 1:20 For all the promises of God find their Yes in him. That is why it 

is through him that we utter our Amen to God for his glory. 
 
Why do we need Sacraments if we have God�s Word you might ask? Why would 
God not just give us His Word?  Calvin explained this well: �For God�s truth is of itself 
firm and sure enough, and it cannot receive better confirmation from any other source 
than from itself. But as our faith is slight and feeble unless it be propped on all sides and 
sustained by every means, it trembles, wavers, totters, and at last gives way.  Here our 
merciful Lord, according to his infinite kindness, so tempers himself to our capacity that, 
since we are creatures who always creep on the ground, cleave to the flesh, and, do not 
think about or even conceive of anything spiritual, he condescends to lead us to himself 
even by these earthly elements, and to set before us in the flesh a mirror of spiritual 
blessings (my emphasis, Institutes, 4.14.3). 
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Where does the term �sacrament� come from?  
Although the theological term �sacrament� is not in the Bible, the term itself can be 
helpful (there are many useful theological words that are derived from the teaching of the 
Bible that are not necessarily used in the Bible; e.g. �Trinity�, �Incarnation�). 
 
The Latin word is Sacramentum which came from the Greek word translated �mystery� 
(from the Greek word �musterion�).  The Apostle Paul uses the word �mystery� in his 
writings referring to the unfathomable grace of God that has been manifested in the 
Incarnation of Jesus Christ; it is a word that gets at the great �surprise� that God became 
man to secure the salvation of His people in the fullness of the times. 
 
ESV Colossians 1:27 To them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles 
are the riches of the glory of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. 
 
ESV Colossians 2:2 that their hearts may be encouraged, being knit together in love, to 
reach all the riches of full assurance of understanding and the knowledge of God's 
mystery, which is Christ, 
 
ESV Colossians 4:3 At the same time, pray also for us, that God may open to us a door 
for the word, to declare the mystery of Christ, on account of which I am in prison- 
 
ESV 1 Timothy 3:9 They must hold the mystery of the faith with a clear conscience. 
 
While this �mystery� is hard to fully comprehend, it can be apprehended and confessed 
by faith in God�s Word. 
 
ESV 1 Timothy 3:16 Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness: He1 was 
manifested in the flesh, vindicated2 by the Spirit,3 seen by angels, proclaimed among the 
nations, believed on in the world, taken up in glory. 
 
In the history of the Church, the Sacraments as �mystery� meant a variety of things to 
various theologians, but the truth that this term gets at is that it is hard to explain how 
God works to grow His people through the Sacraments (and other aspects of the special 
revelation of God such as the �mystery� of the Trinity and Incarnation of Jesus).  
Sacraments as �mystery� gets at the difficulty it is for finite minds and beings to 
comprehend the sovereign and powerful work of God�s Spirit. 
 
The term sacramentum in the Latin as a translation of the Greek word �mystery� carried 
the meaning of an oath.  In addition to the idea of �mystery� was that there was an oath of 
God and man involved in the participation of the Sacraments.  
 
This oath or sacramentum in Latin was the oath of allegiance a soldier would swear to his 
country�s flag or standard.  The term �Sacrament� was never rejected because of this oath 
meaning; God swears on oath the good news for His people through the Sacraments.  
Believers in return as a response to this grace-oath, vow our allegiance and obedience to 
God in the receiving of the sacraments. 
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You can find this meaning of oath captured in the Reformers� Biblical definition of the 
Sacraments: 
 
John Calvin generally defined that sacraments are first of all �a testimony of divine 
grace toward us confirmed by an outward sign.�  He wrote that Sacraments are outward 
signs �by which the Lord seals on our consciences the promises of his good will toward 
us in order to strengthen the weakness of our faith; and we attest our piety toward him 
and his angels as well as before men (Institutes, 4.14.1). 
 
Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck wrote: �Reformed theology described the sacraments 
as visible, holy signs and seals instituted by God so that he might make believers 
understand more clearly and reassure them of the promises and benefits of the covenant 
of grace, and believers on their part might confess and confirm their faith and love before 
God, angels and humankind� (Reformed Dogmatics, Vol. IV, pg. 473). 
 
So there are two aspects of receiving the Sacraments we should all remember: (1) God�s 
showing the gospel and giving grace to us; (2) Our believing God�s gospel, and receiving 
by faith his grace, and in reliance upon that grace, living holy lives coram Deo..   
 
