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“The Means of Grace”     Text – Mark 16:15-18	      Heidelberg Catechism Lord’s Day 25


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.		
At the top of the page with Lord’s Day 25 on it, you can see a heading entitled “The Sacraments.”  
That heading informs us that we are moving into a new sub-section of the Catechism; a section that covers the next 7 Lord’s Days.  
Now, what we mean by the word “Sacrament” is explained in Q/A 66.  
Sacraments are sacred rites that are signs and seals of God’s gospel promise.  
And the two sacraments that Jesus instituted, as Q/A 68 makes clear, are Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  

And yet, given this heading, what is surprising is that the section that we have now arrived at really deals with the broader subject of the Means of Grace.  
Now, we will return to why this is surprising in a moment, but let’s first explore what is meant by the term “Means of Grace.”  
Firstly then, try as you might, you will not find the term “Means of Grace” in the Bible.  And so, what we are dealing with here is a term that is used to describe something that the Bible teaches, as a whole.  
And what the Bible, as a whole, teaches us is that every blessing that comes to man after the fall is an act of grace.  
Fallen man does not, in any way shape or form, deserve God’s blessing.  Thus, all God’s blessings are a gift of grace.  
Now, God can accomplish His blessing directly in the heart of the believer.  
And this is a great comfort for those who are physically or mentally incapable of attending worship, and parents of children who die in-utero or in infancy.  
God can give grace directly to those who belong to Him.  
But ordinarily He has chosen to give His gracious blessings through certain means.  
He has chosen to use certain ‘conveyor belts’ or ‘pipes’ through which He gives grace to believers.  
And so, the term “means of grace” has in view the ordinary means by which God gives grace to His people.  
Those two means are the preaching of the Word and the Sacraments, as Q/A 65 reveals.  They are the ‘conveyor belts’ which God uses to communicate His grace to His people.  

Now, there is far more to be said in regard to how this all works, but let’s return firstly to why the title, “The Sacraments,” is a rather surprising one for this section.
As we have noted, Q/A 65 reveals that the two means of grace are preaching and the sacraments.  And yet a quick look at Lord’s Days 25 to 31 reveals that the attention of the Catechism is given primarily to the Sacraments.  Why this seeming imbalance between the two?  
Well the reason for this seeming “imbalance” is not really that difficult to understand.  The catechism was written at a time when the whole question of the sacraments - the number of them, what they really were, and what they really achieved - was foremost in the minds of the Reformers.  The place and purpose of preaching was not really a major issue.  

And so, as we begin this next section of the Heidelberg Catechism and give considerable attention to the Sacraments, we must ever remember that the primary place actually belongs to the preaching of the holy gospel.  
Whilst there can be preaching without the sacraments, there can never be sacraments without preaching.  
Nevertheless, preaching and the sacraments, together, form the ordinary means of grace.  
And so, what we are going to do is to look at a passage of Scripture that sets this before us.  
And we do this so that we may be encouraged in our appreciation of the means of grace and challenged to a greater use of the means of grace.  

Let’s turn then and read from Mark 16 noting particularly verses 15-18.

Now, these verses form the end of Mark’s Gospel.  
And what we find here is that Jesus issues the Great Commission.  

Now, we normally think of the similar words in Matthew 28 when we speak of the Great Commission.  But both of these passages describe the same conversation that Jesus had with His disciples in Galilee.  And while Matthew and Mark both emphasize different aspects of what Jesus said, the substance is clearly the same: Jesus issues the great commission.

Now, boys and girls, a commission is the act of granting authority to undertake certain functions.  
When your Mum tells you to call the other children in for dinner, she is commissioning you to act on her behalf.  She gives you the authority to act on her behalf.  When you stand on the door step and yell out, “Hey you guys, it’s time to come in for dinner,” you do so with your mother’s authority.

Well, as we look at this commission that Jesus gives then, we want to note 
the heavenly source of this commission, 
the earthly recipient of this commission, and 
the churchly means of this commission.

Firstly then, let’s consider this commission in terms of its heavenly source.  

	And quite simply, the heavenly source of this commission is seen in the one who gives it.  
	Jesus is speaking to His disciples.  
	Jesus is the one who says to them, “Go into all the world and preach…”  
	And Matthew tells us that Jesus prefaced this commission by saying, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples…”  
	And this is seen further in what Jesus says in verses 17-18 in our text: These signs will accompany those who believe: they will drive out demons; they will speak in tongues, they will pick up snakes, poison will not hurt them, and they will heal.  And what will be the power or the authority that enables them to do all these things?  Jesus says, “In my name.” 


