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Did the Early Church Believe in Transubstantiation?

Today’s post is intended to answer an important question from a historical standpoint. However, it ought to be
stated at the outset that Scripture must be our final authority in the determination of sound doctrine and right
practice.

Theword“eucharist”means“thanksgiving”andwasanearlyChristianwayofreferringtothecelebrationofthe
Lord’sTable.BelieversintheearlycenturiesofchurchhistoryregularlycelebratedtheLord’sTableasawayto
commemoratethedeathofChrist.TheLordHimselfcommandedthisobservanceonthenightbeforeHisdeath.

AstheapostlePaulrecordedin1Corinthians11:23–26 :

For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus in the night in
which He was betrayed took bread; and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “This is
My body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of Me.” In the same way He took the cup also
after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in My blood; do this, as often as you drink it,
in remembrance of Me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the
Lord’s death until He comes.

IndiscussingtheLord’sTablefromtheperspectiveofchurchhistory,atleasttwoimportantquestionsarise.
First,didtheearlychurchbelievethattheelements(thebreadandthecup)wereactuallyandliterally
transformedintothephysicalbodyandbloodofChrist?Inotherwords,didtheyarticulatethedoctrineof
transubstantiationasmodernRomanCatholicsdo?Second,didearlyChristiansviewtheeucharistasa
propitiatorysacrifice?Orputanotherway,didtheyviewitinthetermsarticulatedbythesixteenthcentury
CouncilofTrent?

Intoday’spost,wewilladdressthefirstofthosetwoquestions.
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Did the Early Church Fathers Hold to Transubstantiation?

TransubstantiationistheRomanCatholicteachingthatintheeucharist,thebreadandthecupare
transformedintotheliteralbodyandbloodofChrist.Hereareseveralquotesfromthechurchfathers,often
citedbyRomanCatholics,indefenseoftheirclaimthattheearlychurchembracedtransubstantiation.

Ignatius of Antioch(d.c.110):“TakenoteofthosewhoholdheterodoxopinionsonthegraceofJesusChrist
whichhascometous,andseehowcontrarytheiropinionsaretothemindofGod....Theyabstainfromthe
EucharistandfromprayerbecausetheydonotconfessthattheEucharististhefleshofourSaviorJesus
Christ,fleshwhichsufferedforoursinsandwhichthatFather,inhisgoodness,raisedupagain.Theywhodeny
thegiftofGodareperishingintheirdisputes”(Letter to the Smyrnaeans6:2–7:1).

Irenaeus(d.202):“Hetookfromamongcreationthatwhichisbread,andgavethanks,saying,‘Thisismy
body.’Thecuplikewise,whichisfromamongthecreationtowhichwebelong,heconfessedtobehisblood”
(Against Heresies,4:17:5).

Irenaeus again:“Hehasdeclaredthecup,apartofcreation,tobehisownblood,fromwhichhecausesour
bloodtoflow;andthebread,apartofcreation,hehasestablishedashisownbody,fromwhichhegives
increaseuntoourbodies.When,therefore,themixedcup[wineandwater]andthebakedbreadreceivesthe
WordofGodandbecomestheEucharist,thebodyofChrist,andfromthesethesubstanceofourfleshis
increasedandsupported,howcantheysaythatthefleshisnotcapableofreceivingthegiftofGod,whichis
eternallife—fleshwhichisnourishedbythebodyandbloodoftheLord,andisinfactamemberofhim?”
(Against Heresies,5:2).

Tertullian (160–225):“[T]hefleshfeedsonthebodyandbloodofChrist,thatthesoullikewisemaybefilledwith
God”(The Resurrection of the Dead).

Origen(182–254):“Formerly,inanobscureway,therewasmannaforfood;now,however,infullview,thereis
thetruefood,thefleshoftheWordofGod,ashehimselfsays:‘Myfleshistruefood,andmybloodistrue
drink’”(Homilies on Numbers, 7:2).

Augustine(354–430):“Ipromisedyou[newChristians],whohavenowbeenbaptized,asermoninwhichI
wouldexplainthesacramentoftheLord’sTable....Thatbreadwhichyouseeonthealtar,havingbeen
sanctifiedbythewordofGod,isthebodyofChrist.Thatchalice,orrather,whatisinthatchalice,havingbeen
sanctifiedbythewordofGod,isthebloodofChrist”(Sermons227).

How should we think about such statements?

Obviously,thereisnodisputingthefactthatthepatristicauthorsmadestatementslike,“Thebreadisthebody
ofChrist”and“ThecupisthebloodofChrist.”Butthereisaquestionofexactlywhattheymeantwhenthey
usedthatlanguage.Afterall,theLordHimselfsaid,“ThisisMybody”and“ThisisMyblood.”Soitisnot
surprisingthattheearlyfathersechoedthoseverywords.

