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ENACTED GRACE

In 2010, Neil McGregor, then the director of the British Museum, gave a series of 
radio talks called A History of the World in 100 Objects. !ey were later published as a 
hugely successful book. As the title suggests, McGregor told the story of world his-
tory using one hundred objects, all of which are part of the collection of the British 
Museum. I want to do something similar in this chapter. I want to tell the history of 
the world in twelve meals.

!e History of the World in Twelve Meals

1. Creation and the Menu for Mankind: !e Story of God’s Generosity

What is the very first thing God said to humanity a"er he created Adam and Eve and 
placed them in the garden of Eden? “You may surely eat of every tree of the 
garden” (Gen. 2:16). God’s first words are a menu—a comprehensive, hunger-satisfy-
ing, pleasure-giving menu.

One of the striking features of this is that the account of creation in Genesis was 
almost certainly used to counter the creation stories of the Babylonian Empire. And 
in the Babylonian creation story, humanity was made to provide food for the gods. 
But with our God, the true God, it is the other way around: God provides food for 
humanity. !e first words humanity hears from God reveal his generosity.

Not only did God provide humanity with a meal; he also walked with humanity 
“in the garden in the cool of the day” (Gen. 3:8). What that quite looked like it is hard 
for us to know, but it is clear that God was present with humanity. Humanity was 
made to enjoy a meal in the presence of God.

2. !e Fall and Another Menu: !e Story of Humanity’s Sin

Despite God’s generosity, humanity rejected his love and rebelled against his rule. 
And how did we do this? By eating (Gen. 3:1–7). We chose an alternative menu. God 
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had said, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you 
shall surely die” (Gen. 2:16–17). God offered us a vast, rich, diverse menu—we could 
eat from any tree. "ere was just one exception to enable us to express our trust in 
God and obedience to his rule. But we chose to doubt God’s word and reject his 
authority. And we did that in a meal—by eating the one forbidden fruit.

Adam and Eve immediately felt ashamed and hid from God (Gen. 3:8). And we are 
still hiding from him. One result of that is that our relationship with food is now 
fraught. We were made for a meal in the presence of God, but now God o#en is 
absent at our meals. And so many of us turn to food itself for comfort. We o#en look 
to food, whether we are comfort-eating or dieting, to provide the satisfaction or iden-
tity we were meant to find in God.

3. !e Passover Meal: !e Story of God’s Redemption

But God in his grace did not leave us to our plight. He called Abraham and promised 
(at one point over a meal in Gen. 18:1–15) that through Abraham’s descendants God 
would save a people and create a new humanity (Gen. 12:1–7). God pictured that sal-
vation in the story of Abraham’s descendants, the nation of Israel. "e Israelites 
became slaves in Egypt. But God sent Moses to lead them to freedom. He sent a series 
of plagues to force the king of Egypt to let God’s people go free. "ose plagues came 
to a climax with God declaring that he would kill every firstborn son in Egypt (Ex. 
11).

"e problem was that the people of Israel were in the firing line just as much as 
the Egyptians. Israel could not claim any moral superiority. "ey, too, were sinners 
who deserved God’s judgment. But God in his grace provided a way of escape. At one 
and the same time, it was escape from the judgment of death and from the slavery of 
Egypt. "e Israelites had to sacrifice a lamb and daub its blood around the doors of 
their homes. Wherever God saw the blood, he “pass[ed] over” that house (see Ex. 
12:12–13). "e blood protected the family inside. God’s people were redeemed from 
slavery through the shedding of blood.

Meanwhile, inside their homes the people ate a meal. "ey ate the sacrificed lamb 
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with unleavened bread as a sign of their readiness for their journey to freedom (Ex. 
12:8–11). And so this redemption was commemorated in a meal, the Passover meal. 
Indeed, the instructions for the Passover night included instructions to celebrate it as 
a meal for generations to come (Ex. 12:14–20, 24–28). !is annual meal would reveal 
to future generations who God is, what he has done, and who they were. It would 
prove to be an identity-forming meal. God’s redemption and what it meant to be his 
people were pictured in a meal.

4. Manna from Heaven: !e Story of God’s Provision

Having being redeemed from Egypt, God’s people set off through the desert to the 
land God had promised would be theirs. One month later they were grumbling (Ex. 
16:1–3). What were they grumbling about? Food. Egyptian food was be#er than 
desert food, they claimed.