Every worship service is truly a covenant renewal service for the people of God; this is 
why we believe the Sacraments should be observed on a weekly basis (at least the Lord�s 
Supper).  By God�s grace, we weekly hear and see (and touch and taste) that the Lord is 
good and that our hope is in God�s promises found in Christ; we renew our love for God 
and each other, and we walk out of worship separated from the world to be a light and a 
witness to God�s love and grace. 
 
We often forget these things and thus the reason why a �reminder� sermon on the 
Sacraments is so important for us. 
 
Are God�s Sacramental �Word-Pictures� just a New Testament phenomenon? No! 
Throughout redemptive-history, God gave his people pictures of what His Word declared 
(sometimes we call these Sacramental �Word-Pictures� types, symbols, or shadows of the 
completed work of Christ that was yet to be accomplished in the Old Covenant. 
 

I. In the Garden before the fall: God gave a sacramental Tree of Life.  A lot is 
implied in the Word-Picture of the Tree of Life.  We see that even before the 
fall, Adam was not created eternal, and would depend upon God�s Word of 
promise to grant Him eternal life and resurrection-immortality by God�s 
grace.  If eternal life was to be given, it would be granted because of God�s 
promise that was signified in the Tree of Life. 

 
II. In the Patriarchal times: God gave rainbows; God gave circumcision.  Noah 

had a rainbow that God showed to him so that he would know that God was 
trustworthy; Abraham had circumcision as a sign and seal of the righteousness 
that God had granted to him in his saving work. 
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III. After the redemption from Exodus: God showed his people the meaning of 

redemption from sin and slavery through the crossing of the Red Sea.  God 
gave the people the Passover blood as a sign: 

 
ESV Exodus 12:13 The blood shall be a sign for you, on the houses where 
you are. And when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague will 
befall you to destroy you, when I strike the land of Egypt. 

 
God also gave a sacrificial system to His people whereby they could see their 
hope found in God alone by grace alone through the shed blood of the lambs. 

 
IV. In the fullness of the times, after the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of 

Jesus Christ: God gave baptism and the Lord�s Supper to His people to 
�show� them His love. 

 
Sacraments are more fully defined as signs and seals of God�s redemption.  I want to 
focus mainly in our sermon on the Sacraments as signs and seals and what that means for 
us as believers!  Our confession defines Sacraments in this way: 
 
Westminster Confession of Faith 27.1  Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of 
grace,(1) immediately instituted by God,(2) to represent Christ, and His benefits; and to confirm 
our interest in Him:(3) as also, to put a visible difference between those that belong unto the 
Church, and the rest of the world;(4) and solemnly to engage them to the service of God in Christ, 
according to His Word.(5)  (1)Rom. 4:11; Gen. 17:7,10; see the refs. for section 2 below. (2)Matt. 
28:19; 1 Cor. 11:23 (3)1 Cor. 10:16; 1 Cor. 11:25,26; Gal. 3:27; Gal 3:17 (4)Rom. 15:8; Exod. 
12:48; Gen. 34:14 (5)Rom. 6:3,4; 1 Cor. 10:16 
 
The Heidelberg Catechism says that �Sacraments are holy, visible signs and seals, appointed of 
God for this end, that by the use thereof he may the more fully declare and seal to us the promise 
of the gospel� (Lord�s Day 25). 
 
Sacraments as visible signs and seals of the grace of God will do three specific things for 
us as we understand by faith: 
 

1) Reinforce our faith in Jesus Christ. 
2) Renew our understanding of our unity together as God�s people. 
3) Remind us all that we are separated, that is set apart as saints in Christ, to be a 

holy people- -we are not our own and we are not of the world. 
 
Historical sketch 
Let me give a historical sketch to aid us in better understanding the Sacraments.  The 
church fathers did not develop a clear systematic and theological understanding of the 
sacraments.  During the Medieval times however, the Sacraments were intensely focused 
on and various doctrines were elaborated in great detail. 
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It was during this time of the church�s history that most Medieval theologians agreed that 
there were seven sacraments given by God to the church.  This number became formal 
Roman Catholic teaching at the Lateran Council in the 12th century.  Unfortunately, the 
number of the sacraments and the understanding of the sacraments at this time strayed far 
from biblical teaching (the 7 sacraments were baptism, confirmation, the Eucharist, 
penance, extreme unction, holy orders, and matrimony). 
 
