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The Purpose and Fruits 
of the Holy Supper 

C. J. Evanson 

The object of this study is to explore briefly several closely 
related aspects of Lutheran theology and practice: the goal 
toward which we move in using the Sacrament of the Altar; its 
place in the life of the church; and the frequency with which it is to 
be celebrated. In the present situation, even when there is cer- 
tainty concerning the doctrine of the Real Presence, there is some- 
times a lack of certainty concerning the goal and fruits of partici- 
pation and such practical considerations as how often the 
Sacrament shouid be scheduled. Theologians have sornet irnes ap- 
peared loath to speak about the Sacrament of the Altar in any but 
the most generai way -that is, as a particular example of a sacra- 
ment by which the fruits of Christ's redemptive work are in some 
manner appropriated by Christians.' 

In view of the conspicuous place which thedoctrine of the Real 
Presence of the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ has as- 
sumed in Lutheranism (and with it the contentions caused by the 
correlative teaching of the manducatio indignorum), it may at 
first seem surprising that Lutheran theologians should come to 
treat the matter of the specific goals, fruits, and use of the Supper 
with such apparent reserve. In the centuries immediately follow- 
ing the Lutheran Reformation, when frequent celebration was a 
common feature of Lutheran parish life, it was perhaps unneces- 
sary to dwell at great length about the significance of obedience to 
the word of Christ, "Do this!" With few dissenting voices, 
scholars appear generally agreed that the Holy Eucharist was 
celebrated rather frequently in those days.2 The rise, however, of 
rationalism and pietism brought a dramatic change, so that the 
Eucharist was almost universally displaced as the chief service of 
Christian worship. Surprising as it may seem, those who later 
rebelled against this new theological and spiritual milieu and at- 
tempted to undo the devastations of the Enlightenment were 
unable to restore fully the sacramental attitudes and practices of 
earlier generations. 

It is noteworthy that from the beginning of the Reformation, 
Lutheran theologians tended to avoid doing battle with contrary 
minds by appealing to the goal and "profit" o f t  he Sacrament of 
the Altar.] For them the primary consideration was the specific 
commandment of Christ that we should "Do this," rather than 
any detached statement about the positive values which would 
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accrue to the act of reverent obedience. They recogilized that the 
church's action in the Supper must derive from the Word of t h e  
Lord, and not from the notion that we ought to  do what Christ  
has enjoined because in this particular case obedience will occa- 
sion certain spiritual benefits. To the question "Why do we do 
this?" the best answer must be this one: "Christ our Saviour has 
solemnly told us to do this and added great promises to His com- 
mand!" It is in precisely this vein that Luther speaks so ~ f t e n , ~ a n d  
in this way many of the particular medieval problems concerning 
the Mass are circumvented. But the question must inevitably be 
raised as to the specific content of these promises added to the  
command in the Holy Supper. How, for example, is one to address 
the charge that Lutheran sacramental theology remains vestigial 
- an essentially foreign blemish on the face of Evangelical faith, 
one which is hard to reconcile with thedoctrine ofjustification by 
grace through faith? How does one do battle with the notion t h a t  
the Augustinian definition of a sacrament as a visible word (ver- 
bum visible) is absolute and exhaustive with the consequence t h a t  
the uniqueness of the Sacrament of the Altar is vitiated? For i t  
becomes little more than a visual (or, better, a tactile) aid to 
preaching and Bible reading - or perhaps even a human ac t ion  
by which one identifies himself with the benefit of the person a n d  
work of Christ. 

R. Seeberg, indeed, a nineteenth-century repristinating his- 
torian, maintained that Luther's own position was deficient i n  
this regard. He considered Luther's treatment in the Smal l  
Catechism of the benefit of the Holy Supper one-sided and  
inadequate. To say that we receive "forgiveness of sins" is to 
define the benefits of the Sacrament in terms which are largely 
negative (i-e., the Sacrament un-does something; it takes some- 
thing bad away) and makes the Supper theologically identical t o  
Confession and Absolution.5 The Swedish Archbishop Yngve 
Briliot h , however, recognized a fundamental error in Seeberg's 
analysis; Luther's understanding of "forgiveness of sins" has, i n  
fact, a particularly positive content: 