ButwhatdidtheymeanwhentheyusedthelanguageofChristtodescribetheLord’sTable?Didtheyintendthe
elementstobeviewedasChrist’sliteralfleshandblood?Ordidtheyseetheelementsassymbolsand
figuresofthosephysicalrealities?

Inansweringsuchquestions,atleasttwothingsoughttobekeptinmind:

*****
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1. We ought to interpret the church fathers’ statements within their historical context.

SuchisespeciallytruewithregardtothequotescitedabovefromIgnatiusandIrenaeus.Duringtheirministries,
bothmenfoundthemselvescontendingagainstthetheologicalerrorofdocetism(acomponentofGnostic
teaching),whichtaughtthatallmatterwasevil.Consequently,docetismdeniedthatJesuspossessedareal
physicalbody.ItwasagainstthisfalseteachingthattheapostleJohndeclared,“Formanydeceivershavegone
outintotheworld,thosewhodonotacknowledgeJesusChristascomingintheflesh.Thisisthedeceiverand

theantichrist”(2John7 ).

Inordertocombatthefalsenotionsofdocetism,IgnatiusandIrenaeusechoedthelanguageChristusedatthe
LastSupper(paraphrasingHiswords,“ThisisMybody”and“ThisisMyblood”).Suchprovidedahighly
effectiveargumentagainstdoceticheresies,sinceourLord’swordsunderscorethefactthatHepossesseda
real,physicalbody.

AgenerationafterIrenaeus,Tertullian(160–225)usedthesameargumentsagainsttheGnostichereticMarcion.
However,Tertullianprovidedmoreinformationintohowtheeucharisticelementsoughttobe
understood.Tertullianwrote:

“HavingtakenthebreadandgivenittoHisdisciples,JesusmadeitHisownbody,bysaying,‘This is My body,’
that is, the symbol of My body. There could not have been a symbol, however, unless there was first a
true body. An empty thing or phantom is incapable of a symbol.Helikewise,whenmentioningthecupand
makingthenewcovenanttobesealed‘inHisblood,’affirmstherealityofHisbody.Fornobloodcanbelongto
abodythatisnotabodyofflesh”(Against Marcion,4.40).

Tertullian’sexplanationcouldnotbeclearer.Ontheonehand,hebasedhisargumentagainstGnosticdocetism
onthewordsofChrist,“ThisisMybody.”Ontheotherhand,Tertullianrecognizedthattheelementsthemselves
oughttobeunderstoodassymbols which represent the reality of Christ’s physical body. Becauseofthereality
theyrepresented,theyprovidedacompellingrefutationofdoceticerror.

BasedonTertullian’sexplanation,wehavegoodreasontoviewthewordsofIgnatiusandIrenaeusinthatsame
light.

*****

2. We ought to allow the church fathers to clarify their understanding of the Lord’s Table.

WehavealreadyseenhowTertullianclarifiedhisunderstandingoftheLord’sTablebynotingthatthebreadand
thecupweresymbolsofChrist’sbodyandblood.Inthatsamevein,wefindthatmanyofthechurchfathers
similarlyclarifiedtheirunderstandingoftheeucharistbydescribingitinsymbolicandspiritualterms.

Attimes,theyechoedthelanguageofChrist(e.g.“ThisisMybody”and“ThisisMyblood”)whendescribingthe
Lord’sTable.Yet,inotherplaces,itbecomesclearthattheyintendedthislanguagetobeultimatelyunderstood
inspiritualandsymbolicterms.Hereareanumberofexamplesthatdemonstratethispoint:

The Didache,writteninthelatefirstorearlysecondcentury,referredtotheelementsoftheLord’stableas
“spiritual food and drink”(The Didache,9).ThelongpassagedetailingtheLord’sTableinthisearlyChristian
documentgivesnohintoftransubstantiationwhatsoever.

Justin Martyr(110–165)spokeof“thebreadwhichourChristgaveustoofferin remembranceof the Body
whichHeassumedforthesakeofthosewhobelieveinHim,forwhomHealsosuffered,andalsotothecup
whichHetaughtustoofferintheEucharist,in commemoration of His blood“(Dialogue with Trypho,70).
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Clement of Alexandriaexplainedthat,“TheScripture,accordingly,hasnamedwinethe symbol of the sacred
blood”(The Instructor,2.2).

Origensimilarlynoted,“Wehavea symbol ofgratitudetoGodinthebreadwhichwecalltheEucharist”
(Against Celsus,8.57).

