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I am quite certain, that ninety five percent of our young readers are able to answer the 

question in the Heidelberg Catechism, which reads as follows: How many Sacraments has Christ 

instituted in the New Covenant or Testament? The answer would immediately be forth-coming, 

and our readers would say: Two, namely, Holy Baptism and the Lord’s Supper. 

However, I am not so certain, that all would be able to give an interpretation of the 

meaning of the term “Sacrament.” It is wholly possible that some of our readers never gave any 

thought to the question, why this term “Sacrament” simply does not occur in Scripture. Did you 

know this, youthful reader? 

Will you do me the pleasure and yourself the benefit of reading these lines carefully? 

Agreed, huh? 

In this life we receive nothing, except we pay the price for it, that it is worth. Thus we 

generally pay the amount that is needed to buy a given car. And truly that is the way also in 

God’s church. The price that we all must pay to understand the Truth is the effort of learning. We 

should not be like the Scotchman, who would not send his boy to school because the latter had to 

pay attention! You smile, but don’t forget, that, underneath all humor in this life, there is a world 

of tragedy! God simply does not teach us without demanding of us the obedience of effort. 

I wrote the former paragraph in view of the fact, that, shall I tell you something about the 

meaning of the term “Sacrament”, I will have to take you back many centuries on the calendar of 

human history, in your thoughts. I refer, of course, to usage of the Latin term “Sacramentum” 

among the Romans, who lived already before the birth of Christ. These Romans were not men 

who knew the Holy Scriptures, nor did the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of Christ lead them into all 

truth. They were outside of the promises and the covenants and the commonwealth of Israel, and 

they were without God and without hope in the world. God suffered them to walk in their own 

chosen ways. Eph. 2:11, 12; Acts 14:16. 

These men could not possibly mean with the term “Sacramentum” what we as the 

believers in Christ understand to be the meaning of the term. They were not men taught of God; 

they were men, who, while they were estranged from the life of God, could not seek out God. 

They kept the truth of God down in unrighteousness. Canons of Dort, III, IV, 1-6. Let us keep 

this truth before our eyes as the very beacon light of the Word of God. 

When the Romans used the term “Sacramentum” they simply spoke of the term as 

representing an act, a solemn rite between men and men. It never rose to the height of the 

relationship of God to man. It did not, neither could it. 

What did the term stand for with the Romans? 

In general we can say, that it referred to a gift brought by man in any covenantal 

agreement or act. 

Thus in the language of the lawyers of that day, a Sacramentum was a sum of money, 

which the two parties in a suit at law both first deposited, but which afterward became bound 

with the heads of the government (tresviri Capitales). This money thus deposited, by the losing 

party at law, was used for religious purposes in the heathen shrines. It was a gift of good faith 

connected with the oath and dedicated to the gods. It was a pledge of good faith concerning their 

cause. This is the usage of the term Sacramentum among the Romans. 

In military usage the term Sacramentum referred to the oath of promised faithfulness, 



given by newly enlisted troops from foreign lands. This Sacramentum of the Romans was 

properly the Ceremony connected with the giving of the oath by the men who enlisted in the 

Roman Army. 

And in Civil life, among the Romans, the term Sacramentum was an oath by which a 

solemn obligation in public life was assumed. 

Now what is peculiar about the usage of the term amongst the Romans? We would point 

out the following: 

1. That the term is used in the legal, military and civil life in the official sense of the term. It 

is connected with a solemn rite. But in this solemn rite God as the Savior of man is not in all 

their thoughts. The entire usage has nothing of the promise of the Gospel in it. 

2. That its usage is wholly something that man must bring to show good faith. Here is 

nothing of the glad speech of the Gospel, which proclaims God’s love in Christ. 

3. It may be that there was an element of “mysteries” connected with these solemn rites; 

there was, no doubt, much superstition mingled with this all as this is the outgrowth of unbelief 

and folly. However, there was nothing in this all of the Mystery of Godliness that is great. It 

knows nothing of the Mystery, that God is revealed in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen of 

Angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed on in the world, taken up in glory. I Tim. 3:16. 

There are two questions here that suggest themselves: 

The first is, if such is the humanistic-paganistic meaning of the term Sacramentum, how 

is it that the Church has seen fit to use this term to designate Holy Baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper? The second is: how did the church fathers come to employ this term; what are the steps 

followed in the reasoning of the fathers to come to use this term? 

Shall we keep this question for our next issue of Beacon Lights? 
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