I t  is for the student of Luther's dogmatic theology to s h o w  
how he came to use the term '*forgiveness of sins" as the o n e  
comprehensive phrase for God's justifying and sanctifying 
work, wherein he imparts himself to men: this was only pos- 
sible because the term was used by him to convey a positive 
meaning, such as it does not normally bear. It was inevitable. 
however, that when the term recovered its normal, restricted 
meaning, the treasures which Luther entrusted to its keep- 
ing should be lost; the fatal results are only too evident today - 
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In Lutheran preaching the idea of the forgiveness of sins has 
too often been treated as separate from the gift of "life and 
blessedness" which Luther always connected closely with it; 
as, for instance, in the 1,esser Carrc.hisn7.h 

One ought to add that Luther is true to the biblical record in 
identifying the particular benefit of the Holy Supper; Christ 
offers the blood "poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins," 
to peri poll& ekchunnomenon eis aphesin harnarrio'n (Matt . 
2628). Here forgiveness of sins covers the whole area of the 
bestowal of alien righteousness. spiritual health, oneness with 
Christ, and sanctification. As a result. a strong link is established 
between the on-going Christian life and the crucified and risen 
Lord whose body and blood have established and won such 
blessings for us. 

Evidence of this positive content can be found, for example, in 
the Wittenberg Concord of 1536, which was drawn largely from 
the Augsburg Confession, the Apology. and the Loci Contr?t~tnes 
of Melanchthon. Here the Real Presence is affirmed, and the 
Sacrament is described as "the application [to the communi- 
cants] of the benefits of Christ, to make them the members of 
Christ, and to wash in the Blood of Christ those who are 
repentant and erect their faith upon Christ ."' Lutheran signers of 
the Wittenberg Concord included Luther, Melancht hon, Jonas, 
Bugenhagen, Cruciger, Spatat in, and others. The other party at 
the conference was ied by Martin Bucer. 

There is, to be sure, no attempt here to posit the particular 
manner in which the body and blood of Christ accomplish their 
work in the Supper, as over against the operation of the other 
means of grace. Nevertheless, the uniqueness of the Supper must 
be maintained, since Christ Himself has established it.  Every- 
thing must be built upon what Christ has said. Faith must have 
something to believe. Faith must believe what Christ has 
p r ~ m i s e d . ~  The unique place of the Holy Supper in the life of the 
church is not to be diminished in any way, as Luther makes clear 
in the preface to the Small Catechism: 

Christ did not say. "Omit this," or "Despise this." but he said, 
"Do this, as often as you drink it," etc. Surely he wishes that 
this be done and not it be omitted and despised. "Do this," he 
said . . . 
He who does not highly esteem the sacrament suggests there- 
by that he has no sin, no flesh. no devil. no world, no death, 
no hell. That is to say, he believes in none of these. although 
he is deeply immersed in them and is held captive by the 
devil. On the other hand, he suggests that he needs n o  grace, 
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no life, no paradise, no heaven, no Christ, no God, nothing 
good at all. For if he believed that he was involved in so much 
that is evil and was in need of so much that isgood. he would 
not neglect the sacrament in  which aid is afforded against 
such evil and in which such good is bestowed. It is not neces- 
sary to compel him by any law to receive the sacrament, for 
he will hasten to it of his own accord, he will feel constrained 
to receive it, he will insist that you administer it to him.' 

In the same manner, the "forgiveness of sins" is described as a 
great treasure - " a  source of blessing as a sure pledge and sign," 
and a "gift provided for me against my sins, death, and all evils" 
(LC, V, 22), "food for the soul [which] nourishes and strengthens 
the new man." Luther, indeed, describes the Sacrament as the 
"daily food" of faith: 

While it is true that through Baptism we are first born anew, 
our human flesh and blood have not lost their old skin. There 
are so many hindrances and temptations of the devil and the 
world that we often grow weary and faint, at times even 
stumble. The Lord's Supper is given as a daily food and sus- 
tenance so that our faith may refresh and strengthen itself 
and not weaken in the struggle but grow continually 
stronger. For the new life should be one that continually 
develops and progresses. l o  

The concept of oneness with Christ expressed in the Witten- 
berg Concord is again taken up in the Solid Declaration of the 
Formula of Concord: 

After the Last Supper, as he wasabout to begin his bitter pas- 
sion and death for our sin, in this sad, last hour of his life, this 
truthful and almighty Lord, our Creator and Redeemer Jesus 
Christ, selected his words with great deliberation and care in 
ordaining and instituting this most venerable sacrament, 
which was to be observed with great reverence and obedience 
until the end of the world and which was to be an abiding 
memorial of his bitter passion and death and of a11 his 
blessings, a seal of the new covenant, a c-omfort for all sor- 
rowing hearts, and a true bond and union of'christians with 
Christ their head and with one another.' 

