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Baptism 

“I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”
1
  Those are 

significant words in our lives.  On the day of our baptism, three handfuls of tap water 
joined with God’s Word ran down and rolled off our foreheads.  With that water and that 
Word, God adopted us and admitted us into his family, allowing us to be called his sons 
and daughters.  He washed away every fault and wiped away every failure, wanting us to 
have the forgiveness of all our sins.  He cleansed us from the filth of all sin and clothed us 
with Christ’s righteousness, connecting us to Jesus’ empty cross and his open grave.  He 
guaranteed and granted us renewal and rebirth, giving us the gift of the deliverance from 
the power of death and the devil as well as the promise of eternal salvation.  He removed 
us and rescued us from the kingdom of Satan, relocating us to the Kingdom of Christ.  

They definitely are meaningful words from a momentous day.  And they are words that continue to have impact and 
importance in our day to day lives.

2
  The Holy Spirit now keeps us in the faith that he created in our hearts.  We live 

every day as baptized children of God, putting off the old self and putting on the new self, daily slaying the old 
Adam and continually strengthening the new man.

3
  Our baptism becomes our “everyday wear.”

4
 

 
“I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Those are also special 

words in our work.  As God’s representatives, we have the privilege of administering baptism for people of all 
ages—babies to adults.

5
  So whether it was on our important day or it is in our own ministry, baptism is a great 

treasure from our God to his Church.  Or as Luther reminds us:  “There is no greater jewel than Baptism for 
adorning our body and soul, for through it we become perfectly holy and are completely saved, something that 
otherwise no manner of life and no effort on earth can attain.

6
  That is why we have continued to confess with the 

Holy Christian Church through the years:  “We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.”
7
 

 
But the Church has always gathered around the Means of Grace—the Gospel in the Word and in the 

sacraments of Baptism and Lord’s Supper,
8
 which are the marks of the Church.

9
  It has followed Christ’s command 

and commission to teach and to baptize as it carried the message of salvation to the cities and towns beyond 
Jerusalem.

10
  Because it had a mission-minded emphasis, the early Christians preached and baptized.  There are 

numerous examples in the book of Acts which traces the growth of the early Christian church.
11

  And for them 
baptism was not just a nice symbol, but a powerful sacrament. 

                                            
1
 Christian Worship, Holy Baptism  (p. 14) 

2
 President Paul Prange makes this observation:  “God declares you perfect through faith in Jesus.  He cleanses 

you through Baptism.  When you are tempted to think that you cannot handle whatever you face in life, remember 
your baptism.  When you have failed in your responsibilities, repent and remember that baptized children of God 
receive forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation”  (Forward in Christ, October 2007, p. 8). 
3
 These thoughts are a reflection of what God teaches us and tells us in the Bible.  Confer such passages as 

Matthew 28:19,20; Galatians 3:26,27; Acts 2:38; 22:16; Ephesians 5:26,27; Romans 6:3-11; John 3:3,5; Titus 3:5-
7; 1 Peter 3:21; Hebrews 2:14,15; Mark 16:16; Ephesians 4:22-24; etc.  See also “The Sacrament of Holy Baptism:  
First, Second, Third, and Fourth” in Luther’s Catechism  (pp. 9,10; 224-241).  Also If you have not read them yet, 
check out Pastor Eric Hartzell’s articles on baptism in Forward in Christ  (August 2007, pp. 16,17, and September 
2007, pp. 16,17).  As usual, they are well-worded and carefully crafted.  He reminds us of the message of Christ’s 
baptism and reviews the meaning of our baptism. 
4
 Luther, Janzow translation, p. 109.  Right before that, Luther adds:  “Thus we see how splendid a thing Baptism is,  

it snatches us out of the devil’s jaws, makes God our own, defeats and puts away sin, daily strengthens the new 
man in us, keeps functioning, and remains with us until we leave our present troubles to enter glory everlasting.” 
5
 Luther comments:  “To be baptized in God’s name is to be baptized not by man but by God Himself.  Although 

Baptism is indeed performed by human hands, yet it is truly God’s own action”  (Janzow, p. 99). 
6
 Luther, Janzow translation, p. 104 

7
 The Nicene Creed  (Christian Worship, p. 19) 

8
 Acts 2:42  “The apostles taught all the things which Jesus had commanded them to teach  (Matthew 28:20). … 

The believers were devoted to living it as well as learning it”  (Balge, The People’s Bible:  Acts, p. 36).  The 
Bereans are also a good example as they “examined the Scriptures every day”  (Acts 17:11,12). 
9
 Luther’s Catechism, Questions 240, 241  (p. 200, 201).  Scriptural support:  Acts 2:38-47; Ephesians 5:26,27; 

John 10:16; Matthew 28:19,20; Isaiah 55:10,11; Matthew 18:20 
10

 Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 1:8 
11

 Examples:  Acts 2:1-41—Baptism followed Peter’s sermon on Pentecost; Acts 8:26-40—Philip baptized the 
Ethiopian; Acts 9:1-19—Saul/Paul was baptized; Acts 10:23-48—Peter baptized at Cornelius’ house; Acts 16:16-
34—Paul and Silas baptized the family of the jailer.  [More than likely there were infants in the households.] 
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Testimony of the Early Christian Church 
1.  The Didache—One of the earliest references outside of the Bible and in Christian literature to the custom and 
practice of baptism in the early church comes from the Didache:  The Teachings for the Apostles, a writing dated 
from the late first or early second century.  Without mentioning the amount of water or the way of applying the 
water, the author says: 

