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Lords Day 25a (Q. 65) 

The Word as a Means of Grace. 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.65. Since then we are made partakers of Christ and all his benefits by faith only, whence 
doeth this faith proceed? 

A. From the Holy Ghost, who works faith in our hearts by the preaching of the gospel, and 
confirms it by the use of the sacraments. 

 

Introduction 

The heading which the Christian of the catechism places above this last part of the second part of 
the catechism is: "Of the sacraments." But the material treated in this part is but partially covered by 
this heading. All that is treated in this part of the catechism is not covered by it.  

It is true that the largest part is devoted to the sacraments. But the fact is that not only the 
sacraments are treated, but what we might call, and what often has been called, the means of grace, 
together with Church discipline, is the material treated in this part of the catechism. We might also call it 
the distinguishing marks of the true Church in the world. These distinguishing marks of the 
manifestation of the true Church in the world are usually considered to be three; namely, the pure 
preaching of the word; the true administration of the sacraments; and the strict maintenance and 
exercising of Church discipline. These are the marks of the true Church. Where these three are found, 
there you have the true Church. Where these three marks are not found, there is not the true Church. 
Where these three are not found, there you have a development of the false Church.  

It is to these three: the preaching of the word, the administration of the sacraments, with the 
exercising of Church discipline, standing as a guard over the other two, that the catechism calls our 
attention in the following chapters. It is important that we know these things as distinguishing marks, 
and that we apply them and know how to apply them. For it is our calling to join ourselves to the purest 
manifestation of the Church. And these marks may be our only consideration, in joining ourselves to any 
Church. To leave a Church, or to join a Church for any other reason is sin. Our young people should 
remember this. Frequently one leaves the Church and joins himself to another when they enter into the 
bond of matrimony. But we should remember, that to join a Church for any other reason than the 
conviction that it is the purest manifestation of the true Church, is sin. And if we join any other Church, 
we cooperate in the development of the false Church; therefore, it is important that we know the marks 
of the true Church and know how to apply them.  

But the catechism does not look at these marks from the point of view of their being means of 
grace. The means of grace are the distinguishing marks of the true Church. And the means of grace are 
the preaching of the word and the administration of the sacraments, with Church discipline as their 
sentinel. These means of grace are always means that we use, and that God uses. As God uses them, 
they effective. And as we use them, we are responsible for them. The Church also uses these means, 
and is accountable how she uses them; therefore, these things are of great significance.  

The Christian of the catechism began this second part by asking the question: "Is there any 
possibility for man to be saved?" And he answered this question: that this was possible only through 
such a mediator who is very man and very God. And he continued by asking: "How is man saved by the 
mediator?" And he answered: "By being ingrafted into this mediator by a living faith." He then 
continued to treat that faith. He treated the character, contents, objects, etc., of that faith. And finally 
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he asked: "What does it profit thee that thou believest all this?" And the answer was: that although I 
must condemn myself, I am righteous before God and heir of eternal life. Now the Christian comes with 
a question in regard to that same faith and asks: "How do we come to that faith? How do we receive it?" 
And he answers, first of all, that the Holy Spirit works this faith in our hearts. But how does He do it? 
Does the Spirit works this faith in our hearts immediately, or does He use means? And the answer is, 
that the Holy Spirit works it in our hearts mediately, by means of the word and the sacraments.  

Now this morning we must call your attention to the first of these means, namely, the preaching of 
the word.  

 

Theme: The Word as a Means of Grace.  

1. The Word and Its Preaching. 

2. Faith as Its Fruit.   

3. Its Operation and Use as a Means. 

 

1. The Word and Its Preaching. 

When speaking of the means of grace, we must have a clear conception of what they are. What are 
the means of grace, and in what sense are they means? And then we must, first of all, understand the 
meaning of grace, in "means of grace."  

Grace is, first of all, an attribute of God. God is a gracious God, apart from any relation to His 
creature. In the second place, it is a relation, an attitude of God toward His people. And because these 
people are sinful and guilty, grace becomes an attitude of love and kindness to the sinner. In that love 
God sent His Son for them. In that love He worked out their salvation. In the third place, grace is the 
living power, by which, we ourselves are changed, quickened, sanctified, and finally glorified. That is 
grace in the sense, when the Christian says that he has received grace. Christ must not only redeem us, 
He must work that salvation in us. That is the power of grace. And that is the meaning of grace, in the 
means of grace.  