This idea of oneness with Christ as a fruit of the Supper is already 
enunciated by Luther in 1519, when in the treatise Concerning the 
Most Holv Sacrament of'the True Bod?, o f  Christ and Concern- 
ing the Brotherhoods he calls the Supper "a sure sign of this fel- 
lowship and incorporation with Christ and all saints" ( WA 
2,743.2 1 : L. WXXXV. 5 1 ). Nor is the concept later dropped along 
with the doctrine of transsubstantiation. 
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In addition, the Sacrament serves as both a seal and comfort, a 
personal application of the Word of God to the communicant. 
The Augsburg Confession speaks in the same vein when it calls 
the sacraments "signs and testimonies of God's will toward us for 
,the purpose of awakening and strengthening our faith."" Again, 
the antecedents are in Luther: 

Thus the sacrament is for us a ford, a bridge, a door, a ship, 
and a stretcher, by which and in which we pass from this 
world into eternal life. Therefore everything depends on 
faith. He who does not believe is Iike the man who is sup- 
posed to cross the sea, but who is so timid that he does not 
trust the ship; and so he must remain and never be saved, be- 
cause he will not embark and cross over . . . the blessing of 
this sacrament is fellowship and love, by which we are 
strengthened against death and all evil.I4 

It must be remembered, of course, that it is the Word of God 
that is here being applied, for the Eucharist offers as its fruits the 
fruits of the redeeming work of Christ, which is the very content of 
the Holy Gospel. We have already seen how the Formula of Con- 
cord maintains this essential connection by referring to the words 
and actions of Christ on the night of His betrayal, lest the cele- 
bration of the HoIy Supper be reduced to a sort of Christian 
Mystery-Supper which derives its essential significance from 
ritual action. l 5  Thus, Luther insists that the Verba, the Words of 
Institution, must be clearly and distinctly spoken or chanted in 
the hearing of those present every time that the Supper is cele- 
brated, a feature of the Sacrament which had been lost in the 
silent Roman Mass as well as in the so-called Mass of'the Pre- 
sanctified of the Eastern and Western Lenten rites.I6 

There is a fourth aspect of the value of the Sacrament which 
one may identify particularly in Luther'sallusion to the Supper as 
"a ford, a bridge, a door, a ship, and a stretcher." Here, the Sacra- 
ment appears as viatic-urn -- "the medicine of immortality" 
{pharrnakon athanasias), a theme present in Ignatius and Cyril 
and taken up by the Reformers. Students of Lutheran sacra- 
mental theology have handled this aspect with some reticence, 
because of the obvious danger of overstatement about the parti- 
cular operation of the Supper in this regard. l 7  AIbrecht Peters 
and Hermann Sasse give evidence of overstatements by 
repristinating theologians of the nineteenth century. Some at- 
tempted, indeed, to posit the sacramental elements as the parti- 
cular cause which makes possible the final resurrection of the 
faithful. This notion, however, has no direct or causal relation to 
the nature of a viaticum. As Elert has pointed out, the Reformers 
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themselves did not wrongly understand this concept, which is 
summarized by Selnecker from the words of Cyril of Jerusalem: 

... Christ is, dwells, and wants to remain in us not only spiri- 
tually, as through the Word and Holy Spirit, but also 
physically or by a natural participation, and . . . now we can 
and should receive a living hope of the resurrection of our 
bodies and of salvation and life and eternal glory.ls 

The later dogmaticians took up this matter under the general 
heading of the Mystical Union, which in itself is neither substan- 
tial nor personal. IU In the Exarnen Chemnitz quotes both Hilary 
of Poitiers and Cyril in a discussion of the Sacrament as viaticum, 
which he links together with otheraspectsof the benefit of Christ: 

Because in the Eucharist we receive that body of Christ 
which has been given for us, and blood of the New Testa- 
ment which has been shed for the remission of sins, who will 
deny that believers there receive the whole treasury of the 
benefits of Christ? For they receive that through which sins 
are remitted, by which death is abolished, by which life is 
communicated to us, by which Christ unites us to Himself as 
members, so that He is in us and we are in Him. Hilary says 
beautifully: "When these things have been taken and drunk, 
they bring about both that Christ is in us and that we are in 
Him." Cyril says: "When in the mystical benediction we eat 
the flesh of Christ in faith, we have from it life in ourselves, 
being joined to that flesh which has been made life, so that 
not only does the soul ascend through the Holy Spirit into a 
blessed life, but also this earthly body is restored by this food 
to immortality, to be resurrected on the last day." 
Therefore we receive in the Eucharist the most certain and 
most excellent pledge of our reconciliation with God, of the 
forgiveness of sins, of immortality and future glorification 

