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WCF 27-29:Christian Sacraments, Part I
Preston Graham Jr & Tolivar Wills

I.  Introduction: We have already discussed in what sense it can be said that the visible church is an essential element of the gospel—in the language of our confession “out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation.” (WCF 25.2)  The question this raises is: In what manner is the church, consisting of common and unholy things, set apart for such an uncommon and holy use?   In other words, what makes the church so “special” to be attributed with the power of salvation?  What do you think makes the church so unique and special?  
Read( Mt.28:19, Titus 3:5, 1 Peter 3:21, Gal.3:27, 1Cor.12:13, Mark 16:16, Acts 2:38, Rom.6:3-4 do the Sacraments not seem to “affect” salvation in some sense?  
II.  Issues in Sacramental Theology  

Some “reformation” context to our confession is useful as we consider the above questions; especially as it pertains to the Westminster language, which as we will see is very much “Calvinistic.”   In other words, how do you think John Calvin would answer the above question about the uniquely salvific quality of the church in relation to sacraments? Is Christ uniquely present, in a saving way, in the sacraments? If so, then the Lord is uniquely present in, with and through the church unto salvation, with a very important qualification being upon the reformation emphasis of divine sovereignty through election and effectual calling, by faith alone!  
Concerning then the sacrament of the Lord’s supper, Calvin writes: 

“no extent of space interferes with the boundless energy of the Spirit, which transfuses life into us from the flesh of Christ.”

What does this say about the uniqueness of the church?  Notice again how Calvin words this in his Treatise on the Lord’s Supper: 

It is necessary, first of all, that he be given us in the Supper, in order that the things which we have mentioned may be truly accomplished in us. For this reason I am wont to say, that the substance of the sacraments is the Lord Jesus, and the efficacy of them the graces and blessings which we have by his means...

...all the benefit which we should seek in the Supper is annihilated if Jesus Christ be not there given to us as the substance and foundation of all. That being fixed, we will confess, without doubt, that to deny that a true communication of Jesus Christ is presented to us in the Supper, is to render this holy sacrament frivolous and useless—an execrable blasphemy unfit to be listened to.

Thus it is with the communion which we have in the body and blood of the Lord Jesus. It is a spiritual mystery which can neither be seen by the eye nor comprehended by the human understanding. It is therefore figured to us by visible signs, according as our weakness requires, in such manner, nevertheless, that it is not a bare figure but is combined with the reality and substance . . . the sacraments of the Lord should not and cannot be at all separated from their reality and substance. 

We must confess, then, that if the representation which God gives us in the Supper is true, the internal substance of the sacrament is conjoined with the visible signs; and as the bread is distributed to us by the hand, so the body of Christ is communicated to us in order that we may be made partakers of it.

But then notice also how Calvin “qualifies” all of this—both as to distinguish between the Roman position, but also the Baptist position:  

To distinguish [Christ from elements], in order to guard against confounding them, is not only good and reasonable, but altogether necessary; but to divide them, so as to make the one exist without the other, is absurd.

How then are the sacraments powerful unto salvation according to Calvin? 

The proper body and blood of Jesus Christ is received only by faith... Hence if we would worthily communicate in the Lord's Supper, we must with firm heartfelt reliance regard the Lord Jesus as our only righteousness, life, and salvation, receiving and accepting the promises which are given us by him as sure and certain, and renouncing all other confidence, so that distrusting ourselves and all creatures, we may rest fully in him, and be contented with his grace alone.
Read WCF 27.1-2  What is a sacrament? Notice especially four distinguishing marks: 

· “Immediate Institution” 

· “holy Sign”—i.e. it symbolizes that which is promised (see below)
· “holy... Seal”- i.e. it in some sense accomplishes that which is promised (see below)
· “Spiritual Relation . . . between the thing signified and the sign” or means of grace.  (see below)
What does all this mean exactly? Do the sacraments “effect” anything as far as salvation is concerned? (Notice section 3—and the answer “yes and no” depending on how we mean it.) 

· NO: grace is “not conferred by any power in them; neither doth the efficacy of a sacrament depend upon the piety or intention of him that doth administer it.  Thus, the elements themselves are not in any way transformed as to have any power in themselves (no “holy water” or “holy bread/wine” if by this is meant they are anything other than they are naturally) 
· YES: grace is conferred... upon the work of the Spirit, and the word of institution, which contains, together with a precept authorizing the use thereof, a promise of benefit to worthy receivers. (“holy water” and “holy bread/wine” in so far as they are instruments used by the Holy Spirit to confer grace and salvation “TO THE ELECT” as received and confirmed by faith alone.
In other words, by means of the spiritual presence of Christ that is uniquely related to the sacraments (section 2), the sacraments are powerful to affect that which is being promised.  Does this mean that the nature of the power is necessarily exhibited, or even necessarily immediately exhibited vis-à-vis the participant?   NO!   Again in the words of our confession, only “ordinarily” as per the relation of the church to salvation.  In other words, the sacraments are a “means of grace” and not “the agent of grace.” The “agent of grace” is the Holy Spirit, even as God the Holy Spirit is sovereign. (John 3:8)

