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Chapter One

What Is
a Sacrament?

hroughout church history, there have been perhaps

few issues that have led to as many disputes as the
sacraments. We've seen debates over how many sacraments
there are, how these sacraments operate, how they are to be
performed, who is to receive them, and so on. There has
been much confusion and conflict. Although we can’t go
into minute detail here about all the technical theological
points involved with the sacraments, we can look at some

of the basic principles.



What Are the Sacraments?

We understand that the life and worship of the church
involve what we call Word and sacrament. Our churches—
Protestant churches, particularly—have emphasized the
preaching of the Word, whereas churches in the Middle
Ages tended to feature the celebration of the Lord’s Supper;
this is why the centerpiece of church architecture was the
altar. Many Protestant churches instead made the pulpit
the point of focus, emphasizing preaching rather than sac-
raments. Sometimes we tend to overreact in one direction
or the other. But from the days of the Old Testament all
the way through the New Testament, God has been con-
cerned not only to speak to His people through His Word
but also to communicate in other ways, including through
the sacraments.

'The English word sacrament comes from the Latin sacra-
mentum, which is a translation of the Greek word mystérion.
Our English Bibles translate the Greek as “mystery.” His-
torically, the church saw that something mysterious was
involved in the liturgy of the church and in the giving of
sacraments. So right from the start, we find a bit of dif-
ficulty as we try to define what a sacrament is. But in its
most rudimentary form, the idea of the sacrament involves

an experience of something that is sacred—something that



What Is a Sacrament?

we regard as extraordinary or uncommon, something with
a special meaning or significance attached to it.
Theologians sometimes use the word sacrament in a
narrow sense and sometimes in a broad sense. In the nar-
row sense, the term means the specific rites or ordinances
that are observed in the church, which we call sacraments.
In the broader sense, it refers to the many ways that God
communicates to His people through object lessons, signs,
or ordinary symbols that take on extraordinary meaning,.
For example, early in the Old Testament, we have the
record of the great deluge, the flood of Noah that destroyed
the world. We know that after Noah and his family sur-
vived, God promised them that He would never again
destroy the world by a flood. We are told that as a sign or
symbol of God’s abiding promise to that end, God set His
rainbow in the sky. He used the common, natural phenom-
enon of the rainbow as a sign of an uncommon, special,
divine promise of His persevering and preserving provi-
dence. So every time we see a rainbow, we are involved in
the sacramental life of the faith—not in the narrow, tech-
nical sense of sacraments but rather in the broader sense of
external objects that are used to enhance and support the

communication of the verbal promises of God.
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