The seven Sacraments were believed by most Medieval theologians to confer grace ex 
opera operato or �through the act performed� grace was communicated when lawfully 
communicated by the ordained priests of the Church.  In this was a severing of the 
important biblical bond between the sacraments and the Word of God.  This also 
removed the requirement of faith in the individual; the individual just had to �go through 
the motions� and come to the church to get the grace that was needed regardless of one�s 
faith. 
 
In the Reformation period, the doctrine of the Sacraments became the central issue of 
discussion among the various Reformers; the Sacraments became the reason why there 
was not more unity among the Reformers.  Zwingli, Luther and Calvin all taught that the 
sacraments conferred grace, but that the sacraments had no value or power apart from 
the Word of God.  A believer had to believe in God and know Christ if any grace was to 
be conferred to the recipient.  The Reformers did not all agree on how Christ is present 
in the Sacrament of the Lord�s Supper (which we will consider next week, D. V.). 
 
Calvin wrote: �There is never any sacrament without an antecedent promise of God� 
(Institutes, 4.14.3); �There is no true administration of the sacrament without the word� 
(Institutes 4.17.39); �All signs are as it were dead, except life is given them by the word� 
(Commentary on Jeremiah 3:353). 
 
This truth of the Word interpreting Sacraments can be seen in Reformed architecture.  In 
the Medieval period the center focus of worship was the Sacraments and particularly the 
Sacramental Table of the Eucharist.  The focus of the worshipper architecturally in the 
sanctuary was a table rather than a pulpit! 
 
Since the Reformation, Reformed Churches have placed the focus on God�s Word and 
placed the table in front of and under the Word to signify two things: (1) The Word must 
proclaim and interpret the Sacraments; (2) The Word and Sacraments must go together to 
be effectual by the working of God�s Spirit. 
 
Although Medieval Rome had taught that there were 7 sacraments instituted by our Lord 
(through the Apostles, not necessarily revealed in Holy Scripture), the Reformers 
confessed that there were only two; as we read the Biblical teaching taught by Calvin and 
summarized in the Westminster Confession of faith many years after Calvin�s death: 
 
WCF 27.4  There be only two sacraments ordained by Christ our Lord in the Gospel; that is to 
say, Baptism, and the Supper of the Lord: neither of which may be dispensed by any, but by a 
minister of the Word lawfully ordained.(1) (1)Matt. 28:19; 1 Cor. 11:20,23; 1 Cor. 4:1; Heb. 5:4 
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Sacraments as signs.  
Augustine taught that the sacrament is a �visible sign of a sacred thing or a visible form 
of an invisible grace.� 
 
�Signs, signs, everywhere signs�� God loves His people and not only tells them who He 
is, what he has done, what He is doing, and what He will do, but he also shows his grace 
to us.   
 
ESV Genesis 17:11 You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall 
be a sign of the covenant between me and you. 
  
It is important to note that in Genesis 17:10 circumcision is actually identified as God�s 
covenant (more on this� Jesus says: �This is my body�blood�). 
 
In the rainbow during Noah�s time the rainbow as an ordinary part of God�s creation was 
set apart to comfort Noah in the past of God�s salvation, in the present of His being safe 
and sound in the Lord�s care, and that the future would be free from this kind of judgment 
again. 
 
ESV Genesis 9:12-13, 17: And God said, "This is the sign of the covenant that I make 
between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for all future 
generations: 13 I have set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be a sign of the covenant 
between me and the earth....ESV Genesis 9:17 God said to Noah, "This is the sign of the 
covenant that I have established between me and all flesh that is on the earth." 
 
This is an important truth of the sacraments as visible signs revealed in Genesis; they are 
the ordinary stuff of creation that are set apart, and chosen by God, to communicate 
visible spiritual truths.   
 
We must be reminded of the fact that although these are real signs and point to realities 
beyond themselves, the rainbow doesn�t become that truth; circumcision doesn�t become 
the truth; ink and paper do not become the truth; water doesn�t become the truth; bread 
and wine do not become the truth- -they are signs that point to the truth of God�s grace in 
Jesus Christ- -yet they are sacramentally linked together by God�s Spirit. 
 
