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Lords Day 29 

The Lord’s Supper as a Sacrament. 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.78. Do then the bread and wine become the very body and blood of Christ?  

A. Not at all: but as the water in baptism is not changed into the blood of Christ, neither is 
the washing away of sin itself, being only the sign and confirmation thereof appointed of God; 
as the bread in the Lord's supper is not changed into the very body of Christ; though agreeably 
to the nature and properties of sacraments, it is called the body of Christ Jesus. 

Q.79. Why then doth Christ call the bread his body, and the cup his blood, or the new 
covenant in his blood; and Paul the "communion of the body and blood of Christ"? 

A. Christ speaks thus, not without great reason, namely, not only thereby to teach us, that 
as bread and wine support the temporal life, so his crucified body and shed blood are the true 
meat and drink, whereby our souls are fed to eternal life; but more especially by these visible 
signs and pledges to assure us, that we are really partakers of his true body and blood (by the 
operation of the Holy Ghost) as we receive by the mouths of our bodies these holy signs in 
remembrance of him; and that all his sufferings and obedience are as certainly ours as if we 
had in our own persons suffered and made satisfaction for our sins to God. 

 

Introduction 

You will notice that this Lord’s Day, the second devoted to the Holy Supper, deals with the question 
of its sacramental operation. It asks the question, how does the Lord’s Supper operate on the church? 
And, how does it exert its influence on the church as a means of grace?  

In Lord’s Day 28, the institution of the supper was treated; and the catechism maintained that the 
Lord’s Supper is a sacrament; that is, it is a holy sign between God and His church in the midst of the 
world. It is observed, therefore, by the church as an ensign that marks her as the army of the living God. 
And as such it is also a means by which God strengthens the church, builds her up, and nourishes her by 
the body and blood of Jesus Christ.  

In connection with that Lord’s Day we pointed out that it was very proper for the Lord to substitute 
the Lord’s Supper for the Passover. The Passover, after all, was not just of historical significance, but also 
had typical significance that was fulfilled in the Lamb of God being slain on Golgotha. And because of 
this typical significance, it was fitting that the Lord should institute a supper that would point to His 
atoning death, at the time when the Passover lamb was being slain.  

In the second place, we pointed out that the church must observe the Lord’s Supper to 
commemorate the death of Jesus. You cannot separate the Lord’s Supper from baptism, even as you 
cannot be truly baptized and then refuse to partake of the Lord’s Supper. They are two halves of one 
and the same thing, the one signifying our entrance into the fellowship and covenant communion with 
God; and the other our being nourished by Christ. And accordingly, while we are baptized but once, we 
must celebrate the Lord’s Supper continually.  

So now we stand before these significant questions: In what way does this sacrament cause us to 
grow? How is it a means of grace? How does it work? How must we conceive of the relation of the 
Lord’s Supper, to our spiritual nourishment? And how must we conceive of the spiritual operation by 
which our souls are nourished unto eternal life in relation to this sign?  
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These are questions which are answered in this Lord’s Day. And it is emphasized throughout that its 
operation may only be conceived of as sacramental; that is, our souls can only be spiritually nourished 
by the Spirit of Christ through the Lord’s Supper as a sacrament.  

 

Theme: The Lord’s Supper as a Sacrament. 

1. The Idea of Spiritual Nourishment  

2. Its Spiritual Operation  

3. The Spiritual Disposition It Requires 

1. The Idea of Spiritual Nourishment  

Three elements are involved in this sacrament. All the church, in as far as she has confessed that 
the Lord’s Supper is a sacrament, held that in some way the Lord’s Supper signifies the eating and 
drinking of Christ. Upon that main fact the church has never been divided.  

When, however, it came to the question of the manner in which the church eats and drinks Christ, 
the Reformed Protestant churches, in distinction from the Roman Catholic Church, and also from the 
Lutheran churches, has maintained that our spiritual life can only be nourished by spiritual food.  

In the second place, this spiritual food can only be received in a spiritual way; and in order to eat 
this spiritual food in a spiritual way a spiritual disposition is required.  

On these things I wish to elaborate, by first picturing for you what takes place when I eat and drink 
physically.  