Now about baptism:  this is how to baptize.  Give public instruction on all these points, and then baptize in 
running water, “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  If you do not have running 
water, baptize in some other.  If you cannot in cold, then warm.  If you have neither, then pour water on the 
head three times “in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”  Before the baptism, moreover, the one 
who baptizes and the one being baptized must fast, and any others who can.  And you must tell the one 
being baptized to fast for one or two days beforehand.

12
 

 
From this we note that already at an early time, Christ’s words were used in order to make it a valid baptism.  And 
those words were connected to water, making it a sacrament.

13
 

 
2.  The Church Fathers 
1)  Justin Martyr—In his First Apology  (A.D. 160), he speaks of the power of baptism—regeneration/rebirth: 

As many as are persuaded and believe that what we teach and say is true, and undertake to be able to live 
accordingly, are instructed to pray and to entreat God with fasting, for the remission of sins that are past, 
we praying and fasting with them.  Then they are brought by us where there is water, and are regenerated 
in the same manner in which we were ourselves regenerated.  For, in the name of God, the Father and 
Lord of the universe, and of our Saviour Jesus Christ, and of the Holy Spirit, they then receive the washing 
with water.

14
 

2)  Augustine  (A.D. 354-430)—When the Donatists claimed that the sacraments dispensed by an unworthy 
minister or by an improperly ordained minister  (specifically the ones in North Africa) were not valid, Augustine 
wrote that the sacraments do not depend on the person, but on the institution of Christ.  He is clear when he writes, 
“The Word is added to the element and it becomes a sacrament.”

15
 

 
Water and Word have always gone together in baptism.  That is finally what makes baptism a sacrament.

16
 

 
Customs for Adults 
1.  The Catechumenate—Following the procedure and precedent of the apostles, a certain amount of education 
came before the baptism of adults.

17
  That makes sense since many of the people came into the early church as 

adults.  Therefore adult baptism was much more common than infant baptism.  As time went on, that was reversed. 
The period of instruction was set up by the early part of the third century.  Before a person was admitted to 

it, the priest blew on the face of the person, signed his forehead with the cross, and put a grain of salt in his mouth.  
These people  (“hearers”) were considered Christians  (or “half-Christians” as Schaff calls them

18
) and could attend 

worship services.  But they were required to leave before the celebration of the Eucharist.
19

  The catechumenate 

                                            
12

 Cortright, p. 4 
13

 The catechism captures that as well in its definition of a “sacrament”  (pp. 220,221): 
 1)  A sacrament is a sacred act that Christ established or instituted for Christians to do. 

2)  A sacrament is a sacred act in which Christ tells us to use earthly elements  (water, bread, and wine) 
together with God’s Word. 
3)  A sacrament is a sacred act in which Christ offers, gives, and seals to us the forgiveness of sins and 
thus also life and salvation. 

14
 Vieths, p. 2:  Justin Martyr, “The First Apology of Justin Martyr, “ Ante-Nicene Fathers, eds. Alexander Roberts 

and James Donaldson, vol. 1  (Peabody:  Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 1994). 
15

 Schmeling, p. 134.  It comes from Tractate 80, quoted in Tappert, p. 310. 
16

 Luther:  “What is baptism?  It is not simple, ordinary water, but water comprehended in God’s Word and thus 
made holy.  It is nothing else than a divine water, not because the water in itself is something more special than 
other water, but because God’s Word and commandment are added to it. … I therefore urge you once again that 
these two, word and water, dare by no means be parted and separated from each other.  For when the Word is 
taken away from it, the water is no different than that with which the maid does her cooking, in which case it might 
just as well be called a bathhouse washing”  (Janzow translation, pp. 99,101). 
17

 We have the example of the Ethiopian eunuch  (Acts 8:26-39) and the jailer at Philippi  (Acts 16:25-34).  They 
were instructed first and then baptized. 
18

 Schaff on the Internet, Vol.2, § 72, Catechetical Instruction and Confirmation. 
19

 Latourette, p. 195 
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was a time for them to learn the basics of the Christian faith and could last up to three years.  The preparation was 
stepped up starting with Lent of the final year as the candidates learned the baptismal creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and 
other parts of the Christian faith and life. 
2.  The Baptism—The actual baptism took place early on Easter morning or later on at Pentecost.

20
  It was a 

ceremony filled with drama.  Immediately before the ceremony was a fast, a time of prayer, and an all night vigil in a 
darkened building on Easter Eve  (the vigil of Easter).

21
  Under the light of torches, the candidates entered the 

baptistery early in the morning.  They removed their clothing and stood naked—a picture of the putting off of the 
sinful flesh in baptism

22
 as well as a return to original innocence.  “No one was to take into the water anything 

except his body.”
23

  Turning to the west—the place of darkness, they renounced Satan, addressing him directly:  
“Satan, I renounce you!”