	You see, Jesus stands there as the one who has just risen from the dead.  
	He stands there as the one who went to the cross, taking the sins of His people upon His shoulders, and making atonement for them.  
	And because of this, Revelation 5 tells us that the angels in heaven sing this song to the Risen Christ: “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation.  10 You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth.”  


	In terms of the means of grace, John, in his Gospel, introduces Jesus as the Word: “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.”  
	And because Jesus is the Word, He could say, “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes Him who sent Me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over from death to life.”  

Because Jesus is the Word, John could say of Him, “The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and remain is he who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.'  I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God."  
And because Jesus is the Word, He, Himself, could say in John 6, "I am the bread of life.  He who comes to Me will never go hungry, and he who believes in Me will never be thirsty … Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.  For My flesh is real food and My blood is real drink.  Whoever eats My flesh and drinks My blood remains in me, and I in him.”  

	You see, the Old Testament administration was now over.  The New Testament administration had begun.  
	What the OT pointed forward to had now happened.  

The work of forming the church of Jesus Christ must now begin and it must be centered in the person and work of Jesus Christ.  
Thus, what Jesus reveals here is that the heavenly source of the commission to build this church is Himself.  

	Well, what then does this mean?  Why is it so important for us to understand that Jesus is the heavenly source of this commission?  It matters, Brothers and Sisters, in two key areas.  
	Firstly, it matters in terms of the church.  
	Who is the one who brought this church into existence?  To whom does this church belong?  Who is the one who calls people to become members of this church?  To whom are the members of this church ultimately responsible?  And these questions apply to any Christ confessing church.  
	It’s not the Session of this church.  And it’s not the denomination that this church is a part of.  

No, the answer is Jesus Christ.  
	This and every Christ confessing church belongs to Jesus Christ.  
	He has brought us into existence.  

He calls His people to join us.  
	He is the one to whom we are ultimately responsible.  

Through His church, He is the one who calls you to believe in Him and to live a life of faithful obedience.

	And secondly, it matters in terms of the means of grace.  	
	Now, we will look more closely at this in our last point.  But we need to note here that preaching and the sacraments, as ways by which God communicates His grace to His people, are not the invention of men.  
	Jesus says, “Preach the good news to all creation.”  

Jesus says, “Baptize whoever believes.”  
And, we know from Luke that in reference to the Lord’s Supper, Jesus said, “This do in remembrance of Me.”  

Jesus then is the heavenly source of this commission.  The Christ; the Saviour; the Redeemer, the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords is the one who calls His disciples to go.  
But we need also consider here the earthly recipient of this commission.  

Now, boys and girls, how many disciples was Jesus talking to here?  
And before you quickly say 12 because every one knows that Jesus had 12 disciples, you need to remember what has just happened in the story.  Jesus has risen from the dead.  And he was crucified because He was betrayed by Judas, one of His disciples.  And what did Judas do after Jesus was arrested?  He killed himself didn’t he.  
So that means Jesus is talking to 11 disciples.  
And yet I have called this point the earthly recipient of this commission and not the earthly recipients.

And I do this because of one very important thing that we need to grasp before we move on to consider the churchly means of this commission.  
When Jesus gives this commission, He is giving it not to individuals but to His church.  
And we may see this in what happened soon after Jesus spoke these words.  
After Jesus gave them this commission, the disciples returned to Jerusalem.  
And when they arrived in Jerusalem the first thing that they did was to select a replacement for Judas.  They knew that there really needed to be 12 disciples.  And you can read about this in Acts 1.  
And the reason this was important was because Jesus was beginning to build His NT church.  
In the OT, the church was built around the nation of Israel, which was made up of 12 tribes.  
Now, with the NT church, Jesus is beginning again to build his church.  Thus, there needs to be this symbolic number of 12 again.   
And the disciples accomplish this by selecting Matthias to replace Judas.
And you can be sure that Matthias was present when Jesus gave this commission to His disciples.  
Peter said that the replacement for Judas would have to be one who was with us “from John’s baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up from us.”  
And so, when Jesus gives this commission, He gives it to the 11 disciples and to the one who would join them as the beginnings of the church of Jesus Christ.