Cyprian(200–258),whosometimesdescribedtheeucharistusingveryliterallanguage,spokeagainstanywho
mightusemerewaterfortheircelebrationoftheLord’sTable.Incondemningsuchpractices,heexplainedthat
thecupoftheLordisarepresentationofthebloodofChrist:“Imarvelmuchwhencethispracticehasarisen,
thatinsomeplaces,contrarytoEvangelicalandApostolicdiscipline,waterisofferedintheCupoftheLord,
whichalonecannotrepresent the Blood of Christ”(Epistle63.7).

Eusebius of Caesarea(263–340)espousedasymbolicviewinhisProof of the Gospel:

For with the wine which was indeed the symbol of His blood, HecleansesthemthatarebaptizedintoHis
death,andbelieveonHisblood,oftheiroldsins,washingthemawayandpurifyingtheiroldgarmentsand
vesture,sothatthey,ransomedbythepreciousbloodofthedivinespiritualgrapes,andwiththewinefromthis
vine,“putofftheoldmanwithhisdeeds,andputonthenewmanwhichisrenewedintoknowledgeintheimage
ofHimthatcreatedhim.”...HegavetoHisdisciples,whenHesaid,“Take,drink;thisismybloodthatisshed
foryoufortheremissionofsins:thisdoinremembranceofme.”And,“Histeetharewhiteasmilk,”showthe
brightnessandpurityofthesacramentalfood.Foragain,He gave Himself the symbols of His divine
dispensation to His disciples, when He bade them make the likeness of His own Body.ForsinceHeno
morewastotakepleasureinbloodysacrifices,orthoseordainedbyMosesintheslaughterofanimalsof
variouskinds,andwasto give them bread to use as the symbol of His Body,Hetaughtthepurityand
brightnessofsuchfoodbysaying,“Andhisteetharewhiteasmilk”(Demonstratia Evangelica,8.1.76–80).

Athanasius(296–373)similarlycontendedthattheelementsoftheEucharistaretobeunderstoodspiritually,
notphysically:“[W]hat He says is not fleshly but spiritual.Forhowmanywouldthebodysufficeforeating,
thatitshouldbecomethefoodforthewholeworld?ButforthisreasonHemadementionoftheascensionofthe
SonofManintoheaven,in order that He might draw them away from the bodily notion,andthatfrom
henceforththeymightlearnthatthe aforesaid flesh was heavenly eating from above and spiritual food
given by Him.”(Festal Letter,4.19)

Augustine (354–430),also,clarifiedthattheLord’sTablewastobeunderstoodinspiritualterms:“Understand
spiritually what I said;youarenottoeatthisbodywhichyousee;nortodrinkthatbloodwhichtheywhowill
crucifymeshallpourforth....Althoughit is needful that this be visibly celebrated, yet it must be
spiritually understood”(Exposition of the Psalms,99.8).

Healsoexplainedtheeucharisticelementsassymbols.SpeakingofChrist,Augustinenoted:“Hecommitted
anddeliveredtoHisdisciplesthe figure [orsymbol]ofHisBodyandBlood.”(Exposition of the Psalms,3.1).

Andinanotherplace,quotingtheLordJesus,Augustinefurtherexplained:“‘ExceptyeeatthefleshoftheSon
ofman,’saysChrist,‘anddrinkHisblood,yehavenolifeinyou.’Thisseemstoenjoinacrimeoravice;it is
therefore a figure [orsymbol],enjoiningthatweshouldhaveashareinthesufferingsofourLord,andthatwe
shouldretainasweetandprofitablememoryofthefactthatHisfleshwaswoundedandcrucifiedforus(On
Christian Doctrine,3.16.24).

Anumberofsimilarquotationsfromthechurchfatherscouldbegiventomakethepointthat—atleastformany
ofthefathers—theelementsoftheeucharistwereultimatelyunderstoodinsymbolicorspiritualterms.In other
words, they did not hold to the Roman Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation.
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Tobesure,theyoftenreiteratedthelanguageofChristwhenHesaid,“ThisisMybody”and“ThisisMyblood.”
TheyespeciallyusedsuchlanguageindefendingtherealityofHisincarnationagainstGnostic,doceticheretics
whodeniedtherealityofChrist’sphysicalbody.

Atthesametime,however,theyclarifiedtheirunderstandingoftheLord’sTablebyfurtherexplainingthatthey
ultimatelyrecognizedtheelementsoftheLord’sTabletobesymbols—figureswhichrepresentedand
commemorated thephysicalrealityofourLord’sbodyandblood.
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