24
  Also included was the rejection of the devil’s pomp and his work.  Then they faced the 

east—the place of light—to confess Christ.  There was a series of anointings with oil  (a symbol of strength like an 
athlete preparing for a contest and to drive out evil spirits), at least one time from head to toe.  The person 
proceeded to the font, stepping down until they were up to their calves in the water.  The deacon then applied the 
water three times in the name of the Triune God.  Before each time, the person answered questions that 
corresponded to each person of the Trinity in a way that closely resembles the Apostles’ Creed.  Hippolytus went 
into detail about the question and answer portion: 

And when he who is being baptized goes down into the water, he who baptizes him, putting his hand on 
him, shall say thus:  “Dost thou believe in God, the Father Almighty?”  And he who is being baptized shall 
say:  “I believe.”  Then holding his hand placed on his head, he shall baptize him once.  And then he shall 
say:  “Dost thou believe in Christ Jesus, the Son of God, who was born by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin 
Mary, and was crucified under Pontius Pilate, and was dead and buried, and rose again the third day, alive 
from the dead, and ascended into heaven, and sat at the right hand of the Father, and will come to judge 
the quick and the dead?”  And when he says:  “I believe,” he is baptized again.  And again he shall say:  
“Dost thou believe in the Holy Ghost; in the holy church, and the resurrection of the flesh?”  He who is 
being baptized shall say accordingly:  “I believe,” and so he is baptized a third time.

25
 

After they were baptized, the individuals were once again anointed with the oil of thanksgiving.  The presbyter said:  
“I anoint you with holy oil in the name of Jesus Christ.”

26
  After that the newly baptized dried off and dressed in new, 

white clothes.  Then they received the laying on of hands by the bishop  (signifying that the person received the 
Holy Spirit in baptism) who said the following prayer: 

“Lord God, you who have made them worthy to receive the remission of sins through the bath of 
regeneration by the Holy Spirit, send into them your grace that they may serve you according to your will; 
for to you is glory, to the Father and the Son with the Holy Spirit, both now and for the ages of the ages.  
Amen.”

27
 

Another anointing followed  (confirmation) with the seal of the cross on the forehead.  There was also the exchange 
between the two:  Bishop:  “The Lord be with you.”  Newly baptized:  “And with your spirit.”

28
 

 
There were some other additions to the baptismal ceremony as time went on: 
1.  the signing of the cross on the forehead and chest which showed that one was united with Christ’s 
death and resurrection and a mark as a soldier of Christ

29
 

 2.  the giving of milk and honey which indicated a person’s possession of the heavenly Canaan 
 3.  the placing of salt in the mouth  (Mark 9:50) 

4.  the moistening with saliva of their eyes, noses, and tongues along with the words “ ‘ Ephphatha!’  (which 
means ‘Be opened!’)”  (Mark 7:34) 
5.  the donning at times of a white garment, symbolizing their putting on of Christ and a symbol of 
regeneration, purity, and freedom  (Galatians 3:27) 
6.  the burning of a candle, illustrating that baptism is the sacrament of enlightenment  (Hebrews 6:4)

30
 

                                            
20

 The idea of tying baptism to Easter is surely a nice reminder of being joined with Christ’s death and resurrection  
(Romans 6). 
21

 Christian History:  An Awe-Inspiring Ceremony.  In this article, Michael Walsh summarizes Hippolytus’ account of 
the baptismal ceremony  (p. 41). 
22

 Ephesians 4:22-24 
23

 Latourette, p. 194 
24

 Spencer, p. 11 
25

 Christian History, p. 41  (also cf. 1 Timothy 6:12) 
26

 Bickel takes this from Hippolytus who gives a lengthy description of the many rituals of the baptismal day  (p. 3). 
27

 Bickel, p. 3 
28

 Cortright, p. 2 
29

 The six additions mentioned come from Schmelling’s book.  Schaff adds the idea of the symbolism of being in the 
Lord’s army on the Internet  (http://www.ccel.org/s/schaff/history/About.htm), Vol. 2, § 70, Christian Worship. 
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3.  The Place—There were separate chapels for baptism called “baptisteries”.

31
 

4.  The Method—In the baptism, the deacon poured water over the head or pressed the catechumen’s head down 
into the pool.  Pastor Schmeling concludes that “early baptismal fonts indicate that baptism by immersion was not 
the norm in the early church.”

32
  He bases this on a Christian baptismal font found in the house-church at Dura-

Europos  (on the Euphrates in modern-day Iraq) which is dated from the early third century, and others like it.  
Because of its size, it is too small for immersion and could have been used for baptizing only by pouring the 
water.

33
 

5.  The Sponsors—When a person wanted to begin the catechumenate, someone in the church had to recommend 
him or her.  This idea of a sponsor for the adults was to protect the church from anyone who might be acting in 
cahoots with the government which was interested in persecuting and destroying the church.

34
  These spies would 

try to infiltrate the church and then bring the Christians before the authorities.  The sponsor vouched for the 
character of the person to be baptized and their sincere intention of becoming a Christian.