The sacraments of baptism and the Lord�s Supper are signs that represent truly and really, 
yet spiritually that which they signify.  The unity of the sign of water in baptism, and 
bread and wine in the Lord�s Supper, and what the signs signify must never be separated. 
 
Because of the believer�s union with Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit holds before us the 
reality of Christ�s work for us by displaying the truth in the signs, or in the sacraments. 
 
For instance, let�s focus on the two New Testament Sacraments: In these two sacraments 
Jesus Christ is the hope for our cleansing, redemption from sin, and dying and being 
raised to a newness of life.  Baptism shows this to us; what baptism signifies the Holy 
Spirit makes a true reality in the life of the Christian by His grace. 
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In the Lord�s Supper, the death of the Lord Jesus Christ is seen for believers.  Jesus� body 
laid down for His own, Jesus� blood shed for our purification and cleansing and 
justification.  The Holy Spirit makes this sign a reality for Christians by communicating 
grace to the believer as they look by faith and see the Savior who gave His life for them. 
 
Parents: teach your children the importance of the signs that God has placed on them in 
baptism; particularly use them as visible �aids� and �helps� to aid their weak faith and 
reinforce their faith in the accomplished work of Jesus Christ (lest they totter and wobble 
around in their faith as Calvin described it). 
 
Christians: In times of temptation, remember you have been signified, that is marked by 
God, setting you apart from the world; you have been redeemed from sin, cleansed and 
made pure, and you have risen to a new life in Jesus Christ.  As our confession of faith 
teaches, �improve your baptism�- -how? 
 
Westminster Larger Catechism 167  How is our baptism to be improved by us? A. The 
needful but much neglected duty of improving our baptism, is to be performed by us all our life 
long, especially in the time of temptation, and when we are present at the administration of it to 
others;(1) by serious and thankful consideration of the nature of it, and of the ends for which 
Christ instituted it, the privileges and benefits conferred and sealed thereby, and our solemn vow 
made therein;(2) by being humbled for our sinful defilement, our falling short of, and walking 
contrary to, the grace of baptism, and our engagements;(3) by growing up to assurance of pardon 
of sin, and of all other blessings sealed to us in that sacrament;(4) by drawing strength from the 
death and resurrection of Christ, into whom we are baptized, for the mortifying of sin, and 
quickening of grace;(5) and by endeavouring to live by faith,(6) to have our conversation in 
holiness and righteousness,(7) as those that have therein given up their names to Christ;(8) and to 
walk in brotherly love, as being baptized by the same Spirit into one body.(9) (1)Col. 2:11,12; 
Rom. 6:4,6,11 (2)Rom. 6:3-5 (3)1 Cor. 1:11-13; Rom. 6:2,3 (4)Rom. 4:11,12; 1 Pet. 3:21 5)Rom. 
6:3-5 (6)Gal. 3:26,27 (7)Rom. 6:22 (8)Acts 2:38 (9)1 Cor. 12:13,25,26,27 
 
We are to hope in Jesus Christ, we are hear and respond obediently to God�s Word, we 
are to see in the sacraments the truth that Jesus Christ is our righteousness, redemption 
and sanctification the Bible teaches (1 Cor. 1:30-31).  This truth is held out for us to see 
in our baptism and the Lord�s Supper.  There is a �sacramental union� between the sign 
and the thing signified. 
 
WCF 27.2  There is, in every sacrament, a spiritual relation, or sacramental union, between the 
sign and the thing signified: whence it comes to pass, that the names and effects of the one are 
attributed to the other.(1) (1)Gen. 17:10; Matt. 26:27,28; Tit. 3:5 
 
We see this truth in the following passages.  In Genesis 17, God speaks of the sign and 
the covenant as so closely related that to speak of the one is the acknowledge the other; 
same in the teaching of our Lord, the apostles, Peter and Paul: 
 
ESV Genesis 17:10-11: This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you 
and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11 You shall 
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be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant 
between me and you. 
 
ESV Matthew 26:27-28: And he took a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to 
them, saying, "Drink of it, all of you, 28 for this is my blood of the1 covenant, which is 
poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. 
 
ESV Acts 22:16 And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your 
sins, calling on his name.' 
 
ESV 1 Peter 3:21 Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of 
dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
 

ESV 1 Corinthians 10:16 The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the 
blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ? 
 

We must remember that the reason the sign and the thing signified are so closely 
related is because of the power and working of the Holy Spirit. 