What did God do? What the people deserved was judgment. !e rod of judgment 
that fell on Egypt should have fallen on God’s people. But God basically told Moses to 
bring the rod of judgment down on God himself (Ex. 17:6). God symbolically took 
the judgment they deserved and in return gave them what they did not deserve: 
bread from heaven (Ex. 16:4) and water from a rock (Ex. 17:6). Each morning the 
people gathered what they called “manna,” everyone gathering “as much as he could 
eat” (Ex. 16:18). God’s grace came in the form of a meal. Eating that bread each day 
told the people that it is God who truly satisfies our needs.

5. A Meal on the Mountain: !e Story of God’s Covenant

God led his people to Mount Sinai, and there he met with them. !ey were camped 
on the plain at the bo#om of the mountain, and he came down on the top of the 
mountain in thunder, lightning, earthquake, and cloud. It was a terrifying experi-
ence. A holy God had come to meet a sinful people. And in the presence of God’s 
holiness anything sinful is consumed. Not even the priests were allowed to step onto 
the mountain or else the Lord would break out against them (Ex. 19:16–24).

And yet, there on the mountain God made a covenant with his people. A covenant 
is a relationship-forming agreement. God promised to be their God, and they 
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became his people. !is relationship—between a holy God and sinful 
humanity—was possible because the covenant made provision for sin through sacri-
fice. !ose animal sacrifices were a picture and pointer to a coming comprehensive 
solution. Just like at the Passover, a day was coming when God’s people would be 
redeemed through blood. And so, as the covenant was confirmed, the blood of the 
sacrifice was sprinkled on the people: “Moses took the blood and threw it on the 
people and said, ‘Behold the blood of the covenant that the LORD has made with you 
in accordance with all these words’ ” (Ex. 24:8). What happened next?

!en Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up, 
and they saw the God of Israel. !ere was under his feet as it were a pavement of sap-
phire stone, like the very heaven for clearness. And he did not lay his hand on the chief 
men of the people of Israel; they beheld God, and ate and drank. (Ex. 24:9–11)

!e representatives of God’s people went up the mountain—the mountain that 
was off limits. !ey saw the God of Israel—the God who might break out against 
them. Sinful people came before the holy God—the God who walked across the skies 
on a pavement of sapphire. And yet God did not raise his hand against them. Instead, 
what did they do? !ey ate and drank. !is is the climax of the exodus story. !is is 
what it has all been for. !is is the epitome of divine grace: a meal in the presence of 
God.

6. !e Bread of Presence: !e Story of God’s Presence

On the mountain, God told Moses to build a tabernacle, a sign of his presence among 
his people. !e tabernacle had echoes of the Garden of Eden—it was decorated with 
fruit-bearing trees. !is was God’s blueprint for a new future. It was a promise of a 
restored creation wri$en in architecture. !e tabernacle also echoed the encounter 
with God at Mount Sinai. !e altar of incense, for example, created a permanent 
cloud of smoke around the Most Holy Place, like the cloud that enveloped God on 
the mountain. !e tabernacle recreated the story of Mount Sinai.

One of the key pieces of furniture in the tabernacle was a table overlaid with gold 
(Ex. 25:23–30; 37:10–16; 40:22–23). On the table was placed freshly baked bread (Lev. 
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24:5–9). It was there as a reminder of the meal on Mount Sinai and a promise to the 
renewal of that meal. What was the bread called? “!e bread of the Presence” (Ex. 
25:30; 35:13; 39:36). Here again is an invitation to a meal in the presence of God.

7. !e True Happy Meal: !e Story of God’s Home

God gave his people the promised land. It was a land repeatedly described in terms of 
a menu—a land flowing with milk and honey (Ex. 3:8, 17; 13:5; 33:3; Lev. 20:24; 
Num. 13:27; 14:8; Deut. 6:3; 11:9; 26:9, 15; 27:3; 31:20; Josh. 5:6; Jer. 11:5; 32:22; Ezek. 
20:6, 15). !is is how the people are described at the high point of their life in the 
land, during the golden age of King Solomon: “Judah and Israel were as many as the 
sand by the sea. !ey ate and drank and were happy” (1 Kings 4:20). Here is a picture 
of God’s salvation: people enjoying a meal in a secure home.