35
  They also 

accompanied the candidate for baptism on Easter Eve. 
 
Custom for Children 
- Infant Baptism—The early church did not limit baptism to adults.  Andrew Das simply states that infant baptism 
“has been the historic practice of the Christian church.  From the first century of the church, when the apostles were 
still alive, infants were being baptized.”

36
  That is because the people understood the value of the sacrament for 

babies.  The early Christians took to heart what the apostle Peter told the crowd on Pentecost:  “Repent and be 
baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the 
gift of the Holy Spirit.  The promise is for you and your children.”

37
 

 
Infants and children were baptized along with their parents.  On Easter morning, they were baptized before 

their parents who had gone through the process of instruction.  After the children were baptized, then followed the 
men and finally the women. 

 
Numerous writings from the church fathers voice their support of infant baptism. 
 

1.  The First Two Centuries 
1)  Justin Martyr  (about A.D. 89-166) defended his faith in his First and Second Apology, written to the Roman 
emperor, Antonius Pius.  In his writing, he made this statement:  “And many, both men and women, who have been 
Christ’s disciples  [lit. made disciples] from childhood  [ek paidon], remain pure  [virginal] at the age of sixty or 
seventy years.”

38
  Das explains that Justin uses the same verb  [mathateuein] as Jesus did in Matthew 28:19 and 

then quotes from Flemington who makes the point that the aorist tense points to a one time action as opposed to 
an ongoing process of instruction.

39
  Doing a little bit of math then, that means that these people were baptized 

before or around the turn of the first century. 
2)  Polycarp of Smyrna  (in Asia Minor) at his trial before his martyrdom in A.D. 165 gave this testimony:  “Eighty 
and six years have I served Him, and He never did me any injury:  how then can I blaspheme my King and my 
Savior?”

40
  The mention of eighty-six years is probably a reference to his age.

41
  That means that he was brought to  

                                                                                                                                                          
30

 Schmeling, p. 132 
31

 Schaff on the Internet, Vol.2, § 70, The Celebration of Baptism. 
32

 Schmeling, p. 125 
33

 He also goes into a bit of detail about the pictures that were on that particular font—one of the Fall into sin and 
one of the Good Shepherd.  That was a good reminder of the reason for baptism and the Savior in baptism. 
34

 Mark Jeske gives an overview of the persecution of the Roman empire in The People’s Bible:  James, Peter, 
John, Jude  (pp. 119-123). 
35

 Zell, p. 3 
36

 Das, p. 98 
37

 Acts 2:38,39 
38

 Das, p. 99 
39

 Flemington, W F.  The New Testament Doctrine of Baptism.  London:  S.P.C.K., 1985.  “Further, Justin’s use of 
the verb in the aorist  [simple past] tense suggests that the emphasis here is not upon a continuous period of 
instruction in the faith, but rather upon a particular moment at which these men and women in their childhood 
entered the status of ‘discipleship.’  Thus the most natural interpretation of the passages seems to involve the 
baptism of these people as infants”  (p. 132). 
40

 Schmeling quotes from The Martyrdom of Polycarp, The Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1, p. 391  (p. 127). 
41

 Pastor Phil Pitt gives a bit more information:  “There is some difficulty, however, in establishing the dates of his 
birth and death.  Regardless of the exact dates, Polycarp must have been born around the year 80 A.D.  [sic].  If 
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faith as a little child and then even baptized during the time of the apostles.  Polycarp himself was a disciple of the 
apostle John according to Irenaeus.

42
  Once again it is clear that infant baptism goes back to the time of the 

apostles. 
3)  Irenaeus  (born around A.D. 130 and later bishop of Lyons in France) was a leading theologian of his day.  In his 
writings he also defended the biblical doctrine of baptism.  It was his teaching that Jesus came to save all people, 
both young and old:  “For He  [Jesus] came to save all through means of himself—all, I say, who through Him are 
born again to God—infants, and children, and boys, and youths and old men.”

43
  It is that phrase, “born again”  

[renascunter in Deum], that references baptism, which was a common expression for it among the Church 
fathers.

44
 

4)  Hippolytus  (born around A.D. 170 and a student of Irenaeus) was also a outstanding leader at that time.  In his 
church order The Apostolic Tradition, he specifically mentions the baptism of little children.

45
 

5)  Tertullian  (A.D. 160-225, Carthage, Africa) did not reject the apostolic beginnings, but he had some different 
ideas about the practice of infant baptism.  In De Baptismo  (Chapter 18), he spoke against the baptizing infants of 
recent converts thus wanting to postpone baptism  (except in cases of emergency).  He was of the opinion that it 
placed too much responsibility on the sponsors.  “They might die or have bad tendencies.”

46
  He also denied 

original sin, thinking that infants were innocent until they reached the age of reason.  But at the same time, he 
argued for the baptism of the infants of Christians.  Either way, since he makes mention of it means that infant 
baptism was going on, not as a new practice, but as a prevalent custom. 
 
2.  The Third Century 
1)  Cyprian  (A.D. 200-258, bishop of Carthage), a disciple of Tertulllian, did not agree with his teacher and 
recommended that parents not wait the customary eight days after their child’s birth to baptize.

