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John Calvin (1509-1564), Institutes 1559: The Lord’s Supper 
 

AFTER God has once received us into his family, it is not that he may regard us in the light of 
servants, but of sons, performing the part of a kind and anxious parent, and providing for our 
maintenance during the whole course of our lives. And, not contented with this, he has been 
pleased by a pledge to assure us of his continued liberality. To this end, he has given another 
sacrament to his Church by the hand of his only-begotten Son—viz. a spiritual feast, at which 
Christ testifies that he himself is living bread (John 6:51), on which our souls feed, for a true and 
blessed immortality. 
 
First, then, the signs are bread and wine, which represent the invisible food which we receive 
from the body and blood of Christ.  . . .  But as this mystery of the secret union of Christ with 
believers is incomprehensible by nature, he exhibits its figure and image in visible signs adapted 
to our capacity, nay, by giving, as it were, earnests and badges, he makes it as certain to us as if it 
were seen by the eye; the familiarity of the similitude giving it access to minds however dull, and 
showing that souls are fed by Christ just as the corporeal life is sustained by bread and wine.  
 
Pious souls can derive great confidence and delight from this sacrament, as being a testimony 
that they form one body with Christ, so that everything which is his they may call their own. 
Hence it follows, that we can confidently assure ourselves, that eternal life, of which he himself 
is the heir, is ours, and that the kingdom of heaven, into which he has entered, can no more be 
taken from us than from him; on the other hand, that we cannot be condemned for our sins, from 
the guilt of which he absolves us, seeing he has been pleased that these should be imputed to 
himself as if they were his own. This is the wondrous exchange made by his boundless goodness. 
Having become with us the Son of Man, he has made us with himself sons of God. By his own 
descent to the earth he has prepared our ascent to heaven. Having received our mortality, he has 
bestowed on us his immortality. Having undertaken our weakness, he has made us strong in his 
strength. Having submitted to our poverty, he has transferred to us his riches. Having taken upon 
himself the burden of unrighteousness with which we were oppressed, he has clothed us with his 
righteousness. To all these things we have a complete attestation in this sacrament, enabling us 
certainly to conclude that they are as truly exhibited to us as if Christ were placed in bodily 
presence before our view, or handled by our hands.  
 
By the corporeal things which are produced in the sacrament, we are by a kind of analogy 
conducted to spiritual things. Thus when bread is given as a symbol of the body of Christ, we 
must immediately think of this similitude. As bread nourishes, sustains, and protects our bodily 
life, so the body of Christ is the only food to invigorate and keep alive the soul. When we behold 
wine set forth as a symbol of blood, we must think that such use as wine serves to the body, the 
same is spiritually bestowed by the blood of Christ; and the use is to foster, refresh, strengthen, 
and exhilarate.  
 
Wherefore he once gave himself that he might become bread, when he gave himself to be 
crucified for the redemption of the world; and he gives himself daily, when in the word of the 
gospel he offers himself to be partaken by us, inasmuch as he was crucified, when he seals that 
offer by the sacred mystery of the Supper, and when he accomplishes inwardly what he 
externally designates. 
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[I ask] if, indeed, it be lawful to put this great mystery into words, a mystery which I feel, and 
therefore freely confess that I am unable to comprehend with my mind, so far am I from wishing 
any one to measure its sublimity by my feeble capacity.  . . .  And though the mind is more 
powerful in thought than the tongue in expression, it too is overcome and overwhelmed by the 
magnitude of the subject. All then that remains is to break forth in admiration of the mystery, 
which it is plain that the mind is inadequate to comprehend, or the tongue to express. . . .  I will 
not be ashamed to confess that it is too high a mystery either for my mind to comprehend or my 
words to express; and to speak more plainly, I rather feel than understand it. 
 
The sum is, that the flesh and blood of Christ feed our souls just as bread and wine maintain and 
support our corporeal life. For there would be no aptitude in the sign, did not our souls find their 
nourishment in Christ. This could not be, did not Christ truly form one body with us, and refresh 
us by the eating of his flesh, and the drinking of his blood. But though it seems an incredible 
thing that the flesh of Christ, while at such a distance from us in respect of place, should be food 
to us, let us remember how far the secret virtue of the Holy Spirit surpasses all our conceptions, 
and how foolish it is to wish to measure its immensity by our feeble capacity. Therefore, what 
our mind does not comprehend let faith conceive—viz. that the Spirit truly unites things 
separated by space.  
 
That sacred communion of flesh and blood by which Christ transfuses his life into us, just as if it 
penetrated our bones and marrow, he testifies and seals in the Supper, and that not by presenting 
a vain or empty sign, but by there exerting an efficacy of the Spirit by which he fulfils what he 
promises. And truly the thing there signified he exhibits and offers to all who sit down at that 
spiritual feast, although it is beneficially received by believers only who receive this great benefit 
with true faith and heartfelt gratitude.  . . .  I admit, indeed, that the breaking of bread is a 
symbol, not the reality. But this being admitted, we duly infer from the exhibition of the symbol 
that the thing itself is exhibited.  
 
It remains, therefore, to hold, that on account of the affinity which the things signified have with 
their signs, the name of the thing itself is given to the sign figuratively, indeed, but very 
appropriately.  . . .  But if symbols humanly devised, which are rather the images of absent than 
the marks of present things, and of which they are very often most fallacious types, are 
sometimes honoured with their names,—with much greater reason do the institutions of God 
borrow the names of things, of which they always bear a sure, and by no means fallacious 
signification, and have the reality annexed to them. So great, then, is the similarity, and so close 
the connection between the two, that it is easy to pass from the one to the other. 
 
They are greatly mistaken in imagining that there is no presence of the flesh of Christ in the 
Supper, unless it be placed in the bread. They thus leave nothing for the secret operation of the 
Spirit, which unites Christ himself to us. Christ does not seem to them to be present unless he 
descends to us, as if we did not equally gain his presence when he raises us to himself.  
 
That the pious soul may duly apprehend Christ in the sacrament, it must rise to heaven. But if the 
office of the sacrament is to aid the infirmity of the human mind, assisting it in rising upwards, 
so as to perceive the height of spiritual mysteries, those who stop short at the external sign stray 
from the right path of seeking Christ. 