Now, the first of these means is the word, or as the catechism puts it, the preaching of the gospel. 
When the catechism speaks of the preaching of the gospel, it does not employ that term in the narrow 
sense in which it is used today. That is, it does not speak of it in the narrow sense of invitation to come 
to Jesus. That is not the way in which scripture speaks of the gospel. And that is not gospel preaching. 
We often conceive of gospel in that sense. And we sometimes distinguish between evangelical 
preaching, and doctrinal preaching. As if doctrinal preaching were not evangelical preaching, and as if 
evangelical preaching were not doctrinal preaching. The gospel and the word of God are identical. And 
they are coextensive. A gospel without doctrine is no gospel. A gospel without election is no gospel, so 
that there is no difference between the holy gospel and the complete word of God.  

That that is the meaning of the holy gospel, both in the catechism and in scripture, is plain when in 
a former Lord's Day the catechism asked the question: "Whence knowest thou this?" And it answered: 
"From the holy gospel, which God Himself first revealed in paradise; and afterwards published by the 
patriarchs and prophets, and represented by the sacrifices and other ceremonies of the law; and lastly, 
has fulfilled it by His only begotten Son. And that that is the idea of scripture, is plain from Romans 1:1,2 
where we read, "Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, separated unto the gospel of 
God, (which He had promised afore by His prophets in the holy scriptures) Concerning His Son Jesus Christ 
our Lord." So that all that God has ever promised and revealed concerning His Son, is the holy gospel.  

And that word of God has always been in the world, ever since the fall of man into sin. It has been a 
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light in the darkness for the Church from paradise on. It has been preached throughout the ages. It was 
represented in the sacrifices and other ceremonies of the law. It was realized in Christ. And it will be 
fully and perfectly realized in the everlasting kingdom of glory. It all is the gospel of Christ.  

Now the peculiarity of that gospel, as a means of grace, is that it must be preached. Notice that the 
catechism speaks of the preaching of the gospel. The gospel is a means of grace. That is also the idea of 
the Apostle in Romans 10. How shall they hear, says the Apostle, without a preacher? And how shall 
they preach except they be sent? The gospel, therefore, must be preached. And it must be preached by 
the Church. And when that gospel is preached by the Church, it is preached through its institutes, 
through its offices. For that reason the Lord instituted the offices.  

We must not say that the offices preach the gospel. Then we become Roman Catholic. The offices 
do not preach the gospel. The Church preaches the gospel. And the Church is not the offices. The Church 
preaches the gospel, but through the offices. I do not preach the gospel. The Church preaches the 
gospel, but through me. The Church preaches the word, and the Church also listens to that word. This is 
also true when we do mission work. Only then it is not the Church that is listening. The Church preaches 
the word through the minister, and it listens to that word with him. Therefore you are not only 
responsible for how you hear that gospel, but also for the preaching of that gospel. You are responsible 
for how I preach the gospel.  

Now that gospel is a means of grace. This is not so evident in our day. In former days this was more 
evident. The word of the Apostle: how shall they hear without a preacher, and how shall they preach 
except they be sent? was more evident in former days. There were no bibles. The Church had a few 
bibles. But for the rest there were no bibles. It was necessary for the Church to preach the gospel in 
those days. But today you might say we have our bibles. You might still say of the heathen: how shall 
they hear without a preacher. But we have our bibles. And is the reading of the bible not as effective as 
the preaching. We have the bible in person, we have it in our homes, in our schools, in our catechism 
classes, in our societies; therefore, there is no need of any particular preaching of the gospel. We can 
discard the preaching of the word as a means of grace. Yet this is a mistake.  

It is not that that word as such, apart from the Church as institute, is not the means of grace. It is. 
The word as we have it in the home, in the school, etc., apart from the Church as institute, is the means 
of grace. This must be maintained, otherwise we become Roman Catholic. But we must understand this, 
the gospel has been entrusted to the Church. The Church is the custodian of the word of God in the 
world. That we still have the word of God is due to the fact that God gave that word to the Church, to 
guard over that word, and to be the custodian of that word. And not only is the Church custodian of that 
word, but the Church must also preach that word. There is a difference between the reading of the word 
and the preaching of the word. I use many words in preaching, that are not found in scripture.  