47
  Again, the idea is 

that it was a practice that the church accepted. 
2)  Origen  (A.D. 184-254, Alexandria, Egypt) clearly put in writing:  “The Church has received from the apostles the 
custom of administering baptism even to infants.  For those  [the apostles] who have been entrusted with the 
secrets of the divine mysteries knew very well that all are tainted with the stain of original sin, which must be 
washed off by water and the spirit.”

48
  He set down two important things:  the apostolic basis and baby’s need.  That 

sounds just like we confess in the celebration of the sacrament of baptism and at the beginning of worship:  “I am 
by nature sinful”

49
 and “I am altogether sinful from birth.”

50
 

3)  Archaeological evidence—The Latin inscription from a tombstone serves as an example.  It reads: 
Dedicated to the departed.  Florentius made this inscription for his worthy son Apronianus who lived one 
year and nine months and five days.  As he was truly loved by his grandmother and she knew that his 
death was imminent, she asked the church that he might depart from the world as a believer  (fidelis).

51
 

There are others from tombstones which testify to the same thing—infant baptism, a common practice in the third 
century.

52
 

                                                                                                                                                          
Polycarp considers his service to Christ beginning with his baptism, then we have here a reference to the fact that 
infant baptism was carried over from the apostolic period into the post-apostolic period of the first century”  (p. 6). 
42

 Das, p. 100. 
43

 Schmeling, p. 128, quotes from Against Heresies II:4, The Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 1, p. 391. 
44

 Pitt takes this from Joachim Jeremias  (The Origins of Infant Baptism.  Naperville:  Alec R. Allenson, Inc., 1963), 
p. 6. 
45

 Schmeling, p. 128 
46

 Das, p. 101 
47

 He stated in a rebuke to a presbyter in Numidia who taught that children wait eight days like with circumcision:  
“And therefore, dearest brother, this was our opinion in council, that by us no one ought to be hindered from 
baptism and from the grace of God, who is merciful and kind and loving to all.  Which, since it is to be observed and 
maintained in respect of all, we think is to be observed in respect of infants, and newly-born persons”  (Das, p. 
103). 
48

 Schmeling, p. 129, quotes from Origen, Commentary on Romans.  It comes from Johannes Quasten in 
Patrology, Vol. 2  (Westminster, Maryland:  Christian Classics, 1992, p. 83). 
49

 Christian Worship, Holy Baptism  (p. 13), The Common Service  (p. 15), and Service of Word and Sacrament  (p. 
26) 
50

 Christian Worship, Service of the Word  (p. 38) 
51

 Das, p. 104 
52

 Lutheran Theology Website  (http://www.angelfire.com/ny4/djw/lutherantheology.htm)  Go to “Categories,” click 
on “Holy Baptism,” and view Evidence for Infant Baptism in the Church Fathers and Inscriptions to see more 
examples.  There are also other articles on baptism there as well. 
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4.  The Fourth Century 
 Confusion crept into the church around the fourth century.  Some came to believe that baptism only took 
care of sins committed before one’s baptism, the ones committed up to that point in life.  That caused parents to 
wait until their children had sown the wild oats of youth before they baptized them.  Some, in fact, attempted to hold 
off until the time of their death  (ex. Constantine the Great). 
 
 It was also during this time that Augustine battled Pelagius who did not accept original sin and had trouble 
with the fact that salvation was completely the work of God.  Interestingly enough though, he once wrote:  “And 
then who is so impious as to wish to exclude infants from the kingdom of heaven by forbidding them to be baptized 
and to be born again in Christ.”

53
  Pelagius helped cement in Augustine’s mind the reality of original sin and the 

need for God’s grace and thus the stress on baptism.  In his Tenth Sermon, he warned:  “Let no one mislead you 
by false doctrine.  The baptism of children the church has practiced at all times … and has guarded it to this day 
continuously.”

54
 

 
The Synod of Carthage  (A.D. 418) corrected the problem when it condemned anyone who said that infants 

are not to be baptized.  That is true because baptism offers the forgiveness of all sins.
55

 
 
We can come to the conclusion that the early church regularly and repeatedly baptized babies.  It showed 

their biblical belief that it gives spiritual life to all at any age.  They would probably agree with Professor Balge when 
he remarked, “I would rather explain to my God why I baptize babies than try to explain why I did not.”

56
  Infant 

baptism is something that we continue to carry out today.  Luther’s Catechism gives the Scriptural foundation for 
why we baptize little children like the early Christian church:  “because they are included in all nations,

57
 because 

they are sinful by nature and must be born again in order to be saved,
58

 because they too can believe.”
59

 
 
The early church’s customs may have been a bit more elaborate, but finally they are just customs.  What 

should be or could be added to or subtracted from is a matter of personal opinion.  Keep in mind that God does not 
prescribe them.  Pieper cites Gerhard who issues a good warning: 

In the customs neither commanded nor forbidden by God  (in ritibus adiaphoris) the liberty must be 
guarded which Christ has dearly purchased and conferred on His Church, namely, by observing them 
freely, without the notion that they are necessary.  They may be abrogated or altered according to the 
regulation and with the consent of the Church particularly if they cease to be of benefit, do not achieve their 
salutary purpose, are misused, or degenerate into superstition.

