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Those of our readers, who did not do like the Scotchman referred to in our former 

instalment on this subject, will remember, no doubt, that we now stand in our discussion of the 

term Sacraments (sacramentum) before two questions. They are: 

1. How is it to be explained, that our fathers began to speak of Holy (Baptism and the 

Lord’s Supper as Sacraments, since the term Sacraments nowhere appears in the Scriptures, and 

since this term already had received a very paganistic content and color? 

2. Which are the steps along which the church-fathers proceeded in their coming to the 

usage of the term Sacraments. 

Did I hear someone sigh when he read these two propositions? Well, let me assure him, 

that these are not only intensely interesting questions, but that they are questions of vital 

importance for every man, who is earnestly studious of obtaining everlasting life. It is well to 

know something also about the foundations of our faith, to take note of the fundamental lines of 

the substructure of the building of our faith. Wherefore let gird up the loins of our mind, and 

earnestly endeavor to see how the term Sacraments came to designate Baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper. 

The term sacramentum was used by those who translated the Greek New Testament into 

the Latin tongue. The term sacramentum is the translation of the Greek word musteerion 

(Mystery). 

Let us try to follow this in considering two representative passages. The first is a passage 

taken from Eph. 1:9, where we read “having made known unto us the Mystery of His will” and 

again in Eph. 3:3-4, where we read “That according to revelation the Mystery that was made 

known unto me, even as I have briefly written to you in the foregoing, by the reading of which, 

we are able to ascertain my understanding of the Mystery of Christ.” In these passages, the 

translator into the Latin, translated the term “Mystery” by the term Sacramentum. 

Now this helps us to get started in understanding how the term Sacrament came to refer 

to the Mystery of faith, the great wonderful work of salvation in Christ Jesus, our Lord. 

Notice, that the meaning of the term Sacrament is taken from the content of Revelation 

here, and not from the Political, Military and Civil usage of the term as this is colored by 

Paganistic principles of unbelief and folly. An entire new content is poured into the term. It is 

filled with the mind of Christ, with the thoughts of peace as they come to us in the Gospel. And 

this is a very fundamental difference, worthy of our prayer and thankful consideration! Here the 

folly of God is wiser than men; the wise of this world are taken in their own craftiness! Surely 

the term in both is “sacramentum” but what a glorious difference! In the one it is a solemn (very 

profane at that) rite of what man will do before men, and in the other it is what Almighty God, 

the One who is and was and is to come, came to do for us in the sending of His Son in the 

likeness of flesh. 

Now try this out once. Take your English Bible and read the passages, which we quoted 

above, and in the place of every instance where you read Mystery read the term Sacrament 

giving it the meaning of the term Mystery, to wit, what God has revealed for our salvation in 

Christ! When this has been thoroughly grasped by you, the usage of the term Sacraments will no 

longer seem strange and out of place. You will see that the Word received a new meaning from 

that source which causes old things to pass away and makes all things new! 



If this former is clear to us, and it ought to be, then we can proceed to the next step. 

In the light of the foregoing, it is not difficult to understand how this term Sacramentum, 

when once coming before the consciousness of the Church as the term, representing all the 

Mystery of godliness that is great, could very well become the term to designate the signs and 

seals of the revealed righteousness of faith, as this was realized for us in the death and 

resurrection of Christ. For to be sure, the Sign of Baptism and that of the Lord’s Supper is a 

rather important part in the Mystery of salvation revealed to us. Both fall under this term 

Mystery translated by Sacramentum! 

Then, too, the fact that the term in popular-paganistic usage referred to “solemn rites”, 

made the term peculiarly adapted to designate these signs and seals of the righteousness of faith. 

It is true the rites are very different in nature and contents, but both are rites. Wherefore we 

believe it correct to assume that we have correctly seized upon the explanation of the reason the 

use of the term Sacraments in the church of God. 

However, let it be clearly kept in mind that there is a vast difference between the meaning 

of the solemn rites in the Roman-pagan world and in that in the Christian Church. In the former 

the meaning is primarily what man performs, agrees to do, and what men mutually do. In the 

Christian Church the meaning is primarily what God promises to perform for us as God 

Almighty. Thus the Heidelberg Catechism asks concerning Baptism in Question 69 “How art 

thou admonished and assured by holy baptism, that the one sacrifice of the Cross is of real 

advantage to thee?” And again in Question 75 we are asked: “How art thou admonished and 

assured in the Lord’s Supper, that thou art a partaker of that one Sacrifice of Christ, 

accomplished for thee on the Cross, and of all His benefits?” 

Hence, not what man promises to do for God, but what God promises us, assures us of in 

His Word is the real implication of the Sacraments as a rite. It is, indeed, Mystery 

(Sacramentum) of salvation in Christ; that which is revealed for our salvation. It is not primarily 

our promise to God, but it is His promise to us! 

Such is the truth of the Word of God against all the errors of Phariseeism, legalism, 

Roman Catholicism. It will be to our profit to discuss this matter in a later issue. D. V. till then. 
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