8. Exile and Famine: !e Story of God’s Judgment

!e eighth meal is really no meal. God’s people did not remain faithful to God. !ey 
turned to idols and practiced injustice. !e result was the judgment of exile. !e 
covenant curses kicked in, and one of those curses was famine:

Cursed shall be the fruit of your womb and the fruit of your ground, the increase of 
your herds and the young of your flock.…

You shall carry much seed into the field and shall gather in li"le, for the locust shall 
consume it. You shall plant vineyards and dress them, but you shall neither drink of 
the wine nor gather the grapes, for the worm shall eat them.…

Because you did not serve the LORD your God with joyfulness and gladness of heart, 
because of the abundance of all things, therefore you shall serve your enemies whom 
the LORD will send against you, in hunger and thirst, in nakedness, and lacking every-
thing. And he will put a yoke of iron on your neck until he has destroyed you. (Deut. 
28:18, 38–39, 47–48)

But remember, the goal of salvation is not just food but a meal in the presence of 
God. In judgment, God put that hope in reverse. !e prophet Joel described a locust 
army that would lay waste to the land (1:4–7). As a result, there would be no food to 
eat a meal in God’s presence. !e priests would wail
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because grain offering and drink offering
are withheld from the house of your God. (1:13)

Is not the food cut off
before our eyes,

joy and gladness
from the house of our God? (1:16)

"e ultimate tragedy was that the people could not eat in God’s presence. "is is 
humanity’s fate apart from God’s grace.

9. Another Meal on a Mountain: !e Story of God’s Feast

But this was not the end of the story. "e prophets promised a new future for God’s 
people.

On this mountain the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples
a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wine,
of rich food full of marrow, of aged wine well refined.

And he will swallow up on this mountain
the covering that is cast over all peoples,
the veil that is spread over all nations.
He will swallow up death forever;

and the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces,
and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth,
for the LORD has spoken. (Isa. 25:6–8)

"is is not just a meal but a feast. For on the menu are “rich food” and “aged wine 
well refined.” "is is not just for Israel but for “all peoples.” And this is not just for a 
moment but for all eternity. For death itself is going to be eaten. God is going to 
“swallow up death forever.” Our tears will be wiped away. We will eat and drink and 
be happy, just as Israel did during its golden age. Our dis-grace will be removed and 
replaced with grace. "is is our hope: a meal prepared by God in the presence of God.

We cannot and do not contribute anything to this meal. "e price will be paid by 
God himself. "is one is on the house, as it were. For us there is no charge. It is cov-
ered by grace. And so in Isaiah 55:1–2 the invitations go out:
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Come, everyone who thirsts,
come to the waters;

and he who has no money,
come, buy and eat!

Come, buy wine and milk
without money and without price.

Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread,
and your labor for that which does not satisfy?

Listen diligently to me, and eat what is good,
and delight yourselves in rich food.

10. Levi’s Party: !e Story of God’s Grace

!en we move to the home of a tax collector called Levi in firstcentury Judea (Luke 
5:27–32). Levi is hosting a party, and the guest of honor is Jesus. !e religious leaders 
are horrified. !at’s because tax collectors were collaborators with the occupying 
Roman army, the army that had defiled God’s land. So tax collectors were not just 
enemies of the people; they were enemies of God. And yet, here is Jesus eating with 
them. Either Jesus is not the promised Messiah, or God is far more gracious than we 
realize. It is not even that this is a one-off incident. Robert Karris says, “In Luke’s 
Gospel Jesus is either going to a meal, at a meal, or coming from a meal.”1 Jesus 
himself says the Son of Man (the term he normally used to describe himself) came 
“eating and drinking” (Luke 7:34). By eating with tax collectors and sinners, Jesus 
shows us in the most tangible way that God welcomes his enemies. !is is God’s 
grace in action.

11. !e Feeding of the Five !ousand: !e Story of God’s Future

In Luke 9:10–17 a crowd gathers to hear Jesus teaching. Late in the a#ernoon the 
disciples urge him to call it a day so the people can disperse to find food. But instead 
Jesus himself feeds them using just five loaves and two fish. He provides miraculous 

1 Robert J. Karris, Eating Your Way through Luke’s Gospel (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 2006), 

14.
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food for the people. We are meant to think back to the provision of manna. Perhaps, 
too, we are to recall the high point of Israel’s story when “they ate and drank and 
were happy” (1 Kings 4:20). Luke says, “!ey all ate and were satisfied” (Luke 9:17). 
Here, for a brief moment, is a glimpse of the fulfillment of God’s promise. Jesus is the 
one who will provide an eternal meal in the presence of God.

12. !e Last Supper and the Lord’s Supper: !e Whole Story in One Meal

And so we come to our final meal, the Last Supper (Luke 22:1–30). Except it is not the 
final meal. For the Last Supper becomes the Lord’s Supper. !is is the meal you and I 
enjoy repeatedly. We enter the story and become characters in the drama every time 
we meet around the Communion table. What Adam and Eve experienced in the 
garden, what the elders of Israel experienced on the mountain, what the bread of 
presence promised in the tabernacle is now enjoyed by the disciples in the upper 
room. And this is what we enjoy every time we celebrate Communion as we eat 
together in the presence of Christ.