Preaching implies, in the first place, the idea of interpretation. And, in the second place, it implies 
the idea of a living testimony. In other words, the preaching of the gospel is not merely reading and 
interpreting the word, but it is the testimony of the Church concerning that gospel. The Spirit wanted 
the word to be a living testimony. And He appointed a living Church to preach it. That is preaching. The 
gospel has become real to the Church. The word is not merely read by the Church, but she says of that 
word that it is true. And that is not because I have historic faith in that word but because it has become 
real to me. And the Church preaches that word as a living testimony. That preaching may not take place 
outside of the Church. The word has been given to the Church. How shall they preach except they be 
sent? The Church are the custodians of the word. And the Church must preach that word..  

But that is not all. I maintain that without the preaching, there would soon be no gospel in your 
home, in your school, in your societies. Suppose you allowed me to preach a false gospel, if your 
preaching of the gospel was corrupt, your reading of scripture would soon be corrupt. So that the 
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preaching has its effect upon your reading of the word in your homes, in your societies, in your schools.  

2. Faith as Its Fruit. 

Now we are speaking of the word, as a means of grace. And when speaking of the means of grace, 
we must make the important and fundamental distinction between our inmost spiritual being and our 
outward conscious life. It is necessary to make this distinction, especially in Reformed circles.  

And keeping that distinction in mind we must emphasize that the work that takes place in the 
inmost being of the sinner is always immediate. When the Spirit takes hold of our inmost heart, He does 
so immediately. It is important to maintain this because salvation is today presented as a matter of 
persuasion. That is a lie. I cannot persuade you to accept the gospel. My word cannot reach your inmost 
being. Salvation is not a matter of persuasion. That is all very well if you are a Pelagian. According to 
Pelagianism, man did not fall. His rock bottom nature is not corrupt. The essence of his will, and mind, 
etc. are not. But the inclinations of his heart have turned to evil. Now what the preacher must do is not 
appeal to the sinner’s inmost heart, but to his mind, his will, etc. The preacher must persuade the sinner 
to accept Christ. That is Pelagianism. Man's outside conscious is off, says the Pelagian, but his inward 
heart is alright.  

The Reformed man says, however, and scripture says, man through his fall became corrupt into his 
inmost being. He cannot simply be persuaded, but he must be changed. Before the sinner can be saved, 
something must take place beneath his conscious life. Something must take place in his inmost heart. 
That is, regeneration; I mean regeneration now in its narrower sense. That regeneration is immediate. 
The Holy Spirit does not use the word for that regeneration. The word is not a means to change the 
inmost heart of the sinner. It is a means to change our conscious life.  

In the second place, in what sense is it a means? It is a means which God gave unto the Church. But 
in what sense is it a means? When someone is sick, the doctor can leave a little medicine and go away. 
The medicine has the power to heal within itself. But when someone has appendicitis the doctor cannot 
leave a little medicine, but he must stay and work himself. If I want to cut down a tree, it does not do 
any good to lay an ax by that tree. That ax will never chop down that tree by itself. If that tree is to be 
chopped down, I must pick up that ax and chop with it. Now what is the word of God? Is it like medicine, 
that it has the power in itself to save the sinner? Did God leave a little medicine behind and tell us, now 
you just take that medicine and you will be alright? Or is it an instrument? It is not a medicine, but an 
instrument which the Holy Spirit must use all the time. The word is a means, but it is a means which the 
Holy Spirit uses. This does not mean that we do not use it. The Spirit gave it to the Church. The child of 
God will search the scriptures, knowing it is a means which the Spirit uses for his salvation.  

Now there are two such means. One is the word. And of that we speak now. There are many means 
which God uses to lead His people to salvation. But in the strict sense there are only two. That is, there 
are only two which God has instituted.  

Of the two, the word is chief. The word works and strengthens our faith. It is not, as our catechism 
might lead us to believe, that the word works our faith, and that the sacraments strengthen it. The word 
both works and strengthens our faith. The sacraments cannot work faith in us. And they cannot 
strengthen it alone, without the word. In that sense the word is the chief means of grace.  

The word, or the preaching of the gospel, as a means of grace, the catechism says, works faith. And 
the question arises: how does the preaching of the gospel work faith? In answering this question, it is 
necessary that we limit ourselves and that we clearly define. It is necessary that we limit ourselves to 
the Church. You can also speak of the preaching of the gospel working faith, with regard to the heathen. 
But we will limit ourselves to the Church. And then in answer to the question, how the preaching of the 
gospel works faith, we must make the same distinction that we made with regard to our inmost being 
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and our outward conscious life. We must distinguish between faith as a faculty, as a power, and faith in 
its operation. We must distinguish between the faculty of faith, and the act, the functioning of faith.  

