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In the prologue of the Gospel According to John the apostle writes about the incarnation of the 

Word of God, Jesus Christ, that “from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace” 

(1:16).  One of the means by which Christians believe we receive the grace of God in Christ is 

the sacraments.  But what are the sacraments?  As many Christians know, Augustine of Hippo 

succinctly defined a sacrament as being "an outward and visible sign of an inward and invisible 

grace."  However, throughout church history there has been little agreement about the means by 

which this grace is given and received in the sacraments. For example, the catechism in The 

Book of Common Prayer defines sacraments as “outward and visible signs of inward and 

spiritual grace, given by Christ as sure and certain means by which we receive that grace” (857).  

The first half of that definition—“outward and visible signs of inward and spiritual grace, given 

by Christ”—is a nearly verbatim echo of Augustine, and something about which most Christians 

can agree.  The second half of that definition, which identifies sacraments as “sure and certain 

means by which we receive that grace,” is something about which many Christians disagree. 

And while definitions of sacraments all emphasize their function in ministering the grace 

of God in Christ to Christians, throughout church history there have emerged a wide variety of 

approaches to the sacraments.  Since the doctrine of grace stands at the heart of the Christian 

faith, it stands to reason that disagreement over the means of grace has been a recurring theme 

throughout church history.  While in some ways the inherent divine mystery of how the grace of 



God in Christ is communicated through the sacraments defies human efforts of definition, 

classification or explanation, many different approaches to sacramental theology have still 

emerged in church history.  This book provides an introduction and map to many of these 

differing approaches to the sacraments. 

Sacramental theology is a complex and multi-layered discipline with numerous 

implications both for the corporate church and the individual believer, a discipline that generates 

a myriad of questions. How do you define “sacrament”? How many sacraments are there?  Are 

sacraments necessary for salvation?  What is their function? What do they do, symbolize, or 

represent? Do they convey grace? Strengthen faith? Enhance unity and commitment within the 

church? Reassure Christians of God’s promises? What are the conditions necessary for 

sacraments to be efficacious?  Who is authorized to administer the sacraments?  What is required 

to receive the sacraments?  How does one prepare oneself to receive the sacraments?  In what 

manner are the sacraments to be administered?  In what context are the sacraments to be 

administered?  How often are the sacraments to be administered?  How do the sacraments relate 

the Old Testament?  How do the sacraments relate to the incarnation, death, resurrection, and 

ascension of Jesus Christ?  What is the connection between Baptism and repentance, or Eucharist 

and sanctification?  What is the role of the Holy Spirit in the administration of the sacraments?  

How is God present in the administration of the sacraments?  Is Jesus present in some way in 

Lord’s Supper?  Does baptism save? Who should/can be baptized? Under what circumstances 

can the sacraments be restricted or withheld?  How do sacraments “strengthen and confirm our 

Faith in” God?  How are the sacraments related to other aspects of worship, like preaching, 

music, prayer, and confession?   

To ask these questions about sacraments is to set forth on a dark and winding path—there 



seems no end to the list of questions. But we are not the first to ask them; in fact, two thousand 

years of Christian tradition provide guideposts to mark our way and lampposts to illuminate our 

path. This book traces what the preeminent Christian theologians have said about sacraments. Its 

goal is to map the terrain of the Christian tradition on sacraments and let the contours speak for 

themselves. This is not a work of dogmatic or systematic theology that posits a specific doctrine 

of scripture that must be rigidly followed. Nor is this a work of religious history that records the 

transmission of Bible texts or the development of the canon; it does not enter into debates about 

how the Bible was formed, compiled, and preserved. Rather, this book investigates the history of 

Christian thought by looking at major figures in the tradition and describing their unique 

contributions to the lingering and over-arching questions about sacraments. 

In this book the phrase “theologies of the sacraments” is used to refer to these 

expressions of sacramental theology throughout church history.  There has been a wide range of 

theologies of the sacraments that have emerged throughout church history, new theologies of the 

sacraments continue to emerge today, and even more theologies of the sacraments will likely 

emerge in the years to come.   

Our investigation will find that different theologies of sacraments exist not because the 

Christian tradition is inherently contentious and cannot reach a consensus, but because each 

moment, era, and epoch raises different questions about the nature, efficacy, and purpose of 

sacraments. In this book, contributors address various theologies of the sacraments, each 

bringing his or her own expertise to bear on theologies of the sacraments as expressed in the 

work of specific theologians and in historical periods of church history, as well as cultural and 

sociological perspectives of the present. 