 
The two great errors in the history of the Church in understanding the Sacraments has 
been in severing the ties between the Holy Spirit and the signs (denying that the 
Sacraments are a means of grace), and bonding the Holy Spirit to the signs (making the 
Sacraments a means of salvation).   
 
We should not reject the Holy Spirit�s working through the signs (as the Zwinglians and 
other Spiritualists do; many modern evangelicals believe this way), neither should we 
think the Holy Spirit is tied to the signs (as Rome teaches).  The Holy Spirit still 
sovereignly acts and wills freely through these signs by His power and grace.  Listen to 
how the Westminster Confession of Faith rejects both of these errors in chapter 28 on the 
Sacrament of Baptism: 
 
WCF 28.5  Although it be a great sin to contemn or neglect this ordinance,(1- Zwinglian) yet 
grace and salvation are not so inseparably annexed unto it, as that no person can be regenerated or 
saved, without it;(2- Roman Catholicism) or, that all that are baptized are undoubtedly 
regenerated.(3) (1)Luke 7:30 with Exod. 4:24-26 (2)Rom. 4:11; Acts 10:2,4,22,31,45,47 (3)Acts 
8:13,23 (my insertion, CRB). 
 
Calvin said it clearly this way: �Therefore, between the Spirit and the sacraments I make 
the following distinction, namely that the power to work rests with the Spirit, but that the 
sacraments serve to provide a ministry, i.e., a ministry which in the absence of the Spirit 
is empty and of no value, but is filled with tremendous power when the Spirit works 
inwardly and manifests his power� (Institutes, 4.14.9).    
 
The sign and the seals are efficacious NOT because of the sacramental act itself, but 
because of the working of the Holy Spirit with these means.  This is why in our 
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understanding the sacraments the priority must be on the Holy Spirit�s working, His 
blessing, his grace, his giving over our faith, our receiving, even our fully understanding.   
 
There is a sense in which we experience these means of grace by faith, knowing that the 
Holy Spirit is working.  We must have faith and we must receive; but our faith and 
receiving should never have priority over God�s grace and gift. 
 
How are we to understand the idea of �sign�? There are natural signs and instituted 
signs that are found in our lives (Augustine).  Natural signs are such things as smoke: 
�Where there is smoke there is fire� (the smoke is a sign that there is something burning- 
-a fire); there are footprints (the footprints indicate that there is a walker); there are flags 
or standards or banners that indicate or show forth as signs our citizenship in a country or 
state, or more precisely our loyalty to a country or state. 
 
This works in our real lives when we go to the Mouse-House on vacation (if you don�t go 
to the Mouse-House plug in another place to illustrate).  If you�re traveling to 
Disneyworld for that �happy�, overpriced, and consumeristic family vacation ☺, when 
you see the sign that says Disneyworld.  You don�t stop at the sign and �enjoy yourself� 
with your family.  You know that the sign points to something else; yet you cannot 
separate the two.  The sign is a help to you so that you will know what is being offered. 
 
It takes the reality of Disneyworld to make sense of the sign; it would do you no good to 
have a sign that says �Disneyworld� and not have Disneyworld.  The sign and the thing 
signified must not be separated: Christ�s work for us and the sign that points to it are 
sacramentally linked together by God�s Spirit (because God chooses to use these means 
as signs to our weak faith). 
 
Can you have the sign and not in reality have Disneyworld, or Christ? Yes, this can 
happen, but you will neither in reality have a family vacation if you only have the sign; 
and if you have not Christ, you have no hope- -only the sign. 
 
Think of the sign of a wedding ring.  A wedding ring as sign does not cause two people to 
love one another; it shows forth the love that is already between them.  Can there be no 
love and be a ring on the fingers of a married couple? Yes.  You can have the sign and 
not have the reality of the thing signified.  However, you can also have love, and love 
strengthened, by remembering the love that is represented by the ring; the sign can 
reinforce and strengthen the bond that is already there as a spouse looks to this sign by 
faith. 
 
A handshake.  My father often reminds me of a time when a handshake could be trusted 
to back up the word of a promise a man would make to another; a handshake had 
meaning; a handshake was a sign of agreement and promise. 
 
Sacraments are extraordinary, God-ordained signs to point God�s people to the reality of 
the completed work of Jesus Christ for us.  In these extraordinary signs we see what 
God�s has said in His Word and we know that what is in His Word is trustworthy because 
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it comes from God Himself who is trustworthy and cannot lie.  And this trustworthiness 
brings us to the concept of Sacraments as seals. 
 