To use an illustration - a child has all the faculties of an adult. When a child is born, all that child's 
faculties are there. It has the faculty to think, to will, to speak, etc. If you ask, can child speak, the 
question is, what do you mean? If you mean whether that child has the faculty to speak, the answer is, 
yes. But if you mean whether that child can actually speak, the answer is, no. A child has all the faculties 
of an adult. But these faculties do not function in a child, they are not active. In order to function, these 
faculties must be developed. But if they are to be developed, the child must be brought into contact 
with the outside world. That child has the faculty to speak, but if it is ever to actually speak, it must be 
brought into contact with some language. If you place that child all by itself it will never learn to talk.  

That figure we can apply to faith. We must distinguish between faith as a faculty, and faith as an 
operation. In other words, we must distinguish between belief and believing. Faith as a faculty, as a 
power, is no the fruit of the preaching of the word. Faith as a faculty is implanted in the heart by God. 
The Christian, in regeneration, receives all the faculties he will ever use. In regeneration he receives the 
faculty of faith. That means, in the first place, that in that faculty of faith, has the power to believe all 
that God has revealed in his word. It implies, in the second place, that he has the power to hunger and 
thirst after righteousness. And, in the third place, that he has the power to appropriate that word. And, 
in the fourth place, that he has the power to rely on Christ for his salvation. That is the faculty of faith. 
That faculty of faith God usually implants in the heart in infancy. There are exceptions.  

But in harmony with the general revelation of scripture, we may say that God usually implants the 
faculty of faith in the heart of the children of the covenant in infancy. That is the general way in which 
God works. Now, when a child in the cradle is regenerated and has the faculty of faith, that faculty of 
faith is not implanted in the child by means of the preaching. If you apply Romans 10 to small children, 
no child can be saved. The faculty of faith is not by the preaching. But while the faculty of faith is 
implanted in the hearty by God immediately, if that child does not come in contact with the preaching of 
the gospel, it will never actively believe. And if the child is brought in contact with a corrupt gospel, it 
will never come to a sound view of the gospel.  

Our children grow up in the spheres of the gospel, with the faculty of faith in their hearts. If you 
have a living tree, with living roots, and you do not bring the roots of that living tree in connection with 
the soil, will it ever develop into a fruitbearing tree? It will not. And if the living child of God is not 
brought into contact with the gospel, will it ever become a conscious Christian? It will not. What the soil 
is for the tree, the gospel is for the child.  

Still more, if a child is never brought in contact with any language, it will never learn to speak. But if 
it is brought in contact with the French, even though it be an American. And if it is brought up in contact 
with the German language, it will learn to speak German, even though it be an American. And if you 
bring a child in contact with a strange spiritual language, it will learn to speak a strange language. And 
ultimately, God will take the candlestick away from the Church.  

3. Its Operation and Use as a Means. 

But the Church has the calling to preach the gospel to the next generation in every sphere of the 
youth of the covenant. That is why you must have Christian schools. You do not take a tree out of the 
soil and plant it in the ashes in your basement for a while. And, you cannot take the children of the 
covenant out of the sphere of the word, and place them for five days of the week in the ashes of this 
unbelieving world. I will admit, if they are elect they will not be lost. But they will learn a strange 
language. We may not take them out of the sphere of the word for a moment.  

We are responsible. As we are responsible for the preaching, so we are responsible for the gospel 



 132 

in every sphere of the youth of the covenant. And our children grow up in the sphere of the gospel.  

I have to add but little. How ought we to be filled with the feeling of the responsibility of preserving 
the gospel in the preaching. How responsible we are, to preserve that gospel in our homes, in our 
schools, in our societies. How responsible we are, to be always under the influence of the gospel. Also 
when we withdraw ourselves from that word by not attending catechism, we are responsible.  

Just think of the sin of willfully withdrawing ourselves from the sphere of the word. You must insist 
on it that that word is preached. You must insist that the whole word is preached. Not a silly gospel that 
makes salvation cheaper than anything on the market of man. But the whole word, the full counsel of 
God. And you must continually listen to it. And therefore the admonition is this: Be very desirous after 
the sincere milk of the word, that ye may grow thereby.  