 



This book has three parts. Each part presents key theologies of sacraments developed by 

important Christian figures in a different historical era. Each part begins with an introductory 

chapter that presents an overview of the theologies of sacraments in that era. The goal of the 

overview chapters is to provide readers with a broader context for understanding the more 

specialized studies of individual theologians that follow, and also to identify the concerns that 

bind their work together.  

Part I, on patristic and medieval theologies of sacraments, covers Basil, Augustine, Peter 

Lombard, Thomas Aquinas, and Duns Scotus. Ryan Reeves begins Part I with the overview 

chapter. He addresses the sacraments in patristic and medieval theology, how the “mysteries” of 

the Christian faith were understood and incorporated into the life of the early and medieval 

Christians with emphasis on “the unity of the church in the life of the Eucharist, as it was the 

definitive mark of grace upon a church that had been graced with the presence of the Spirit.”  He 

describes Augustine’s focus on sacraments as expressions of the grace of God, the importance of 

source books compiled in the Early Middle Ages by the likes of Isidore of Seville, the impact of 

the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) on sacramental theology, and Thomas Aquinas’ scholastic 

approach to the sacraments.  Reeves also touches on how John Wycliffe and Han Hus responded, 

and how their response set the stage for the Reformation. 

Jacob N. Van Sickle writes about the sacramental theology of St. Basil, who insisted that 

proper understanding of the sacraments must be rooted in Scripture, adhere to orthodox 

Christianity as it emerged from the Council of Nicaea (325), and address the pastoral issues of a 

fourth century culture in which sacred and secular society were increasingly merging.  His 

theology of baptism highlighted the role of the Trinity, and his theology of the Eucharist was 

“oriented toward the message of Scripture and the inspiration of faith.”  Readers are also 



reminded of the contextual nature of theology, such that studying the theology of someone like 

St. Basil must be accompanied by studying the various cultural influences of the time. 

Thomas L. Humphries, Jr. examines St. Augustine of Hippo, whose sacramental theology 

emphasized the mystery of God, and the fruit of love, and identified sacraments as “visible sign 

that connect us to the mystery of our saving God.”  Baptism was to occur only once in a 

believer’s life and marked not only the entrance of the believer into the Church but also the 

believer’s identity with the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Augustine encouraged infant 

baptism and considered marriage and ordination to be sacraments as well.  In addition, for 

Augustine, “the Eucharist is the summit of sacramental theology because it is so obviously and 

closely connected to the Incarnate Christ himself and because it is a visible sign that connects us 

to the mystery of salvation in Christ which is fulfilled in love.”  Augustine’s work on the 

sacraments was in many ways seminal and has continued to influence Christian sacramental 

theology ever since. 

Philipp W. Rosemann covers the theology of the sacraments of the scholastic theologian 

and bishop, Peter Lombard.  Lombard’s Four Books of Sentences of the mid twelfth century 

defined a sacrament as “a sign of God’s grace and the form of invisible grace, in such a way as to 

carry its image and be its cause,” and included seven sacraments: Baptism, Eucharist, 

Confirmation, Marriage, Ordination, Confession (Penance), and Extreme Unction.  Rosemann 

discusses how two sacraments reveal unique aspects of Lombard’s sacramental theology: 

Marriage—an expression of Christ’s union with the church, and Confession (Penance)—

contrition caused by grace being poured into the hearts of believers that leads to penance.  

Matthew Levering describes how Thomas Aquinas’ theology of the sacraments is 

connected to Christ’s mission of reconciliation for humanity, a mission in which human being 



are invited to participate.  Aquinas’ theology of the sacraments also included the seven 

sacraments mentioned above.  Various aspects of this mission as related to the sacraments 

include love, holiness, evangelism, refraining from sin, and the vanquishing of death.  Moreover, 

Aquinas viewed sacraments as gifts of grace from the Risen Christ that aid in this mission of 

reconciliation for humanity. 