Sacraments as seals.   
The seals of God�s redemption are found in the sacraments as well.  Bavinck: �In the 
sacrament God first comes to believers to signify and seal His saving benefits. He assures 
them with visible pledges that he is their God and the God of their children. He attaches 
seals to his Word to strengthen their faith in that Word (see Gen. 9:11-15; 17:11; Exodus 
12:13; Mark 1:4; 16:16; Luke 22:19; Rom. 4:11)� (Reformed Dogmatics, Vol. IV. Pg. 
475). 
 
ESV Romans 4:9-13: Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the 
uncircumcised? We say that faith was counted to Abraham as righteousness. 10 How 
then was it counted to him? Was it before or after he had been circumcised? It was not 
after, but before he was circumcised. 11 He received the sign of circumcision as a seal 
of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose 
was to make him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that 
righteousness would be counted to them as well, 12 and to make him the father of the 
circumcised who are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the 
faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised. 13 For the promise to 
Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world did not come through 
the law but through the righteousness of faith. 
 
�A seal of the righteousness�� (Romans 4:11).   
 
The Holy Spirit shows forth the truth of God�s grace to us in the signs, but the Holy Spirit 
also makes the sacraments seals.  The idea of the Sacraments as seals means that God 
shows forth that He is trustworthy and that He is a God that can be trusted. 
 
Seals are given by God to confirm and strengthen His people; the seals validate and 
confirm God�s Word to us.  The difference between sign and seal is that the signs are to 
bring to mind the reality of Christ�s work for us; the seals are to validate and confirm the 
work of Christ for those who believe. 
 
To summarize again: Signs show God�s love and grace in Christ; seals validate and 
confirm God�s love and grace in Christ. 
 
God sets His seal in the visible signs of the Sacraments saying: �Believe my word that in 
Christ there is hope; here is a picture of the purification, cleansing and forgiveness of sins 
in water; here is a picture of the body and blood laid down for you as your substitute, the 
Christ whose blood make you righteous before me, holy and sanctified, separated from 
the world, and heirs of heaven�.Believe me, because I am trustworthy.� 
 
In Biblical history, God uses seals in Scripture to show his �mark� on believers as His 
very own: 
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ESV Revelation 7:2-3: Then I saw another angel ascending from the rising of the sun, 
with the seal of the living God, and he called with a loud voice to the four angels who 
had been given power to harm earth and sea, 3 saying, "Do not harm the earth or the 
sea or the trees, until we have sealed the servants1 of our God on their foreheads." 
 
God seals the Book of Judgment so that only the Lamb of God can open it: 
 
ESV Revelation 5:1 Then I saw in the right hand of him who was seated on the throne a 
scroll written within and on the back, sealed with seven seals. 
 
God seals his people by the Holy Spirit until the Day of Redemption when Jesus will 
return and His people fully vindicated and revealed: 
 
ESV 2 Corinthians 1:22 and who has also put his seal on us and given us his Spirit in 
our hearts as a guarantee.1 

 

ESV Ephesians 1:13 In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of 
your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, 
 
ESV Ephesians 4:30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed 
for the day of redemption. 
 
No one other than God Himself could seal His people (that is to validate or confirm them 
as His own); no one other than God Himself could seal the Book of Judgment; no one 
other than God could seal His people for the Day of Redemption.  The seal is only as 
good as the one who backs it up and gives the seal authority and thus makes it 
trustworthy. 
 
In history, think of the seal of a king�s envelope or message.  If the king�s seal was on the 
document, it validated and confirmed the message as being trustworthy because of the 
source of the letter and the seal validated and confirmed this.  We see this in Scripture as 
well: 
 
ESV 1 Kings 21:8 So she wrote letters in Ahab's name and sealed them with his seal, and 
she sent the letters to the elders and the leaders who lived with Naboth in his city. 
 
ESV Nehemiah 9:38 1 "Because of all this we make a firm covenant in writing; on the 
sealed document are the names of2 our princes, our Levites, and our priests." 
 
In modern times, the seal of a notary public makes a document valid. 
 
