
 

 
 
Chapter One 
 

The Means of Grace 
 
 

hen I was a child I always looked forward to the arrival of the ice 
cream truck. The instant I heard that distinctive music playing in the 
distance I would go running into the house to beg my mom for some 

money. I would bounce up and down with excitement, impatiently waiting while 
mother dug in her purse for a dollar. Then, money in hand, I would run back 
outside to wait at the curb, with great expectation, as that truck slowly inched its 
way toward our house. It never came fast enough. It always seemed as though 
there were a billion other children between that truck and me I can distinctly 
remember being afraid that it would run out of ice cream by the time it got to my 
end of the block. But arrive it finally did, and by that time my imagination had 
already eaten its way through half of their stock, and I knew precisely what I 
wanted. 
 “The Chocolate Bomb!” 
 Ah, the joys of childhood! The joys of the simple, uncomplicated pleasures 
that come with ice cream bars and the heat of the summer months. The innocent 
expectation and excitement that filled those days! Today, right this very instant, 
there’s a half gallon of chocolate ice cream in the freezer in my kitchen—ice 
cream that I bought with my own money, and from which I can dip several 
heaping scoops any time I want. But it’s just not the same. 
 The ice cream that came from the truck was special. Those bars were not like 
the ice cream in my freezer; the ice cream in my freezer is mine, thanks to the 
effort of my labors—I earned the money with which I bought today’s ice cream. I 
went to the grocery store and selected it from all the other choices. I checked its 
label for fat content (oh, the horrible things we do to ice cream these days!), and I 
looked around to see if they had any of the other special flavors that I like (coffee 
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ice cream … yum, yum). Then I bought the ice cream, paying for it with my own 
money. 

I earned that ice cream with a sermon, a Bible study, and several pastoral 
visits; I earned the joy in my mouth and my stomach that the ice cream would 
bring with service and work! But it’s still not the same as those simple chocolate 
bars that came from the ice cream truck during my childhood. You see, those ice 
cream bars were unexpected, wonderful gifts that appeared in the heat of the 
afternoon to excite and refresh a young child’s spirit. I didn’t have to work hard to 
get those ice cream bars. If my allowance had already been spent for the week, I 
could always count on Mother to fork over enough for me to buy an ice cream 
anyway. No, those ice creams of my childhood days were wonderful and free; and 
so much unlike the ice cream of today, because I didn’t do anything to earn them. 
They were an undeserved gift—and a wonderful one at that! Essentially, they 
were grace incarnate. 
 Which brings us to the topic of this book: what is grace and how is it 
received? 

We’ve all heard the common expression: She walked with much grace. When 
the word grace is used in this way, it generally conveys a sense of “refinement” 
and “gentility,” often as an attitudinal quality that has been developed through 
education and training. However, if we’re speaking theologically, grace is a 
specific and essential, yet very simple, thing; in Greek, the language of the New 
Testament, grace is the word:  
 

χαρις 
 
Pronounced “kharis,” this word literally means “unmerited favor.”1 For something 
to be “grace,” it must be unearned, undeserved, freely given, and freely received.  
If it is “grace,” it cannot be earned or made; no work of your own can go into 
producing it. 
 Divine grace is essential for Christian living. It is so essential that, without it, 
we lack the ability even to turn to God or have faith in Jesus Christ. Human 
beings have fallen so far away from God’s will, through self-centered sin and self-

                                                
1 Walter Bauer, ed., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago:  
University of Chicago Press, 1979), 877–878. 



 

  

righteousness, that we are fundamentally incapable of even wanting to know God, 
much less being able to actually say yes to God’s love. Thanks to what is known 
in Augustinian theology as “the fall,” all human beings are without hope and are 
entirely incapable of seeking after God unless God is first acting upon our hearts. 
Apart from the grace of God, we are utterly lost. This “lostness” calls for God’s 
initiative, God’s power, and God’s transforming presence. And all of this—the 
desire to know God, the ability to say yes to God, and the act of faith involved in 
actually saying yes—comes to us through grace. Indeed, each stage of the 
Christian life, each step that we take toward God, is entirely the product of God’s 
loving, empowering grace, which draws, enables, transforms, and empowers us.   