60
 

As long as the there is water and the Word, there is baptism.
61

  As Pastor John Koelpin affirms:  “If there were 
nothing else in the rite of baptism save the water and the Word, it would be a good rite of baptism.  All the 
questions, admonitions, prayers, and encouragements are extras, added to extol the blessings which God gives 
through water and the Word.”

62
  But baptism does and should receive every bit of emphasis that we give to it today 

whether it is a public baptism or a private baptism or whether it is in the worship service or in the maternity ward.  
Baptism saved us.  Baptism saves others.  For that we thank our good and gracious God who did for us what we 
could not do for ourselves. 
 

                                            
53

 Das, p. 106 
54

 Das, p. 106 
55

 Pastor Earle Treptow speaks of the blessing of forgiveness of sins  (past, present, and future) in the 2007 synod 
convention essay:  “He  [God] washed away the sin with which we were born, the sins we had committed in our 
mother’s womb, and the sins that marked the days weeks  (or months and years) preceding our Baptism.  That’s 
not all.  He forgave the sins that we would commit in the future.  He blotted out the transgressions that would repeat 
themselves in our lives.  You name the sin and God forgave it in Baptism.  That sin of which you are so 
embarrassed, the one you’ve done over and over again, even after you promised the Lord that you would put aside 
… God forgave it”  (p. ). 
56

 Balge, “Baptize the Babies, Too.”  Northwestern Lutheran, November 1, 1990, pp. 370,371. 
57

 Matthew 28:19; Acts 2:39  (Luther’s Catechism, p. 226) 
58

 Psalm 51:5; John 3:5,6  (Luther’s Catechism, p. 226) 
59

 Matthew 18:6; Luke 18:15-17  (Luther’s Catechism, pp. 226,227) 
60

 Pieper, p. 282 
61

 Confer footnote 15—the quote from Luther.  In The Large Catechism, he also uses Augustine’s phrase, Accedat 
verbum ad elementum et fit sacramentum  [“When the Word is joined to the element or natural substance, the 
outcome is a sacrament.”]  (Janzow translation, p. 100).  There is also the format for an emergency baptism on 
page 14 in Christian Worship, which for obvious reasons is short.  
62

 John Koelpin, p. 1 
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Lord’s Supper 
 

“Take and eat.  This is the true body of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Take and drink.  
This is the true blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”

63
  Those are significant words 

in our lives.  As often as we approach the Lord’s Table for his Supper, Jesus gives us his 
very body and his very blood in and under the bread and wine, the Word joined with 
earthly elements.

64
  He comes to us individually and says, “Do you wonder whether I love 

you?  Taste.  Eat my body given FOR YOU on the cross.  Drink my blood shed FOR YOU 
on the cross.”

65
  He offers the very purchase price of our ransom in this feast.  He comes 

to us to remind us of the “forgiveness of sins.”
66

  At first glance, the meal is simple.  But 
the blessings are sizeable.  By sight, it may not be impressive.  But the benefits are 
immense.  Because “where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation.”

67
  

That makes it more than a regular meal, but instead a glorious banquet.  Those are undeniably monumental words.  
It is an invitation from our Savior that we want to accept over and over again.

68
  It is our link to our Lord and our 

connection with Christ.  “It is the gospel in a visible and tangible form.”
69

 
 
 “Take and eat.  This is the true body of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Take and drink.  This is the true 
blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”  Those are also special words in our work.  We have the privilege of 
distributing Holy Communion whether at the church’s communion rail or in a shut-in’s home or during a district 
study conference.  Jesus personally comes to our members and to our brothers and sisters to reassure them that 
their sins are sent away.  They bring the baggage of their sin and depart in peace, freed from the stain of their sin.  
They come burdened by their guilt and they leave as redeemed children of God, refreshed to serve as the Holy 
Spirit enables and empowers.

70
 

 
 The early Christian church listened to Jesus when he said, “Do this in remembrance of me.”

71
  They 

proclaimed the Lord’s death.
72

  And as they did, the Supper strengthened them and supported them in life and 
through life. 
 
Early Custom in Paul’s Day—1 Corinthians 
 When Paul wrote to the Christians in Corinth, he addressed a problem that they had with the time before 
the celebration of the Lord’s Supper: 

 
11:17 

In the following directives I have no praise for you, for your meetings do more harm than good.  
18 

In 
the first place, I hear that when you come together as a church, there are divisions among you, and to 
some extent I believe it.  

19 
No doubt there have to be differences among you to show which of you have 

God’s approval.  
20 

When you come together, it is not the Lord’s Supper you eat, 
21 

for as you eat, each of 
you goes ahead without waiting for anybody else.  One remains hungry, another gets drunk.  

22 
Don’t you 

have homes to eat and drink in?  Or do you despise the church of God and humiliate those who have 
nothing?  What shall I say to you?  Shall I praise you for this?  Certainly not!