In the first place, in order for a physical organism to eat and drink physically, a physical life is 
required. There can be no physical nourishment unless there is a physical organism with physical life. 
And such an organism is not independent from the rest of Creation. Our physical life is a part of the rest 
of Creation, and is dependent upon the whole cosmos, the whole creation about us.  

In the second place, physical nourishment requires that in this physical world there be food, 
nourishment that can sustain, strengthen and nourish the life of the body.  

In the third place, in physical nourishment it is necessary that there be hunger and thirst.  

In the fourth place, there must be the act of appropriation. We appropriate from the world about 
us that which the body needs to nourish it. This act of appropriation we call eating and drinking.  

In the fifth place, there is the element of assimilation; that is, the element of taking certain 
substance from without and changing it into our own substance.  

And now let me apply all this to the spiritual. The physical body cannot be nourished by spiritual 
food; but the same elements are implied in spiritual nourishment.  

In the first place, in spiritual nourishment is implied that there is a spiritual man with spiritual life. 
This spiritual life is just as real as the life of my body, only it is the life of my spirit and of regeneration. It 
consists in faith, hope, love, righteousness and holiness; for that is life. Righteousness is life, a spiritual 
movement toward God. It is not independent. It is, in the first place, dependent upon God, on whom all 
life is dependent. If life were not dependent on God, we would not need the Lord’s Supper. But, as our 
physical life is dependent upon the world in its sphere, so spiritual life is dependent upon the sphere in 
which it was created; and that sphere is Christ. That is why the Bible emphasizes that we are in Christ as 
the proper sphere in which we live. And, therefore, we must live out of Christ constantly. We can have 
no life in ourselves, any more than a member of the body can have life apart from the body. No more 
than a branch can have life separate from the vine, can we have life separate from Christ. The life we 
have is not in ourselves but in Christ.  
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Our spiritual food is in Christ. He is our food. He is our bread of life. As He has become through the 
cross, through His death, we must eat and drink Him. And that is why we must receive Him, appropriate 
Him and become like Him. The spiritual life must be nourished by spiritual food.  

Do not think that is unimportant; for the Protestant churches separated from the Catholic church, 
and again from the Lutherans over this matter. They separated from the Catholic church over the 
question whether the spiritual life can be nourished by physical nourishment; that is, whether we can be 
saved by means of external things. The Catholic Church said we can be saved by external things, while 
the Protestant churches said spiritual life can only be nourished by spiritual food.   

2. Its Spiritual Operation  

Furthermore, we must note that the Protestant churches said you can only receive spiritual food in 
a spiritual way. As in physical nourishment, so in spiritual nourishment there is a twofold element.  

In the first place, in spiritual nourishment Christ must impart Himself to His people. He must come 
to them; and they must become like Him through an action that proceeds from Christ.  

The Catholic Church says that there is an action of Christ in the bread and wine. It is sometimes said 
in Reformed circles that the sacraments are means of a certain special grace that cannot be received 
without the sacraments; but that is at heart Roman Catholicism also. The idea of that is that as a certain 
baptismal grace is received when a child is baptized, so also a certain special grace is received through 
the observance of communion. This is not true. We receive nothing in baptism or in the Lord’s Supper 
that we do not receive otherwise. The sacraments are not means of grace apart from the word; and the 
sacraments do not cause the church to grow in a special grace, which the word does not give. The 
sacraments are not separate from the word. And we can never understand the sacraments, as long as 
we hold to this conception.  

The Catholic Church says there is an action of Christ on the bread and wine. The bread and wine are 
changed into the body and blood of Christ. And, therefore, when anyone takes of that bread and wine, 
he receives the body of Christ. By an act of the clergy there is grace in the signs of the Lord’s Supper. The 
signs are changed so that all you have to do, regardless of your spiritual attitude, is to take the sign in 
your mouth and be strengthened in the faith, because the operation is not on the heart but on the signs. 
These signs are changed into the true body of Christ. They are not changed into flesh and blood, so that 
you eat real flesh and drink real blood; that is not their conception. Their conception is that the signs are 
changed into the true body of Christ.  

