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The Institutes of the Christian Religion 

Book 4 – Chapter 17 – Part 4 

THE SACRED SUPPER OF CHRIST AND WHAT BRINGS IT TO US 

 In the first three articles on this chapter we examined these basic ideas: 1) that Christ is spiritually 

present in the sacrament 2) that in the sacrament the elements do not become the body and blood of 

Christ 3) that something mysterious happens in the sacrament wherein the benefits of Christ (forgiveness 

and salvation) are made real in us 4) that the sacrament is intended to spiritually nourish us for our 

journeys of faith 5) that we are nourished at the table through the work of the Holy Spirit as we receive it 

in faith and 6) we are not to venerate the bread, or host, but to see that bread is always bread and wine is 

always wine.  In this chapter Calvin discusses several of the more practical aspects of the sacrament.  

 Summary: First, Calvin begins by reminding his readers that the sacrament must always be 

accompanied by the Word proclaimed (preaching).  “This…confirms what I said elsewhere; that the right 

administration of the sacrament cannot stand apart from the Word.  For whatever benefit may come to us from the 

Supper requires the Word…there needs to be preaching” (pg. 1416).  This is so for Calvin because the supper is 

intended to support faith; faith that is created by hearing and responding to God’s word. 

  Second, Calvin wants to be clear that people do not have to worry about being worthy of the 

sacrament because no one can be.  Instead, in communion “…we shall think that we, as being poor, come to a 

kindly giver; as sick, to a physician; as sinners, to the Author of righteousness; finally, as dead, to him who gives us 

life” (pg. 1420).  For this reason, he is very critical of those who demand some sort of perfection to come to 

the table; a perfection that would in his view, make the sacrament unnecessary.   

 Fourth, it does not matter how communion is served.  “But as for the outward ceremony…whether or 

not believers take it in their hands, or divide among themselves, or severely eat what has been given…whether they 

hand the cup back to the deacon or give it to the next person; whether the bread is leavened or unleavened; the wine 

red or white…it makes no difference.  These things are indifferent and are left to the church’s discretion” (pg. 1420).    

 Fifth, communion ought to be offered every week during worship which contains public prayers, 

a sermon, the words of institution and after serving a prayer of thanksgiving.  Calvin understands that 

many Reformers wanted communion to be served infrequently (sometimes only once a year).  He rejects 

this not only because the Church Fathers offered it every week, but because 1) the early church 

participated in the sacrament every time they worshipped and 2) because without the sacrament people 

are more likely to stray from the path Christ has set before them. 

 Sixth, the sacrament is to consist of both bread and cup.  While this may seem odd to us, in 

Calvin’s day the Roman church only offered the bread to church members.  The cup was only consumed 

by the priest.  He responds to that tradition in this way. “The symbol of the blood which, denied to lay 

and profane persons…was given as a special property to a few shaven and anointed men.  The edict of 

the eternal God is that all should drink…for Christ…commands ‘Drink ye all from it’” (pg. 1425-26).   

 Reflections:  I grew up in a Presbyterian church in which communion was only served once a 

quarter.  This meant that if my parents and I happened to miss one communion Sunday, we could go half 

a year without the sacrament.  As a child who was not allowed to take communion (I had to wait to be 

confirmed) this did not seem onerous.  But now that I am pastoring a church in which communion is 

served at our 8:30 service every Sunday, I have come to appreciate the power of the sacrament.  It is as if I 

have plugged directly into God and am refreshed by the bread and cup.   

 Questions: 

1. How do you, if you do, prepare yourself for communion? 

2. How often do you think communion should be served and why? 

3. How do you connect communion with the word preached? 