Richard Cross examines the theologies of the sacraments of John Duns Scotus.  Scotus 

viewed sacraments as “signs of God’s salvific activity” in the lives of believers and 

fascinatingly, asserted that “the seven sacraments – baptism, Eucharist, confirmation, confession, 

unction, marriage, and ordination – correspond supernaturally to the seven requirements of 

natural life, individual and social: birth, nutrition, physical exercise, healing after illness, 

preparation for death, procreation, and the creation of spiritual leaders.”  The grace 

communicated to believers through the seven sacraments fosters the growth of Christian 

character in believers, evident in their growth in grace.  Regarding the Eucharist, like his 

contemporary Aquinas, Scotus believed in transubstantiation, although there are complicated 

nuances with the concept of “real presence.”  He also asserted “that Christ somehow offers 

himself in the Eucharist.”   

Part II covers the era of the Reformation and Catholic Counter-Reformation and includes 

chapters on Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, Menno Simons, John Calvin, Thomas Cranmer, and 

the Catholic Reform.  In the overview chapter, Michael Horton recounts how the theologies of 

the sacraments in the Reformation era differed from the Catholic Counter-Reformation.  

Salvation in the Protestant view means believers are “justified by grace alone, through faith 

alone, in Jesus Christ alone.”  This differed significantly from the Roman Catholic position in 

which “’created’ grace is a substance infused into the sinner to bring spiritual and moral 



healing.”  For the Reformers grace was not a created substance but God’s attitude or disposition 

of favor toward sinners.  This dependency on grace alone involved both preaching “as a means 

of grace in its own right” and “the divine activity that gives efficacy to Baptism and 

Communion.”  While they differed somewhat in their theologies of the sacraments, Luther, 

Calvin, Zwingli, Cranmer, and other Reformers were in agreement in that the grace of God in 

Jesus Christ is presented in the Word preached and the Sacrament administered.   

Robert Kolb examines Martin Luther’s theology of the sacraments.  Luther maintained 

that sacraments were a form of the Word that conveyed the forgiveness of sins, was instituted by 

Christ, and connected with an external sign—and as such were a powerful way for believers, 

many of whom were illiterate, to experience firsthand and personally the grace of God.  He 

identified Baptism and Eucharist as sacraments, and occasionally Confession (Penance) as well, 

but not as a separate sacrament but an extension of the sacrament of Baptism.  Baptism marked 

not only the establishment of one’s relationship with God, but also identification as part of the 

church community and was therefore a sign of oneness in God.  Regarding Eucharist, Luther 

rejected transubstantiation and the idea of Christ being “re-sacrificed” at the Mass, and yet, took 

Christ’s words of institution literally in identifying the bread and wine as the Body and Blood of 

Christ, and thus, “food of the soul.”  As connected to Luther’s “theology of the cross,” by which 

believers are utterly dependent upon the grace of God in Jesus Christ, sacraments are a means by 

which believers can receive and be nourished by that grace. 

Bruce Gordon covers Huldrych Zwingli’s theology of the sacraments.  Zwingli viewed 

spirit and material as being utterly separate and therefore deemed it impossible for material 

objects to be conduits of spiritual blessing.  He defined a sacrament as “a sign of a sacred 

thing—that is, of grace that has been given.”  Sacraments are signs of the work of grace done by 



God in Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit, not the means of that work of grace.  

Baptism is a sign of the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit and Eucharist a sign memorializing 

the redemptive death of Jesus Christ.  While agreeing in their opposition to transubstantiation, 

Zwingli could not agree with Luther on the nature of Christ’s presence in the sacraments; 

Gordon recounts the specifics of their disagreements. 

Scot McKnight addresses the Anabaptist theology of the sacraments of Menno Simons. 

He demonstrates that Anabaptists’ observance of the sacraments in their way took considerable 

courage because it could be life-threatening and lead to their martyrdom.  Simons advocated 

personal conversion and regeneration versus simply participating in the institutional church, 

believers’ baptism versus infant baptism, and all believers receiving both the bread and wine at 

Eucharist, versus only clergy receiving the wine.  Baptism “accomplished nothing in sacramental 

terms” but was rather an act of obedience to Jesus’ command and example.  Eucharist in his view 

did not involve any “re-sacrificing” of Christ, nor did the bread and wine undergo 

transubstantiation into the Body and Blood of Christ—rather, it was an expression of the love of 

God for the church.  In short the sacramental theology of Menno Simons and the Anabaptists 

was essentially non-sacramental. 

Randall C. Zachman presents the recurring connection and interplay between word and 

image in John Calvin’s theology of the sacraments—that is, that both the Law and the Gospel are 

portrayed in a way that connects with the physical senses in the image of the sacraments. 