It is a meal that echoes all the other meals and points to their fulfillment.
!e Lord’s Supper looks back to the Passover meal. Luke is at pains to point this out 

in his account of the Last Supper, mentioning the Passover in Luke 22:1, 7, 8, 11, 13, 
and 15. !e Passover meal told the story of redemption from slavery through the 
blood of a lamb. !e Communion meal tells the story of redemption from sin 
through the blood of Jesus, the Lamb of God. !e Sinai covenant and its sprinkled 
blood find their fulfillment in the cross. !is is God’s complete and permanent solu-
tion for sin. All who come to Christ are cleansed by his blood and welcomed to his 
banquet. We are invited to eat in the presence of God. At the Last Supper, Jesus said, 
“!is cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood” (Luke 22:20). 
!e cup represents the new covenant, a new relationship-forming agreement 
through which we become God’s people and he becomes our God. !e Communion 
meal embodies the grace of God to needy sinners.

Paul would later say we “proclaim the Lord’s death” every time we eat it (1 Cor. 
11:26). Here in this meal we encounter the heart of our salvation. And we do not just 
see it or hear it. We eat it! It becomes part of us. We enact what Jesus said in John 
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6:51, 54–56:

I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will 
live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.

… Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise 
him up on the last day. For my flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink. Whoever 
feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him.

!is is a meal at which Jesus is the host. He tells Peter and John to “go and prepare 
the Passover” (Luke 22:8). But the point of their mysterious encounter with an appar-
ently random man carrying a jar of water is to show that Jesus has made everything 
ready (Luke 22:7–13). It is a powerful picture of the way Jesus prepares the eternal 
banquet by dying in our place. He takes the judgment we deserve so we can come to 
eat in the presence of God. At the cross Jesus experiences exclusion from God (like 
Adam from the garden) and exile from God (like Israel in Babylon) so we can come 
close to God.

!e Lord’s Supper also echoes the feeding of the five thousand. !at miracle 
involved four verbs: taking, thanking, breaking, giving (Luke 9:16). !e same four 
verbs in the same order describe Jesus’s consecration of the bread in Luke 22:19: “And 
he took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to them.” Here 
is Jesus providing bread from heaven to satisfy his people, except that now this bread 
is his own body, which we feed on by faith as we consume the Communion bread.

!e Lord’s Supper also points forward to the final eternal banquet promised by 
Isaiah. Luke’s account of the Last Supper is bookended by references to Christ’s 
return (Luke 22:14–18, 28–30). Jesus says, “I will not eat it until it is fulfilled in the 
kingdom of God” (Luke 22:16; also v. 18). Just as Jesus eagerly desired to eat the first
Lord’s Supper with his friends (Luke 22:15), so now he eagerly waits to eat the eternal
Supper with his bride. Paul would later say that in the Communion meal we pro-
claim the Lord’s death “until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26).

We have a preview of this future at the end of Luke’s Gospel. !e risen Christ 
meets two disciples on the road to Emmaus and shows them from the Scriptures that 
it was necessary for the Christ to suffer before entering his glory (Luke 24:25–27). At 
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the end of the journey they sit down to a meal together. “When he was at table with 
them, he took the bread and blessed and broke it and gave it to them. And their eyes 
were opened, and they recognized him” (Luke 24:30–31). Again, it is the same 
sequence of four verbs as Luke used to describe the feeding of the five thousand and 
the Last Supper: took, blessed, broke, gave (cf. Luke 9:16; 22:19). !e meal in Emmaus 
is not the great messianic banquet, but it is, along with the Lord’s Supper, a glimpse 
of the future. A few verses later Luke tells us that the disciples “gave him a piece of 
broiled fish, and he took it and ate before them” (Luke 24:42–43). !e words “before 
them” are significant. !e physicality of the body of the risen Christ becomes clear. 
It is a picture of our future, for Christ has risen as the firstfruits of all his people. Our 
future is a meal in resurrected physical bodies in the presence of Christ.

So baptism and Communion point to the resurrection of our bodies and the 
renewal of creation. Baptism involves ge"ing wet with water, and Communion 
involves ingesting bread and wine because we are people with bodies. Our bodies are 
not secondary or incidental to our identity. And our bodies are part of our future. We 
believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus, who rose as the firstborn of the new cre-
ation. So, believe in the redemption of our bodies. !e physicality of Communion is 
a reminder of the physicality of salvation.

“Blessed are those,” says the angel of Revelation 19:9, “who are invited to the mar-
riage supper of the Lamb!” Every time we take Communion together, we anticipate 
this messianic banquet. Indeed, we do not just remember the banquet when we take 
Communion. We get a li"le foretaste—a “before taste”—of heaven.