Notice then how all this works out, for instance, in the two sacraments: 

As a “holy Sign:” 

1) What is signified in Christian Baptism? 
WCF 28.1 of his ingrafting into Christ, of regeneration, of remission of sins, and of his giving up unto God, through Jesus Christ, to walk in newness of life.
2) What is signified in the Lord’s Supper? 
WCF 29.1 of His body and blood, called the Lord's Supper, to be observed in His Church, unto the end of the world, for the perpetual remembrance of the sacrifice of Himself in His death;

As a “seal” what exactly does it effect?  Notice again the sacramental relation: Spiritual Relation . . . between the thing signified and the sign.  (I.e. what is signified is somehow applied in, with and through the sacraments)—

· In Baptism: ingrafting into Christ, of regeneration, of remission of sins, and of his giving up unto God, through Jesus Christ, to walk in newness of life.  Thus, WCF 28.6:
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 belongeth unto, according to the counsel of God's own will, in His appointed time.

However, note the important qualifications as “according to the counsel of God’s will, in His appointed time” (i.e. “not necessarily and not necessarily immediately”, predicated upon the work of the Holy Spirit, and how this is explicitly related to the power of Baptism to save ‘Not necessarily’: 
WCF 28.5 yet grace and salvation are not so inseparably annexed unto it, as that no person can be regenerated, or saved, without it: or, that all that are baptized are undoubtedly regenerated.

‘Not necessarily immediately’: 
WCF 28.6 The efficacy of Baptism is not tied to that moment of time wherein it is administered

· In The Lord’s Supper: WCF 29.1 the sealing all benefits thereof unto true believers, their spiritual nourishment and growth in Him, . . . to be a bond and pledge of their communion with Him, and with each other, as members of His mystical body. Thus 29.5, and then section 7: 
Worthy receivers, outwardly partaking 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: the body and blood of Christ being then, not corporally or carnally, in, with, or under the bread and wine; yet, as really, but spiritually, present to the faith of believers in that ordinance, as the elements themselves are to their outward senses. 

(Read 1Cor.10:15 and language of “koinonia”.  See also John 6: 51, 55-56, 63, etc) 
However, again, note the important qualifications in the above statement as to preserve the sovereignty of God acting in the Holy Spirit. 

Notice how the Westminster (Reformed) view compares to other traditions: 

1) According to Romanism, the Sacramental union is strictly physical. As Ursinus put it: "The Papists imagine that the sign which are used in the celebration of the Lord's Supper are changed into the things signified. But a change is no union." This means that the error of Romanism is to see the grace given in the Sacrament as something done in us, by virtue of the change of the sign into the thing signified. 

2) According to Lutherans, the Sacramental union is local, "as if the sign and the thing signified were present in the same space, so both believers and unbelievers receive the full sacrament when they receive the sign." [Berkhof, ST, 618]  (Note, Some would argue that Luther himself and Calvin were much closer on the topic than their respective denominational histories express—e.g. in a sense Calvin would also argue for locality, albeit vis-à-vis the mystery of spiritual union—but again the important reformed qualification of “not necessarily and not necessarily immediately”). 

3) According to most Evangelicals (who are strongly influenced by Pietism, Anabaptism, and radical Zwinglianism), there is no Sacramental union at all. The signs remain mere signs or symbols and do not communicate grace. They are given to us merely to commemorate the work of Christ through the use of the symbols.  (Compare for instance the London Baptist Confession [which started with the WCF and intentionally took out all sacramental language and concepts] with the original WCF. See further addendum). 

4) According to the Reformed, the Sacramental union is a spiritual bond, effected by God the Holy Spirit, and received by faith, so that by receiving the sign (bread, water, wine), the thing signified is also received (the promises of the covenant, the forgiveness of sins and participation in the resurrection life of Christ). "Where the sacrament is received in faith, the grace of God accompanies it.  According to this view the external sign becomes a means employed by the Holy Spirit in the communication of divine grace" [Berkhof, ST, 618]. 

The sacramental union between the "sign" and "the thing signified" is nicely summarized in Article 33 of the Belgic Confession: 

We believe that our good God, mindful of our crudeness and weakness, has ordained sacraments for us to seal his promises in us, to pledge his good will and grace toward us, and also to nourish and sustain our faith. He has added these to the Word of the gospel to represent better to our external senses both what he enables us to understand by his Word and what he does inwardly in our hearts, confirming in us the salvation he imparts to us. For they are visible signs and seals of something internal and invisible, by means of which God works in us through the power of the Holy Spirit. So they are not empty and hollow signs to fool and deceive us, for their truth is Jesus Christ, without whom they would be nothing.
� John Calvin, Corpus Reformatorum, 37: 48.