73
 

                                            
63

 Matthew, Mark, Luke record the institution of the meal on Maundy Thursday when Jesus transformed the 
Passover into a different celebration  (Matthew 26:17-30, Mark 14:12-26, Luke 22:7-39) as well as the apostle Paul  
(1 Corinthians 11:23-29).  See also “The Sacrament of Holy Communion:  First, Second, Third, and Fourth” in 
Luther’s Catechism  (pp. 13,14; 244-259). 
64

 1 Corinthians 10:16 
65

 “Therefore think yourself into, place yourself personally into this ‘you.’”  (Luther, Janzow translation, p. 118). 
66

 Matthew 26:28 
67

 Luther’s Catechism, “The Blessings of Holy Communion,” p. 13. 
68

 That, of course, does not make it our work.  It is a sacrament, not a sacrifice.  The sacraments are God coming to 
us, not the other way around.  “We go to the Sacrament because there we receive a great treasure though which 
and in which we obtain the forgiveness of sins. … In the Lord’s Supper He offers to every one of us the treasure He 
brought from heaven. … How truly and tenderly He summons and encourages us for our own highest and greatest 
good.”  (Luther, Janzow translation, pp. 112,118). 
69

 Braun, Forward in Christ, October 2007, p. 17. 
70

 In “Personal Preparation for Holy Communion,” the final Q and A are:  How will I respond to this priceless gift 
from Jesus?  I will daily thank and praise him for his love to me.  With his help I will fight temptation, do my best to 
correct whatever wrongs I have done, and serve him and those around me with love and good works  (CW, p. 156). 
71

 Luke 22:19; 1 Corinthians 11:25  We remember the Savior who gave his body and blood in death for us. 
72

 1 Corinthians 11:26 
73

 1 Corinthians 11:17-22 
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The “meetings” that Paul referenced were the “love feats,” or “agape.”  Before they took the Lord’s Supper, they 
had that meal of brotherly love, a type of potluck to express love and unity, the rich providing food for the poor.  
Unger’s Bible Dictionary explains:  “Before eating, the guests washed their hands, prayer was offered, and the 
Scriptures were read.  After the meal a collection was taken for the widows and orphans, the kiss of charity was 
given, and communications from other congregations were read and answered.”

74
  The agape was not divinely 

inspired, but a later addition prior to the sacrament.  The meal was not the problem in Paul’s mind; the abuses 
were—the lack of sharing with or waiting for all except one’s own clique and the apparent drunkenness and 
possible overeating.  It is ironic, as well as sad, that it was called “agape.”  “Hungry poor [were] meeting intoxicated 
rich at what was supposed to be a supper of the Lord.”

75
  They deserved Paul’s stern words because “loveless 

action made a mockery of celebrating the Lord’s Supper.”
76

  It could hardly lead to worthy reception of the 
sacrament.   
 
 At first communion was joined with the agape, and was then celebrated in the evening, in memory of the 
last supper of Jesus with his disciples.  But as early as the beginning of the second century, these two meals were 
separated, communion was in the morning, the love feast in the evening.

77
  This meal eventually died out due to the 

many misuses.
78

 
 
Later Customs  
1.  The Day—The chief day of worship and of the celebration of the “Eucharist”  (Greek for “thanksgiving”) was 
Sunday.

79
  Luther’s Catechism gives the reason and the rationale—because of three great events: 

 1)  the beginning of creation 
 2)  the resurrection of Jesus from the dead on Easter

80
 

 3)  the sending of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost
81

 
They had the Lord’s Supper on the Lord’s Day.

82
 

2.  The Practice—The worship around the second century had as its focus the Lord’s Supper, the climax of the 
service and the most solemn part.  Following the service of the Word came the celebration of the Eucharist.  The 
catechumens were forbidden to witness the communion service until after they were baptized and thus officially 
received into the church.  The Didache has this to say:  “Let no one eat or drink of your Eucharist except those 
baptized in the name of the Lord; for here the word of the Lord applies ‘Give not that which is holy to the dogs.’”

83
  

The deacon dismissed them and the doors were closed or guarded.
84

 
 
 The first communion on Easter morning was the highlight of the catechumenate.  They stepped out of the 
torch light of the baptistery into the brightly lit church to receive the Lord’s Supper.  They also used the Creed and 
the Lord’s Prayer for the first time as a sign of their oneness with Christ and his church.

85
  There was a close 

connection between the two sacraments  (at least in the case of adults).
86

  The person came into the assembly of 
Christians and they spoke a number of prayers together for different individuals and then greeted one another with 
a kiss of peace.  After a prayer of thanksgiving to “the Father of the universe, through the name of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit,” the deacons then distributed the bread and the wine mixed with water.