Since grace is central to the Christian life, questions automatically arise: how 
does one receive it? What does grace look like? How does grace function? And by 
what means does grace come to us? These kinds of questions are part of the field 
of systematic theology known as sacramentology, the subject that occupies a 
substantial portion of this book. 

By what means does one receive grace? 
I receive phone calls by means of a telephone. I watch the news by means of 

a television. I make cash withdrawals from my bank account by means of an 
Automatic Teller Machine. I read e-mails by means of my computer. Each of 
these devices is a means through which I receive something. Likewise, when we 
talk about the means of grace we’re referencing the ways, methods, and 
instruments through which God’s grace comes to us. 

Human beings are creatures of instrumentality; many different kinds of 
instruments are a part of our daily experience. Thanks to our experience and our 
nature as beings with physical limitations, it makes perfect sense for us to think 
about doing things and receiving information through instruments. Be it by means 
of a TV, radio, or telephone, an ATM or a computer, we usually conceive of 
receiving items or information by way of a device. In Christian theology, the 
means of grace function as the methods, the ways, the instruments through which 
God makes divine grace available to us and for us. 

This is the essence of the sacramental approach to the role and function of 
grace in the Christian life. It is the approach of the Roman Catholic, Eastern 
Orthodox, Anglican, Lutheran, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches, as well as 
those faith communities that are theologically related to them in their doctrinal 
perspective on the means of grace. In other words, the largest portion of historic 
Christianity accepts the sacramental approach to the function and receipt of grace. 



 

  

Throughout the course of this book, when I reference these communities I will use 
the terms sacramental and catholic. Elsewhere, I tend to use the term catholic 
(with a lowercase c) in its sense of “universal,” meaning all Christians; but 
relative to the issue of one’s understanding of the functioning of grace, I will be 
using it in this confined sense.  

Those churches which come from the separatist wing of the Protestant 
Reformation—particularly Baptist, Church of Christ, the so-called “non-
denominational” and “Bible” churches, and any others who are theologically 
related to them—generally do not share this approach to the means of grace. 
Rather than believing that grace comes to believers through instruments, they 
understand the means of grace as being good works that Christians perform in 
obedience to the commandment of Christ. If God’s grace is actually present to 
believers in any way relative to these works, it is only present directly from God 
and not through any instrumentality. 

 This approach is known as ordinance theology, and it tends to deny that 
there is any kind of actual, instrumental presence in these ordinances. We do 
them, according to this approach, out of obedience to the Lord’s commandment. 
Throughout the course of this book, when I reference this group I will generally 
use the terms ordinance, reformed, non-sacramental, and Zwinglian.2 

While sacramental theology theoretically makes room for grace to be 
received through non-instrumental means, proposed examples of this are 
exceedingly rare. Indeed, when examples have been offered it has been my 
invariable experience that one or more instruments can be identified, functioning 
somewhere in the process. Fundamentally, the two approaches are incompatible 
with each other; they reflect two contradictory conceptions of how grace 
functions and how we receive it. 

There are many means of grace. Throughout the history of the church 
Christians have identified and institutionalized several of them as either 
sacraments or sacramental acts, and each has played an important role in the lives 
of believers. Other means of grace have been recognized as having sacramental 
qualities but only infrequently have they been recognized among the sacraments. 
While there are far too many for us to examine within the confines of this book, 
we will look at a few of the more important means of grace, study how they 

                                                
2 The role and nature of the ordinances in Zwinglian theology will be covered in chapter three. 



 

  

function, and consider how their sacramental qualities play a role in the life and 
witness of Christians. 
 

❖❖❖ 
 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 
Chapter One 

 
♦ What does grace mean to you? 
 
♦ How do you understand the term means of grace? 
 
♦ Do you believe that grace can come to you directly, apart from any specific 

means? If so, describe an example of such. 
 
♦ If you believe that God’s grace comes to us through instrumental means, list 

those which have a special significance for you. 
 
♦ Consider those things or people who have been special means of grace for 

you. What have they said or done to express the love of God in your life? 
 
♦ How are you expressing the grace of God to others? Are there any ways that 

you could become a more effective means of grace for those around you? 
 
♦ Do you believe it is possible to live a Christian life divorced from all of the 

means of grace? 
 