A letter stating that you will inherit a million dollars is only as good as its seal.  If I sent 
you a letter with CRB, my seal on it, this would not be trustworthy (even if I believed 
with all my heart) because I couldn�t back it up with real cash.  The source of the letter, I, 
could not produce the million dollars. 
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If you received a letter with DT on it, indicating that it was Donald Trump�s seal, he 
could back it up, and if he sincerely wanted to give you the million dollars, it would be 
trustworthy.   
 
If God sends a message, that is a gospel message through His Word, and through that 
message promises salvation, redemption from sin and death, only God can seal this 
promise (validate or confirm it) and �make it so�; and this is what He has done for all 
who believe in Jesus Christ. 
 
God grants us seals in water, bread and wine to promise that He is trustworthy and what 
he has proclaimed in His Word about Jesus Christ is shown, but also validated and 
confirmed to us as we believe. 
 
Think of how a trademark serves to authenticate and guarantee the genuineness of a 
manufactured product to explain further (Bavinck, pg. 476).  Logos of our favorite 
products perhaps gets at this trustworthiness of seals as an imperfect analogy.   
 
Many consumers know the difference between a camera with the CANON logo on it and 
one made by another lesser brand; many know the differences between TIDE and other 
�lesser� detergents; most can spot an iPod and an APPLE PC a mile off and tell that those 
operating systems are actually working. 
 
So what makes the difference? The trustworthiness of the name- -whose quality, whose 
word, who can be trusted? In this illustration: CANON, TIDE, and APPLE. 
 
God�s seals come with God�s word.  God is trustworthy; believing in His seals, or rather 
believing what the Word of God teaches concerning God�s seals, is believing God.  
God�s �logo�, God�s trustworthiness in Jesus Christ, God�s Word is backing up His 
Sacraments.  Let�s read Romans 4:11 again: 
 
He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith 
while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the father of all who 
believe without being circumcised, so that righteousness would be counted to them as 
well� 
 
In the sign of circumcision, Abraham received a seal, that is a validation, a confirmation 
and a pledge of the righteousness that God had provided him because of the future 
completed work of Jesus Christ on His behalf.   
 
In the sign of water, believers receive a seal, that is a validation, confirmation of 
purification, the forgiveness of sins, the removal of unrighteousness before God.  In the 
signs of bread and wine, believers receive seals, that is validations, confirmations of 
Christ�s death in their place for them. 
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Hold onto to these God-given seals like you would an important letter from a loved one 
who lives at a distance from you- -read, and re-read, and look at, and touch and feel, and 
experience God�s seals that validate and confirm His love to you. 
 
This is why the Word and the Sacrament must never be separated.  If you separate the 
two all you have is water, bread and wine; the Word must interpret the water, bread and 
wine.  What good would there be to get a sealed envelope with no message inside? 
 
God sets the water, bread and wine apart from common purpose to show visibly the sign 
and the seal of the completed work of Christ; the benefits of redemption and eternal life 
that were earned for us by Jesus Christ. 
 
In summary, the Word proclaims the Gospel; the Sacraments show forth the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ for all who believe.  As Calvin wrote in the Institutes: �The Sacraments 
bring the clearest promises; and they have this characteristic over and above the word 
because they represent them for us as painted in picture form from life� (4.14.5). 
 
How is gracious is God to His people? 
 
He tells us he loves us (in His Word). 
He shows us he loves us (in His Sacraments). 
He validates and confirms that he loves us (in His Sacraments). 
 
How are we to respond? 
 
Reinforced Faith that is strengthened. 
Renewed understanding of our unity with Christ and each other. 
Reminder that we have been redeemed from sin, released from bondage, separated 
from the world, and therefore we are to live holy lives in reliance upon the grace that 
we have heard and seen. 
 
Remember the �Grace Priority� 
In our understanding of the sacraments, the priority must be on grace over faith; the 
priority must be on God�s gift, or giving to us, rather than the focus on our faith, or 
reception of God�s gift. 
 
In infant baptism for example, we offer our children to God to receive God�s sign gift 
(not because they necessarily have faith or understand what�s going on).  We don�t focus 
our attention in infant baptism on the child�s faith, but on God�s gift of redemption and 
the forgiveness and cleansing from sin that is promised in Jesus Christ for those who 
believe. 
 