The means of grace are entrusted not to the individual disciples, not to Peter or to Paul, and not to me or you as individuals, but to the church of Jesus Christ.  
The church is the earthly recipient of this commission.

And thus, we need to end by considering the churchly means of this commission.

	Congregation, I want to end today by asking this one question:  If the church is to be the church, what ought she to do?  
	And the reason I ask this question is because if you look around the church today, you might be forgiven for not knowing if there is one answer to this question.  
	Over here it would seem that the church is commissioned to advocate for the rights of the poor.  

Over here it would seem that the church is commissioned to seek political influence.  
	Over here it would seem that the church is commissioned to provide food for the hungry.  
	Over here it would seem that the church is commissioned to generate vast income for itself.  

And over here it would seem that the church is commissioned to seek world peace.

	Well, in terms of the question, “If the church is to be the church, what ought she to do?”, the answer is what we find here in Matthew 16.  
	Jesus, the Lord of the church, said then to the church and says now to the church, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation.  Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned.”  
	The church is commissioned to call the people of the world to faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  And she does this by preaching the gospel.  
	Romans 10 – “For, "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved."  14 How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?  15 And how can they preach unless they are sent?”  
	And the key word, in what I just read to you fro Romans 10 is the word “Sent.”  For that brings us right back to Jesus commission: “Go.”  
	Jesus sends preachers.  

Jesus commissions the church to ordain and send men to preach, for this is how He will awaken faith in the hearts of His people.  

	Now, does this mean we should not be interested in the rights of the poor, or politics, or food for the hungry, or world peace?  No.  It does not mean that.  
	But those are things that are the business of individual Christians who, having heard the Word preached, bring it to bear upon their own lives and in the lives of others.  

The church is commissioned to preach the Gospel as the primary means of communicating God’s grace to fallen mankind.  

	And as people are brought to saving faith through the Gospel, the church is commissioned to confirm the gospel in believers through the use of the sacraments.  
	Now, someone might be tempted to ask why it is that we need sacraments if preaching is so powerful?  You know, “Preaching can’t be that great if it needs the help of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, can it?”  
	Well, in answering this question, you need to note that the necessity for the sacraments is not for God, but for you.  The Word of God has no need, in and of itself, of confirmation by the sacraments.  It is perfectly able to achieve its end.  The need for the sacraments arises solely from your weakness.  It is a further gracious provision of God given on account of the weakness of your flesh.  


	Perhaps the following illustration can help us to see this.
	I am sure that most of you wives dearly love to have your husbands tell you that they love you.  If your wife is like my wife, you know that they take great delight in having their husbands say, “Sweetheart, I love you.”  

But wives what if you heard, very regularly, the words, “I love you,” but never saw that love expressed in a physical and tangible way.  What if there were no hugs or kisses, no gifts or flowers, no walks together, no practical physical demonstrations of love that could be seen or felt.  
Well, you would begin to question that love wouldn’t you; you would question the sincerity of the words.  
And you would do this because you could not see, taste, smell, and feel what lay behind those words.  
	And the reason for this is that we are created physical beings with senses.  We use our eyes, our hands, our mouths, and our noses, to confirm what we hear with our ears, don’t we.  
	If someone holds a rose before us and says, “This rose smells great,” we immediately want to lean over and smell it for ourselves, even though we know roses smell great and we have been told that this rose tells great.  

We want and need to have physical reinforcement for what we hear and know.  That is how we have been created.  

	Well, God, in His tender mercy; in recognition of our physical being, has graciously given us the sacraments, so that what we may taste and feel what we hear with our ears.  
	This is reflected in the words of answer 66, where we are told that the sacraments were given to “make us understand more clearly the promise of the gospel.” 

We see it also in the words of answer 67 where we are told that what the Holy Spirit teaches us in the gospel, He assures us in the sacraments.  

Can you see why preaching and the sacraments are called the means of grace?  
O Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, what a gracious God we worship!  
May He, by His Spirit, encourage and challenge each of you to a greater use of the means of grace.  

But may He also encourage and challenge us as a church.  
For God’s gospel promise to those that believe in Him is that their sins are forgiven, by grace alone, because of Christ’s sacrifice.  
And as the Reformed Church of Dovedale, we are to preach the gospel and faithfully administer the sacraments.  
These are the means of grace entrusted to us by the commission of Jesus Christ.  Amen.