It is appropriate that sometimes our Communion meals, or components of them, 
are solemn moments in which we lament our sin and remember the price Christ 
paid for our salvation. But there should also be exuberant moments in which we 
anticipate the joy and plenty of the eternal banquet. Communion does not have to 
involve a tiny morsel of bread and the smallest cup in town. !e early church cele-
brated Communion in the context of a love feast.

At the same time, the Supper reminds us that this messianic banquet has not yet 
come, and at the moment Jesus is physically absent. “For I tell you,” says Jesus, “that 
from now on I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God 
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comes” (Luke 22:18). !e Supper points us to the banquet, but it also reminds us that 
we are not there yet. In this way, it acts as a check on any triumphalism. It reminds 
us that we still live in an as-yet-unredeemed world, scarred by sin and in desperate 
need of the gospel. Even as it satisfies our spiritual hunger, it instills in us a longing 
for the day when we will commune with our Savior face-to-face.

Every Communion Meal Is a Participation in God’s Grace
In the house of Levi, Jesus ate with God’s enemies. And at every Communion, Jesus 
welcomes us to the table. He invites his enemies to become his friends. He is the host 
and we are his guests. “Isn’t it amazing,” says Ligon Duncan, “that we’re invited to 
slide our knees up under the table of God?”2 Every Communion is an embodiment of 
God’s grace. We hear God’s grace in the words that are spoken. But we also see it, 
hear it, touch it, and taste it in the bread and wine. God in his kindness, knowing how 
frail we are, knowing how ba!ered by life we can be, also demonstrates his grace in water, 
bread, and wine.

We are embodied beings. We are not minds that just happen to have bodies. !at 
is the ancient heresy of dualism. Nor are our bodies temporary. Christians believe in 
the resurrection of the body to eternal life. So our bodies are an intrinsic part of who 
we are. And therefore God communicates not just to minds but to embodied souls. 
!e church father Chrysostom puts it like this: “If we were incorporeal [without 
bodies], he would give us these very things naked and incorporeal. Now, because we 
have souls engra"ed in bodies, he imparts spiritual things under visible ones.”3 !e 
sacraments are, as it were, God’s “body language.” We pick up signals from people’s 
posture and facial expressions that o"en reinforce their words. !e sacraments are 
given to confirm the words we hear in the gospel.

2 Ligon Duncan, in "e New City Catechism Devotional: God’s Truth for Our Hearts and Minds, 

ed. Collin Hansen (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017), 201.
3 Chrysostom, cited in John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, 

trans. Ford Lewis Ba#les, Library of Christian Classics 20–21 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 

1960), 4.14.3.
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!e Communion meal involves us in and embraces us in God’s grace. We are not 
mere observers. We do something. We eat something. We become participants in the 
story. Again and again John Calvin speaks of the Supper as a banquet in which we 
feed on Christ. “Our souls are fed by the flesh and blood of Christ,” he says, “in the 
same way that bread and wine keep and sustain physical life.”4 !e French Confes-
sion of Faith of 1559 says, “!e body and the blood of Jesus Christ give food and 
drink to the soul, no less than bread and wine nourish the body” (§37). We are o"en 
quick to talk about being fed by the word of God, or we pray that we might be fed by 
the word as it is preached. In the same way, we can be fed by Communion. As physi-
cal food, bread and wine satisfy our bodies with carbohydrates, sugars, and nutri-
ents; as spiritual food, they satisfy our souls with Christ. In the liturgy Calvin wrote 
for the celebration of Communion in Geneva, he included these words of invitation:

Let us understand, therefore, that this Sacrament is a medicine for poor, spiritually 
sick people.… And since we see only bread and wine, yet we do not doubt that he 
accomplishes spiritually in our souls all that he demonstrates to us outwardly through 
these visible signs, namely, that he is the heavenly bread that feeds and nourishes us 
for eternal life. So let us be grateful for the infinite goodness of our Saviour, who 
spreads out all his riches and goods on this table to distribute them to us.5

!e Westminster Confession has this to say: “Worthy receivers, outwardly partak-
ing of the visible elements, in this sacrament, do then also, inwardly by faith, really 
and indeed, yet not carnally and corporally but spiritually, receive, and feed upon, 
Christ crucified, and all benefits of his death” (29.7). !e 1689 Baptist Confession of 
Faith uses these exact same words, except that it replaces the word “sacrament” with 
“ordinance” (30.7). !e Westminster Confession says much the same thing about 
baptism:

!e efficacy of Baptism is not tied to that moment of time wherein it is administered; 

4 Calvin, Institutes, 4.17.10.
5 John Calvin, “Form of Ecclesiastical Prayers (1545, 1542, 1566),” in Reformation Worship: 

Liturgies from the Past for the Present, ed. Jonathan Gibson and Mark Earngey (Greensboro, 

NC: New Growth, 2018), 327.
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yet, notwithstanding, by the right use of this ordinance, the grace promised is not only 
offered, but really exhibited, and conferred, by the Holy Ghost, to such (whether of age 
or infants) as that grace belongs unto, according to the counsel of God’s own will, in 
His appointed time. (28.6)

Notice how strong this language is: grace is “conferred” through baptism. "at 
does not mean someone is automatically saved simply by being baptized—that is 
why the confession says, “"e efficacy of Baptism is not tied to that moment of time 
wherein it is administered.” Nevertheless, when someone responds with faith to the 
promises expressed in baptism, that is an act of regenerating grace from which flows 
justifying grace. Grace is thereby conferred through baptism (alongside the preach-
ing of God’s word) if and when a person responds with faith.

Every meal—not just Communion, but including Communion—is a reminder 
that we are dependent on God as creatures. We are not self-sustaining. Much of our 
food is grown, processed, distributed, and possibly cooked by other people. We are 
part of a complex web of relationships upon which we rely day by day. And behind 
them all is our loving Creator, who generously provides for the needs of his creation. 
"is is why Jesus taught us to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread” (Ma$. 6:11).

But the Communion meal is special. For Communion is also a recognition that we 
are dependent on God not just as creatures but also as sinners. We live through the 
death of his Son. Each mouthful is a reminder that we cannot save ourselves. Just as 
we rely on daily bread for physical life, so we rely on Jesus for spiritual life. For he is 
the bread of life. We come to Communion as sinners in desperate need of reassur-
ance, and we hear the words, “"is is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out 
for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Ma$. 26:28).

"e Belgic Confession of 1516 says that people who have been born again have a 
twofold life: a bodily life and a spiritual life. Like everyone else, their physical life is 
nourished by physical food. But God also gives his children spiritual food in Christ, 
the bread of life, to nourish their spiritual life. And we receive this food through the 
bread and wine of Communion.

Christ, that he might represent unto us this spiritual and heavenly bread, has insti-
tuted an earthly and visible bread, as a sacrament of his body, and wine as a sacrament 
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of his blood, to testify by them unto us, that, as certainly as we receive and hold this 
sacrament in our hands, and eat and drink the same with our mouths, by which our 
life is a!erwards nourished, we also do as certainly receive by faith (which is the hand 
and mouth of our soul) the true body and blood of Christ our only Saviour in our 
souls, for the support of our spiritual life.… "is feast is a spiritual table, at which 
Christ communicates himself with all his benefits to us. (§35)

Frances Turretin adds a key difference between physical and spiritual food: “Cor-
poral food is converted into our substance, while spiritual food, because more power-
ful and perfect, changes us in some way into his substance, so that we become con-
firmed to Christ and live the life of Christ and are made partakers of the divine 
nature (2 Pet. 1:4).”6

Means of Grace
Catholicism, says Calvin, wrongly confuses the signs (the water, bread, and wine) 
with the reality to which they point (Christ and his benefits). According to Catholi-
cism the bread is Christ; the sign is the thing it signifies. But some Protestants, says 
Calvin, go too far in the opposite direction. "ey wrongly separate the signs from the 
reality. Calvin himself advocated a middle position that kept signs and reality united 
without confusing them. "e signs actually convey the reality to which they point 
when received by faith. Baptism and Communion are a genuine means of grace or 
communion. “Bare forms are not exhibited to us in the sacraments, but the reality is 
truly figured at the same time. For God is not so deceitful as to nourish us in empty 
appearances.… We have no right to separate the reality and the figure which God has 
joined together.”7 In other words, the signs convey the reality they signify without 
becoming the reality they signify.

"e 1559 French (or Gallic) Confession of Faith says, “We hold that [the sacra-

6 Francis Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic !eology, trans. George Musgrave Giger, ed. James T. 
Dennison Jr., vol. 3 (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1997), 432.
7 John Calvin, Commentary on 1 Corinthians, ed. "omas F. Torrance and David W. Torrance, 
trans. John W. Fraser (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1980), 203.
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ments’] substance and truth is in Jesus Christ, and that of themselves they are only 
smoke and shadow.” Nevertheless, “they are outward signs through which God oper-
ates by his Spirit, so that he may not signify any thing to us in vain” (§34). In other 
words, through the Spirit the signs (the water, bread, and wine) convey the reality 
(Christ) to us when we receive them by faith. “God gives us really and in fact that 
which he there sets forth to us” (§37). “By the secret and incomprehensible power of 
his Spirit he feeds and strengthens us with the substance of his body and of his blood-
” (§36).