As Reformed folk we truly believe that grace precedes faith.  We confess that 
regeneration precedes faith and we should remember that this grace priority on God�s 
giving continues to precede our faith throughout the Christian life.  We should see this 
grace priority especially in our partaking and participation in the sacraments. 
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In baptism and/or in the Lord�s Supper, it is not our weak faith that should be our focus, 
but rather God�s gift to us in Jesus Christ. 
 
Sacraments do not save; there is no power inherent in the water, bread and/or wine to 
save from sin.  Sacraments do not save, but they really and truly point to the Christ who 
saves.  Sacraments do not save, but they really and truly show as well as seal the benefits 
of Christ�s work for us as we receive them by faith.  In summary again, the Sacraments: 
 

1) Reinforce our faith in Jesus Christ.  The Sacraments do not grant a faith if it is not 
already there; but they do reinforce and strengthen our faith in God.  This process 
is a spiritual act of the Holy Spirit as we receive God�s signs and seals by faith. 

 
2) Renew our understanding of our unity together as God�s people.  We need to 

remember that we are united to Jesus Christ by faith and partakers of one Spirit; 
therefore, we should live and act as those who have been redeemed by Jesus 
Christ.  Forgiveness, mercy, love, grace, grace, grace�if every Christian would 
live consistently with the signs and seals of the sacraments, there would never be 
troubled relationships and failed marriages and divided congregations. 

 
3) Remind us all that we are separated, that is set apart as saints in Christ, to be a 

holy people- -we are not our own and we are not of the world.  A challenge to our 
self-centered ways; we belong to God and we live and serve God ultimately.  We 
are no longer part of the world; let us resist the temptations of the world; let us put 
off the world�s way of thinking, and live God�s way. 

 
Why? Because we have heard that Jesus Christ loves us, we have seen that Jesus Christ 
loves us, and we have validation and confirmation that Jesus loves us? 
 
Do you need anything else?  What more could you need that God has not already 
graciously provided in the Word and Sacraments? 
 
Let us pray. 
 
CRB 
www.aplacefortruth.org 
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Scripture Lesson 
 
ESV Genesis 9:12-13, 17: And God said, "This is the sign of the covenant that I make 
between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for all future generations: 
13 I have set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and 
the earth....ESV Genesis 9:17 God said to Noah, "This is the sign of the covenant that I 
have established between me and all flesh that is on the earth." 
 
ESV Genesis 17:11 You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be 
a sign of the covenant between me and you. 
 

ESV Romans 4:9-12: Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the 
uncircumcised? We say that faith was counted to Abraham as righteousness. 10 How then 
was it counted to him? Was it before or after he had been circumcised? It was not after, 
but before he was circumcised. 11 He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the 
righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to 
make him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that righteousness 
would be counted to them as well, 12 and to make him the father of the circumcised who 
are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father 
Abraham had before he was circumcised. 
 
1 Peter 3:18-22: For Christ also suffered1 once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, 
that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit, 
19 in which1 he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison, 20 because1 they formerly did 
not obey, when God's patience waited in the days of Noah, while the ark was being 
prepared, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through water. 21 
Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the 
body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, 22 who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, 
authorities, and powers having been subjected to him. 
 
John 6:48-58: I am the bread of life. 49 Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and 
they died. 50 This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and 
not die. 51 I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, 
he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh." 52 

The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, "How can this man give us his flesh 
to eat?" 53 So Jesus said to them, "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the 
Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. 54 Whoever feeds on my flesh 
and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. 55 For my 
flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink. 56 Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks 
my blood abides in me, and I in him. 57 As the living Father sent me, and I live because of 
the Father, so whoever feeds on me, he also will live because of me. 58 This is the bread 
that came down from heaven, not as the fathers ate and died. Whoever feeds on this bread 
will live forever." 
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ESV Matthew 26:26-29: Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and after blessing it 
broke it and gave it to the disciples, and said, "Take, eat; this is my body." 27 And he took 
a cup, and when he had given thanks he gave it to them, saying, "Drink of it, all of you, 28 

for this is my blood of the1 covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of 
sins. 29 I tell you I will not drink again of this fruit of the vine until that day when I drink 
it new with you in my Father's kingdom." 
 
ESV Mark 14:22-24: And as they were eating, he took bread, and after blessing it broke it 
and gave it to them, and said, "Take; this is my body." 23 And he took a cup, and when he 
had given thanks he gave it to them, and they all drank of it. 24 And he said to them, "This 
is my blood of the1 covenant, which is poured out for many. 