Beautiful is that statement of Ignatius, which is found in his 
Epistle to the Ephesians, where he calls the Eucharist 
pharmakon athanasias, antidoton tou me apothanein, alla 
zFn en the6 dia Iaou Christou, kathartFrion alexikakon, 
that is, "a  medicine of immortality, as antidote, that we may 
not die but live in God through Jesus Christ, a cleansing 
remedy through warding off and driving out evils."*0 

Under the title "De Fine et Fructu Sacrae Coenae," John 
Gerhard presents both a sumrr*ary and expanded presentation in 
which he identifies two principal purposes of the Holy Supper: ( I )  
the sealing (obsignatio) of the promises of the Gospel concern- 
ing the remission of sins and our own confirmation in the faith, 
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and (2) incorporation (insitio) into Christ and spiritual nourish- 
ment for eternal life. In the Supper the price of our redemption, 
which Christ gave over into death on the tree of the Cross, is 
offered, exhibited, and distributed by means of consecrated bread 
and wine, for the confirmation of our faith, according to the 
promise of Christ's own words.2' He who took upon Himself our 
flesh and blood has instituted a Supper in which we receive His 
own flesh and blood, that we may be conformed to His divine 
nature, as Cyril has said: 

For thus we come to bear Christ in us, because His body and 
blood are diffused through our members; thus it is, accord- 
ing to the blessed Peter, we become partakers of the divine 
nature.22 

Minor principles include ( I )  the exciting of our gratitude 
toward Christ, (2) our incitement to obedience to Christ's institu- 
tion and order, (3) our encouragement to patiently bear the cross 
for the sake of Christ, (4) the preservation of the public gathering 
of Christians (nervus et vinculum est sacrae coenae celebratio), 
( 5 )  the public confirmation (comprobemus) of our repentance 
and the seeking of forgiveness from Christ, (6) the testimony that 
we approve of the teachings of the church, (7) the recognition of 
our neighbour as a brother and fellow-member in the Body of 
Christ. *3 

We have seen that in the period of the Reformation, the phrase 
"for the forgiveness of sins" represented no unduly limited defini- 
tion of the goal and profit of the Holy Supper. Rather the phrase 
stands as a kind of shorthand mark for the whole content of the 
work of Christ our Savior. Thus the solemn celebration of the 
Eucharist is not to be regarded as a kind of liturgical appendage to 
the oral proclamation of the Word or  as a pious exercise of the 
caliber of a spiritual retreat to which one turns for periodic reno- 
vation. The Sacrament is part and parcel of the Gospel itself, as 
Luther confesses: 

Although the work was accomplished and forgiveness of sins 
was acquired on the cross, yet it cannot come to us in any 
other way than through the Word. How should we know that 
this has been accomplished and offered to us if it were not 
proclaimed by preaching, by the oral Word? When do they 
know of forgiveness, and how can they grasp and appro- 
priate it, except by steadfastly believing the Scriptures and 
the Gospel? Now, the whole Gospel and the article of the 
Creed, "I believe in the holy Christian church, the forgive- 
ness of sins," are embodied in this sacrament and offered to 
us through the Word.24 
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The Church of the Whole Gospel ought by her own practices and 
piety to bear witness to the integral part which the Lord's Supper 
holds in the plan of God. She must discourage, then, the perpe- 
tuation of a pattern of sacramental practice which almost of 
necessity gives rise to the suspicion that the Eucharist is not, in 
fact, integral to our life in Christ. Ought not a t  least one celebra- 
tion of the Supper be a part of the Sunday schedule in every 
parish? After all, Melanchthon writes in the Apology, "In our 
churches Mass is celebrated every Sunday and on other festivals 
. . ." (XXIV, I ) .  It is toward this end that the preaching of the 
Word must naturally move. What is here recommended is not the 
cultivation of some sort of psychological "mood of celebration," 
but rather the preaching of the Gospel and the sealing of its 
benefits through the frequent celebration and beneficial recep- 
tion of the Holy Supper. 

Footnotes 
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