To this idolatry we must never return.  

In the first place, the Catholic conception is that the church is the clergy and the clergy is the 
church, and the clergy must have some power to dominate over the church. And so men, called to be 
servants of Christ, began to call themselves priests, etc. And when they call themselves priests, they 
began to look around for a sacrifice by which they can domineer over the church. So they took the 
sacraments and said your sin cannot be forgiven unless they are forgiven through the priest. You cannot 
be cleansed, unless you are cleansed through the priest. The priest has you in his clutches; and you 
cannot be nourished, except by him. That is the deviltry of the Roman Catholic Church.  

And this conception of the Catholic church is in principle embodied in the concept of common 
grace. The conception of common grace is that grace is in things. If God gives rain and sunshine, if He 
gives things, He is bestowing grace; and that is the same as the Catholic conception of the Lord’s Supper. 
Grace is in the bread and in the wine according to this conception; and you eat it with your physical 
mouth. This is not so, and must be rooted out. There is no grace except the grace planted by the Holy 
Spirit in the heart. There is no grace in bread. You can eat the whole loaf at the table of communion, and 
it will only fill your stomach and not your heart. According to the Catholic conception, anyone, and even 
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an animal could receive the body of Christ. All that is required is that one can eat and drink, in order to 
receive the body of Christ.  

It is for this reason that the question has been seriously discussed as to what would become of the 
body of Christ if a mouse should run away with a crumb of that bread. And so the Catholic Church 
changed the bread for the wafer. And to prevent that a drop of wine should be spilled, the wine is used 
by the priest only, for, if a drop of that wine would be spilled, the blood of Christ would be spilled.  

“No,” the Reformed church said to this, “Christ imparts Himself to the church directly, and 
spiritually.” If the bread and wine is changed into the flesh and blood of Christ, it can only affect the 
physical body; but it cannot nourish the spiritual life. The Reformed churches said, “There is an action of 
Christ by His Spirit whereby He imparts Himself to His people, changing them, and making them 
partakers of His righteousness, holiness, will, mind, life. Christ receives the life-giving Spirit. And that 
Spirit imparts Christ unto His people.” That is the one side.  

The other side is that there is an action on our part by which we appropriate this spiritual 
nourishment. As Christ imparts Himself to His people, there is an action on the part of His people 
whereby they receive Him. There is an action on the part of the child of God, whereby he hungers and 
thirsts for Christ, for His righteousness, holiness and life. That is a spiritual action. It is not mere 
figurative language; it is a real spiritual action, a real spiritual hunger and thirst. As soon as I know that 
my righteousness is not in me but in Christ, I begin to hunger and thirst for Him, and for His 
righteousness. That is a real hunger of the soul. And, even as I begin to hunger and thirst for Christ, I also 
appropriate Him. It is just as real a spiritual act as when I eat and drink physically; but it is a spiritual act. 
We can never lay hold on Christ with our physical hand. Spiritual nourishment requires a spiritual action 
on the part of Christ, and on the part of Him that is nourished.  

Is it so then that only, as we eat and drink at the Lord’s table, Christ nourishes us? Does He only 
nourish us for the moment when we eat and drink? If that were the case, it would be better to celebrate 
the Lord’s supper every day instead of four times a year. But that is not so. No, in the mystical sense, the 
church celebrates the Lord’s Supper constantly. Christ is always imparting Himself to His people. Christ 
sups with a one year old child, otherwise it is not nourished.  

Sacraments are means of grace; and their purpose is to kindle our faith into action. They are not 
the most important; the word is always the most important means of grace. The church must grow, 
must be built up and be strengthened in her faith. It must be brought to conscious action; for faith is the 
living tie that binds her to Christ. It is, in the first place, a spiritual knowledge of Christ and all His 
benefits. And, in the second place, it is a spiritual confidence in Christ. If the church is to grow, it must be 
strengthened in its faith both as to its power and its contents. If the church is to grow, it must build up in 
the knowledge of Christ, and it must be confirmed in its confidence. There is no mystical growth in faith. 
Christ must be brought to her.  