As I pass the bread to you, I can rightly say, “!is is the body of Christ, given for 
you.” !is does not mean the sign has turned into the thing it signifies. !e bread 
has not become Christ’s physical body. If it did, it would stop being a sign or sacra-
ment, for it would be the reality itself. Nevertheless, the signs are “mystical tokens of 
holy things” because the sign and the signified are “sacramentally joined together” 
by God so that the sign conveys what it signifies (the presence of Christ) (Second 
Helvetic Confession, 19.9). Likewise the Westminster Confession says, “Truly, yet 
sacramentally only, they are sometimes called by the name of the things they repre-
sent” (29.5). In other words, the bread and wine are called the body and blood of 
Christ, even though they remain only bread and wine, because they genuinely con-
vey the presence of Christ. !e Westminster Confession concludes, “!ere is, in 
every sacrament, a spiritual relation, or sacramental union, between the sign and the 
thing signified: whence it comes to pass, that the names and effects of the one are 
a#ributed to the other” (27.2; see also 29.5).

If you find the technicalities of this discussion somewhat confusing, here is what it 
boils down to. When we receive the water, bread, and wine by faith, we receive the 
grace of God. God has commi#ed himself to use the water, bread, and wine—along 
with his word—to bless his people. !is is how our faith is strengthened. !is is how 
we receive assurance of salvation. !is is how we have communion with Christ. As 
Calvin keeps reminding us, in the Lord’s Supper we truly feed on Christ by faith, and 
in this way he nourishes our souls. In theory, God could zap us directly with his 
power. But he has commi#ed himself to use word, water, bread, and wine. And so, 
ordinarily he uses these ordinary means.
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!is means if you want to receive God’s blessing, you do not need to go looking for 
some dramatic new experience. !e place to be is your local church, where the word 
is proclaimed and the sacraments are administered. You simply need to read your 
Bible, listen to expository preaching week by week, and participate in the Lord’s 
Supper. !is is where God’s grace to us in Christ is found.

Part of our problem is that we too o"en view preaching as primarily conveying 
information about Christ rather than conveying the grace of Christ. If that is the 
case, it is no surprise that we then have a problem with the sacraments, since it is not 
obvious how they convey information—other than as a prompt for remembering 
what has already been said. !e Reformers, in contrast, had a high view of preach-
ing, in which God was present in and through his word. Here’s how Martin Luther 
put it: “I preach the gospel of Christ, and with my bodily voice I bring Christ into 
your heart, so that you may hear from him within yourself.” As a result, we have “the 
true Christ.” “How that comes about you cannot know, but your heart truly feels his 
presence, and through the experience of faith you know for a certainty that he is 
there.… !is we must ever confess, and it is a daily miracle.”8 Given this view of 
preaching, it was not hard for the Reformers to recognize that something similar 
happens in Communion. Just as we encounter Christ and his promise in his word, so 
we also encounter him in Communion. Luther goes on, “Why then should it not be 
reasonable that he also distributes himself in the bread?”9

Sometimes people ask, “Do you need to be baptized to be saved?” It is one of those 
questions like “Have you stopped beating your wife?” that cannot be answered yes or 
no. !at’s because it is the wrong question. It views baptism simply as a requirement 
and asks whether this requirement is essential to salvation. But baptism is, above all, 
a gi" we receive from God. Baptism and Communion are key means that God uses to 
convey grace to his people to nurture our faith in his promises and to strengthen our 
sense of his love. Most Christians do not ask, “Do you need to listen to preaching 

8 Martin Luther, !e Sacrament of the Body and Blood—Against the Fanatics, in Martin Luther’s 

Basic !eological Writings, 3rd ed., ed. Timothy F. Lull (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 227.
9 Luther, !e Sacrament of the Body and Blood, 227.
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each week to be saved?” We love to hear God’s word because it reassures and sustains 
us. It is the same with the sacraments. So the real question is not, “Do you need to be 
baptized to be saved?” but, “Do you want an amazing gi!?”

Every Meal Can Be a Witness to God’s Grace
So the Lord’s Supper embodies and conveys God’s grace to us. But it can also, there-
fore, become a model for our everyday suppers. What we learn and practice around 
the Communion table is meant to spill out into the rest of our lives. "e grace we 
receive at Communion is meant to shape the way we relate to other people.