Sacraments for Calvin are connected to the self-manifestation of God in creation and in Christ as 

well as the self-revelation of Christ in word and sacrament.  An intriguing aspect of Calvin’s 

sacramental theology is his view that Christ initially gave himself through the “sacrament of the 



Law” and later gave himself through the “sacraments of the Gospel”—Baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper, the latter being a ladder ascending to heaven.   

Ashley Null examines the sacramental theology of the leading figure of the English 

Reformation, Thomas Cranmer. According to medieval scholasticism, Jesus had established the 

church as the intermediary between God and his people.  The bishops served as the 

administrators of saving apostolic spiritual power, and the sacraments were the effective means 

of dispensing that heavenly grace to the people. However, during the 1530s Thomas Cranmer 

chose to embrace justification by faith, which completely rejected that narrative. He believed that 

Jesus had come to preach a saving message, which had supernatural power to create a 

community linking God to his elect by inspiring trust in his divine promises.  The question that 

would occupy Cranmer for the remainder of his life was how exactly the sacraments of the 

church fit into this new narrative. 

Donald S. Prudlo describes the theologies of the sacraments as expressed in The Council 

of Trent (1546-1563) and the subsequent “Catholic Reform.”  Sacraments were reaffirmed as 

“channels of grace” available to believers through the medium of material things like bread, 

wine, and oil.  Moreover, the validity of the seven sacraments—Baptism, Eucharist, 

Confirmation, Marriage, Ordination, Confession (Penance), and Extreme Unction—as instituted 

by Christ himself was also reaffirmed.  While only Baptism and Eucharist are explicitly 

instituted by Christ in Scripture, church history and leadership (primarily bishops) were cited as 

advocating that the other five sacraments were ultimately also instituted by Christ.  The Mass as 

a real sacrifice of Christ was also reaffirmed.  Prudlo also addresses how the sacramental 

theology that emerged from the Council of Trent made an impact on Catholic architecture, 

music, and devotional life.  



Part III, on theologies of sacraments from the eighteenth to the twenty-first centuries, 

covers John and Charles Wesley, Friedrich Schleiermacher, Karl Barth, Edward Schillebeeckx, 

Louis-Marie Chauvet, and feminist and womanist theologies. James R. Gordon’s overview 

chapter covers theologies of sacraments in the context of the development of modernity in the 

eighteenth to twenty-first centuries.  He explores the relationship of sacraments to the ideas of 

conversion and regeneration, particularly in the ministries of eighteenth century pastors Jonathan 

Edwards and John and Charles Wesley, is addressed. Sacramental theology in the nineteenth 

century is addressed in relation to the First Vatican Council (1868), the Oxford Movement, and 

the writing of Friedrich Schleiermacher.  Twentieth century theologies of the sacraments are 

described in terms of what transpired at the Second Vatican Council (1962) and the 1982 

document Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry from the World Council of Churches, as well as the 

work of theologians Henri de Lubac, Hans Urs von Balthasar, and Alexander Schmemann.  All 

these perspectives contribute to what is often emphasized in theologies of the sacraments in the 

twenty-first century, that “the things the church does in the liturgy, including the sacraments, 

already implicitly contain the things we believe about God and therefore should be a 

foundational starting point for thinking about who God is.” 

Paul W. Chilcote examines the theologies of the sacraments of the eighteenth century 

brothers John and Charles Wesley.  Based on the synergistic relationship between worship and 

theology, and combining the evangelical experience and sacramental grace, the Wesley brothers 

asserted that God in Christ initiates the work of grace in believers through Baptism and sustains 

it through Eucharist.  Believers receive inward grace through the outward means of the 

sacraments.  In their theological writings and hymns, the grace-focused sacramental theology of 

the Wesley brothers found vigorous and creative expression.  



Paul T. Nimmo recounts the theology of the sacraments of the post-Enlightenment 

Reformed theologian and pastor, Friedrich Schleiermacher.  Rather than rooting his theologies of 

the sacraments in a “magical” or “empirical” approach, Schleiermacher advocated a “mystical” 

approach, grounded in “the religious affections of the Christian community” united in its 

redemption through Jesus Christ.  Baptism and Eucharist are “actions which establish and 

preserve communion of life with Christ in the present day.”  His approach to the theology of the 

sacraments was quite ecumenical, for while differing with Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli he 

accepted their views as equally valid, rather than reasons for division in the church.   