Now the Holy Spirit, by means of the word, builds up the church. The Christian that is best founded 
in the word is the best Christian. And the Holy Spirit does the same thing in the sacraments. He uses 
them as means to build up the church in faith. The only difference is in operation. By keeping the 
sacraments, the church enacts physically what the Spirit does spiritually.  

In baptism, the Church is strengthened in a threefold way; and so also in the Lord’s Supper.  

In the first place, when the church celebrates the Lord’s Supper, it gathers around the table of the 
covenant, which is an expression of fellowship and communion with God. And if we remember that it is 
the table of the Lord of which He is the host and the church His guest, then the first thing the church 
does when it gathers around that table is to enter into covenant communion with God; and it does this 
in a physical way. That table is a visible table, even as the bread is visible bread and the wine is visible 
wine.  
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In the second place, at that table our God meets us with the signs of the truth that He has 
reconciled us unto Himself. Scripture teaches that God reconciled us unto Himself; that is, God restored 
us to a relation of love and friendship with Him by removing the cause by which this relation was 
broken. In other words, reconciliation is restoration by satisfaction. That is why the church has always 
considered the truth of vicarious atonement as fundamental for its faith.  

Now in the Lord’s Supper the Lord shows us the same thing as in the word when it says. God was in 
Christ reconciling the world unto Himself. And not only does He show it, but He also causes the church to 
pass through it physically. At the table of communion, the Lord says, you could not have fellowship and 
communion with me if it were not for the fact that I have removed the cause that separated you from 
Me. It is not a separate grace. It is the same grace that is expressed in the word, except that in the 
sacrament the church passes through it. In other words, as by means of the word, so by means of the 
Lord’s Supper Christ is brought to our consciousness, as Christ lifts it up for us to see. He lifts up the real 
supper into the sphere of the visible and tells us, “As surely as you see that bread, so surely there is 
spiritual nourishment in my body for you. And as surely as I give you bread, so surely I give you my body. 
And as surely as you take that bread, so surely you appropriate me.” That is the significance of the Lord’s 
Supper.  

3. The Spiritual Disposition It Requires 

And that is why it is necessary to be spiritual in order to celebrate the Lord’s Supper. Anyone can go 
to mass in the Catholic church and take Christ; but that is not celebrating the Lord’s Supper. It is only the 
heart of the believer that can be nourished by Christ. To the unbeliever Christ is nauseating.  

And so the question is whether you hunger and thirst after righteousness. This the unbeliever does 
not want. Only the regenerated believer can celebrate the Lord ’s Supper. Just as physically you may 
have a body, but that body may not be fit to be nourished if it is sick. It has no appetite, and cannot eat. 
It is not because the body does not need nourishment, but because it is sick. So also we must be 
spiritual disposed in order to be spiritual nourished.  

There may of course be sicknesses. There may be a sin that we do not want to get rid of. There may 
be a hankering after the world. It may be that you are not being nourished by the word. It may be that 
you do not come to repentance. It may be that you refuse to humble yourself. There may be many 
things because of which we are not spiritually nourished.  

To be spiritually nourished one must be spiritually disposed. And the conclusion is that we must be 
spiritually nourished by a spiritual food in a spiritual way with a spiritual disposition to receive that 
nourishment. If so we celebrate the Lord’s Supper, we will receive a blessing from the Lord. While we 
pass through the visible signs, the Holy Spirit will strengthen our faith. He calls the church by means of 
the word; and the church comes; and the Spirit uses that physical action, the visible means, to stimulate 
our faith. As I take the visible signs, so my faith goes out to Christ and takes hold of Him; and the Holy 
Spirit performs what is symbolized in the signs.  

The church must celebrate the Lord’s Supper. And by the church, I mean all that can hear me. The 
church must observe the Lord’s Supper. That our children do not come to the table, is not because they 
have no right there, but because they cannot as yet distinguish the body of Christ.  

You cannot stay away. Not temporarily either. You cannot, because of some sin that you do not 
want to let go of, say I will not go to communion this time. When the congregation celebrates the Lord’s 
Supper, you celebrate it, either willingly or unwillingly. And it is either a savor of life unto life, or a savor 
of death unto death, even as is the word. 

 