One of the main ways we can do that is through meals. "e saying of grace at 
every family meal is energized by the focus on grace at the Communion meal. Every 
meal becomes an occasion for gratitude. But Communion also helps our meals 
become occasions for giving. Meals are a powerful expression of welcome and friend-
ship in every culture. So eating with people creates community and proclaims grace. 
"is was how Jesus conducted his ministry on earth. Meals are a wonderful way of 
doing ministry.

Here is the beauty of it: you are already doing it. You are already eating two or 
three meals a day. Ministry through meals does not require special skills or addi-
tional time. No ma#er who you are or how busy you are, you can eat with people. It 
does not have to be fancy hospitality. It is about inviting people into your home to 
share your family meals. As you do that, relationships will form, stories will be told, 
conversation will develop, testimonies will be shared, grace will be demonstrated.

"e story of salvation is the story of meals. It is a narrative embodied in the 
Communion meal. And we can continue the story through our meals. Every meal 
can embody something of God’s grace and enact something of God’s mission. If you 
combine sharing meals with a passion for Jesus, then you will be doing mission and 
building community. In our graceless culture of competition, insecurity, and 
grudges, our meals offer a moment of grace and a pointer to God’s coming world.

Come, You Sinners, Poor and Needy
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Perhaps we have grown too used to Communion, and so we miss the wonder of what 
is happening. !ink of those Israel elders stepping onto Mount Sinai. What had they 
experienced of God? “Now when all the people saw the thunder and the flashes of 
lightning and the sound of the trumpet and the mountain smoking, the people were 
afraid and trembled, and they stood far off and said to Moses, ‘You speak to us, and 
we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, lest we die’ ” (Ex. 20:18–19). Yet the 
elders are going up the mountain to face that God. And because they are sprinkled 
with blood, God does not raise his hand. Instead, they eat and drink in his presence. 
!at is what happens every time we take Communion: covered by the blood of 
Christ, we eat in the presence of God. !e grace of God is embodied in a meal.

Or think of John Paton, a missionary in the nineteenth century to cannibals in the 
New Hebrides. At numerous times they tried to kill him. Yet he remained, and a$er 
years of patient, faithful witness, many came to Christ. Here’s how Paton describes 
their first Communion:

For years we had toiled and prayed and taught for this. At the moment when I put the 
bread and wine into those dark hands, once stained with the blood of cannibalism but 
now stretched out to receive and partake the emblems and seals of the Redeemer’s 
love, I had a foretaste of the joy of glory that well-nigh broke my heart to pieces. I shall 
never taste a deeper bliss till I gaze on the glorified face of Jesus himself.10

We are no different from the elders of Israel stepping onto the mountain or the 
tax collectors in Levi’s house or the former cannibals of the New Hebrides. We are 
sinners who deserve divine judgment. Yet all of us find a welcome when we come to 
the table in faith and repentance.

Joseph Hart (1712–1768) was converted in 1757 through the preaching of George 
Whitefield, one of the leaders of the Great Awakening. Here’s how he expresses 
Christ’s invitation to sinners:

Come, ye sinners, poor and needy,

10 James Paton, ed., John G. Paton—Missionary to the New Hebrides: An Autobiography (London: 

Hodder and Stoughton, 1891), 376, quoted in Philip Graham Ryken, Exodus: Saved for God’s 

Glory (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2005), 915.
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weak and wounded, sick and sore;
Jesus ready stands to save you,
full of pity, love and power:
he is able, he is able,
he is willing; doubt no more.

Now, ye needy, come and welcome;
God’s free bounty glorify:
true belief and true repentance,
every grace that brings you nigh.
Without money, without money,
come to Jesus Christ and buy.…

Come, ye weary, heavy-laden,
lost and ruined by the Fall.
If you wait until you’re be!er,
you will never come at all.
Not the righteous, not the righteous—
sinners Jesus came to call.

View him prostrate in the garden;
on the ground your Maker lies!
On the awful tree behold him,
hear him cry before he dies:
It is finished! It is finished!
Sinner, will not this suffice?

Lo, the incarnate God, ascended,
pleads the merit of his blood.
Venture on him, venture wholly,
let not other trust intrude.

None but Jesus, none but Jesus
can do helpless sinners good.11

11 Joseph Hart, “Come, Ye Sinners, Poor and Needy” (1759), in Grace Hymns, 2nd ed. (London: 

Grace Publications Trust, 1978), no. 389.
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Here is how Jesus himself expressed that invitation to the lukewarm church of 
Laodicea: “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens 
the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me” (Rev. 3:20).
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