John Yocum traces Karl Barth’s theology of the sacraments regarding Baptism and 

Eucharist as addressed in Barth’s magnum opus, Church Dogmatics.  Sacraments, along with 

preaching, are the two primary ways the church proclaims Jesus Christ as the Word of God.  

Barth emphasizes sacraments as signs of the “secondary objectivity of God,” signs of receiving 

the self-giving God.  While linking Christian baptism with the baptism of Jesus, fascinatingly, 

Barth eventually argues that baptism is not an actual sacrament—and eventually Barth actually 

denies any sacrament except Jesus Christ. 

Mario I. Aguilar identifies theologies of sacraments in the context of liberation theology, 

rooted primarily in work among poor Christians in 1960s Latin America.  In doing so he 

addresses the “first step” (“the experience of God through the poor and the marginalized”) and 

the “second step” (“the historical and theological developments that led to the beginnings of 

liberation theology as a reflection on Christian experience”).   The seminal work in liberation 

theology developed by Gustavo Gutiérrez and Juan Luis Segundo is described, as is the impact 

of the 1968 Latin American Bishops Conference in Medellin.  In addition, the work of Ernesto 

Cardenal, a Nicaraguan Catholic priest, poet and politician, in viewing the Eucharist in 



connection to the prophetic work of Jesus Christ among the poor is examined—specifically in 

the context of celebrating Eucharist in the Nicaraguan peasant communities of the archipelago of 

Solentiname.  

Joseph C. Mudd argues that Edward Schillebeeckx and Louis-Marie Chauvet formulate 

their theologies of sacraments to intentionally counter the negative influences of Neo-

scholatisicism, which created too much separation between the natural and supernatural, 

theology and life. Schillebeeckx, building on his interpretation of Thomas Aquinas, emphasized 

that sacraments are instances of personal encounter grounded in the saving work of God in the 

incarnation and therefore proper to a distinctly human world. Throughout his work on the topic, 

Schillebeeckx reorients sacramental theology in order to take the human world of history and 

subjectivity seriously. Chauvet describes this theology as “objectivist.” It was a theology 

concerned with the objective effects of sacraments in terms of the production of grace in the 

individual recipient. He proposes a theology of sacramentality grounded in contemporary 

explorations into the nature of language and culture. Schillebeeckx and Chauvet are two of the 

most innovative, and sometimes controversial, voices in Catholic sacramental theology in the last 

50 years. They share a common concern that contemporary sacramental theologies take the 

concrete historicity of human subjects seriously rather than rely on abstract philosophical 

categories. 

 Mary Veeneman investigates feminist and womanist approaches to theologies of the 

sacraments in which sacraments are “events in the church in which God’s grace is made present 

to the community.”  Citing the work of Susan Ross, Elizabeth Johnson and others, she posits the 

need for theologies of the sacraments to be reworked in light of the experience of women, 

particularly regarding the sacraments of Ordination and Eucharist.  Ordained clergy should relate 



the Eucharist to ministry to the poor and hungry. In addition, the patriarchal framework that 

undergirds male privilege in the Catholic Church has resulted in misunderstanding both the 

maleness of Jesus and the possible role of women to serve as ordained clergy. Ultimately the 

need for theologies of the sacraments to be reevaluated from a feminist and womanist 

perspective is for the sake of empowering worship and furthering mission in the world. 

 

In mapping the theologies of sacraments, this book serves as a guide to the variety of views 

about sacraments found throughout the Christian tradition, and it can also assist us in developing 

theologies of sacraments for our present and future contexts.  

Sacramental theology relates to and overlaps with other loci of theology—Christology, 

soteriology, pneumatology, ecclesiology, eschatology—as well as other aspects of the Christian 

life—sanctification, reconciliation, holy orders, worship, and mission.  Sacramental theology is 

therefore not an esoteric enterprise, but a critical one for the life of the church and the academic 

discipline of theology. 

Certainly there are many different perspectives regarding theologies of the sacraments, 

and yet the recurring unifying theme is their role in connecting the grace of God with believers in 

a meaningful way. While this book does not advocate one theology of the sacraments above any 

other, it aims to offer the reader an opportunity to gain further knowledge about the sacramental 

theology with which they are familiar, and also to become further informed about other 

theologies of the sacraments, which in turn may foster a deeper sense of humility and respect.    

 