87
 

                                            
74

 Toppe, pp. 106,107 
75

 Toppe, p. 107.  That comes from Archibald Thomas Robertson’s book, Word Pictures in the New Testament.  
New York:  Harper and Brothers, Publishers, 1931.  (p. 163) 
76

 Arnold Koelpin, p. 120 
77

 Schaff on the Internet, Vol.2, § 68, Celebration of the Eucharist. 
78

 Kavanagh, p. 40 
79

 Latourette, p. 198 as well as John 20:19,26; Acts 20:7; Revelation 1:10 
80

 Justin Martyr gives the first two as why worship was on Sunday.  “We assemble in common on Sunday because 
this is the first day, on which God created the world and the light, and because Jesus Christ our Saviour on the 
same day rose from the dead and appeared to his disciples”  (Schaff on the Internet, Vol. 2, § 65, The Order of 
Public Worship).  Luther’s Catechism gives the third. 
81

 Luther’s Catechism, p. 72 
82

 Revelation 1:10 
83

 Elert, p. 77 
84

 Schaff on the Internet, Vol.2, § 67, Division of Divine Service.  The Disciplina Arcani. 
85

 Schmeling, p. 131 
86

 A church that I attended when I was growing up had it set up so that the communicant had to walk by the 
baptismal font on the way up to the altar to take the Lord’s Supper.  That is not such a bad idea in my estimation.  It 
served as a nice reminder of the one sacrament on the way to the other.  Even if there was not a baptism that day, 
the thought was there along with the Word in the service and the reception of the Lord’s Supper. 
87

 Latourette, p. 199 
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 There may not have been exact uniformity, but two sources show some similarities.  Turning once again to 
the Didache, the author mentions that the cup was given first.  The prayer of thanksgiving accompanied it:  “We 
thank you, our Father, for the holy vine of your servant David, which you made known to us through your servant 
Jesus.  Glory be to you forever.”

88
  The bread came after along with another prayer: 

 We thank you, our Father, for the life and knowledge which you made known to us through your servant 
Jesus.  Glory be to you forever.  As this broken bread was scattered over the hills and was brought 
together and became one, so may your church be brought together from the ends of your earth into your 
kingdom, for yours is the glory and power through Jesus Christ forever.

89
 

Finally there was another prayer of thanksgiving: 
We thank you, holy Father, for your holy name which you have given to dwell in our hearts, and for the 
knowledge and faith and immortality which you made known to us through your servant Jesus.  Glory be to 
you forever. 
You, Almighty Sovereign, have created everything for your name’s sake, you have given food and drink to 
men and women for their enjoyment that they might give you thanks, but on us you have bestowed spiritual 
food and drink and eternal life through your servant.  Above all else we thank you that you are mighty.  
Glory be to you forever. 
Remember, Lord, your church, to deliver it from all evil and to make it perfect in your love, and bring it 
together from the four winds, sanctified for your kingdom, which you have prepared for it.  Yours is the 
power and glory forever. 
May grace come, and may this world pass away. 
Hosanna to the God of David. 
Whoever is holy, let him come; whoever is not, let him repent.  Maranatha  [Our Lord, come!].  Amen.

90
 

 
 The second source is Justin Martyr.  He reports the same thing—Sunday worship along with the Eucharist 
consisting of bread and wine.  There were also readings from the prophets or apostles before the sacrament.  The 
only difference was the order—bread then wine.

91
 

 
 The service of the early Christian church was simple, but we can be certain that it occurred.

92
  It included 

chanted psalms, several readings  (the last being the Gospel which people stood for), a homily/sermon, and an 
offering.  What remained the same was the ushering out of the catechumens before the sacrament.

93
  After their 

dismissal, there were prayers by the bishop and responses from the congregation  (ex. Sanctus), the consecration 
of elements along with the recitation of the words of institution, and prayers that followed as well as the Lord’s 
Prayer.  When it was time for communion, the people received both bread and wine.  The clergy placed the 
elements in the hands  (not in the mouth) of each standing communicant with the words:  “The body of Christ;” “The 
blood of Christ, the cup of life;” to each of which the recipient responded “Amen,” while the congregation sang 
psalms.

94
  After that there was a prayer of thanksgiving followed by the blessing.  The form was basic, but the 

sacrament was there in worship.  And after that service, the deacons brought the consecrated elements to those 
sick at home and those locked in prison. 
 
 Whether it was to the early church or it is to the present church, God reveals himself.

95
  He wants all people 

to know who he is and what he has done.
96

  And he makes it possible through the gospel as it is found in Word and 
sacraments.  He loves all.  That is clear when he speaks of his love in the Word, adopts us into his family in 
baptism out of love, or comforts us with his love in the Lord’s Supper.  We have a God who has saved us and 
continues to come to us.  The early church gathered around the gospel.  The outward forms may have been a bit 
different than today.  But it was worship, giving praise and glory and honor to the one and only God.  And so is what 
we do as well.  As we gather in God’s house in different cities and states in the South Central and in different 
countries and continents around the world, we grow in God’s grace and live in the Lord’s love, just like our brothers 
and sisters did in the past. 
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 Wright, p. 21 
89

 Wright, p. 21 
90

 Wright, pp. 21,22 
91

 Latourette, p. 200 
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 This is a summary of the greater detail that Latourette gives on pp. 196-203. 
93

 Justin Martyr in his first Apology, ch. 66:  “This food is called Eucharist among us.  To partake of it is permitted 
only to him who believes that our teaching is true and who has been washed clean in the washing of regeneration 
and forgiveness of sins, and who lives as Christ has taught us”  (Unknown, p. 7). 
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