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“The sacrament of the Lord’s Supper has been one of the more 
hotly contested topics in church history, so people in the church 
undoubtedly have questions about it. Dr. Keith Mathison pres-
ents a clear and biblical explanation of the Lord’s Supper that 
will surely help people in the church to have a deeper under-
standing of the sacrament. He provides food for thought that 
both instructs and reminds us why the Lord’s Supper is such a 
blessing for the church.”

—Dr. J.V. Fesko
Professor of systematic and historical theology

Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson, Miss.

“This is an excellent introduction to the Lord’s Supper. Dr. Keith 
Mathison unfolds the biblical teaching, answers a range of com-
mon questions, and provides wise counsel on practical matters, 
including the relationship of young children to the communion 
service. The Reformed churches have historically attested that 
the supper is a means of grace. Since it is the Lord’s Supper and in 
it Christ gives Himself to feed and nourish us, and because it is 
a proclamation of His death and communion by the Holy Spirit 
in His ascended humanity, it is essential to the life and vitality of 
the church and to its effective witness to the world. I hope that 
many will read Dr. Mathison’s presentation and that it will be 
instrumental in reinvigorating the church in the years to come.”

—Dr. Robert Letham
Professor of systematic and historical theology
Union School of Theology, Oxford, England



“There are many books on the Lord’s Supper written by able 
theologians. Few address in a clear and practical way the many 
questions Christians have about it. Dr. Keith Mathison has 
answered these questions from a Reformed point of view in 
clear and concise language. Using church history, system-
atic theology, and especially biblical exegesis, Dr. Mathison 
shows the historical and biblical reasons for the way Reformed 
churches celebrate the Lord’s Supper. This book is useful not 
only for young Christians and new believers, but also for those 
who have attended church for years and have never really real-
ized what is going on during the Lord’s Supper.”

—Dr. Augustus Nicodemus Lopes
Vice president of Presbyterian Church of Brazil 

Assistant pastor of First Presbyterian Church of Recife, Brazil 

“Jesus appointed the Lord’s Supper so that we would better 
remember Him. The Lord’s Supper helps us understand the 
person and work of Jesus Christ and the way in which the whole 
of Scripture points to Christ. In the supper, believers may find 
refreshing streams of grace flowing from the Savior whom we 
meet there. In this brief and accessible book, Dr. Keith Mathi-
son helps us better understand the Lord’s Supper. Addressing 
biblical, theological, historical, and practical questions relating 
to the supper with insight and simplicity, Dr. Mathison offers 
readers of all levels and backgrounds a clearer understanding of 
the supper—and of the Savior Himself.”

—Dr. Guy Prentiss Waters
James M. Baird Jr. Professor of New Testament

Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson, Miss.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Lord granted me faith and repentance in the year after 
my graduation from high school. Not long afterward, I 

joined a small Baptist church along with some friends who had 
also recently come to faith in Christ. Since I had not grown up 
in any church, everything was new to me. I had a lot to learn, 
and I was eager to do so. I read and reread the Bible, and I asked 
the pastor one question after another. I also made every effort 
to be at church during any worship service.

One of the things I noticed that our church did every 
month or so was observe a ceremony at the end of the wor-
ship service. The pastor would announce that we were going 
to observe the Lord’s Supper, and after he read some words 
from 1 Corinthians, the deacons would distribute some thin, 
white, miniature crackers. They were about a half-inch across 
and completely tasteless, but I did not question their use. After 
each of us had eaten one of these, the deacons would distrib-
ute trays containing little plastic cups halfway filled with grape 
juice. After we drank these, the worship service would end with 
a hymn and an altar call.

Why did we do these things, and what did they mean? 
I never thought to ask. Over time, the Lord’s Supper simply 
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became part of the routine. I didn’t give it a second thought. It 
was just something we did every once in a while.

Many years later, after moving to a different state, I found 
myself sitting in the new members class of a Presbyterian 
church. The pastor, who was teaching the class, introduced us 
to some of the basics of Reformed theology and Presbyterian 
history. We discussed the doctrines of grace, church polity, 
and the duties and privileges of church membership. We also 
discussed the sacrament of baptism at great length. A number 
of people in the new members class had come from Baptist 
churches, so the pastor wanted to make sure we understood 
what the Presbyterian church believed about baptism and why.

I do not recall any of our class time being devoted to 
the subject of the Lord’s Supper. Our only exposure to the 
Reformed doctrine of the supper was what we read on our own 
time in the copies of the Westminster Confession of Faith we 
had been given for the class. At the time, I was focused on 
trying to understand the Reformed doctrine of infant baptism 
(a traumatic concept for those coming out of the Baptist tradi-
tion), so the doctrine of the Lord’s Supper took a back seat to 
other issues. Since the church’s actual observance of the Lord’s 
Supper was almost identical to what I had become accustomed 
to in the Baptist church, that sacrament simply remained part 
of the routine.

I have spoken with many Christians over the years, and I 
do not think my experience is terribly unusual. There are many 
Christians sitting in the pews of churches across this nation 
and around the world for whom the Lord’s Supper has become 
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part of the Christian routine. They partake faithfully, and they 
think about Jesus while they are partaking, but they do not 
really understand everything that is going on during the obser-
vance of the sacrament. They do not fully understand why the 
pastor says certain words at various points during the supper 
or what those words mean. They do not fully understand why 
the pastor performs certain actions during the supper or what 
those actions mean.

If they have visited other churches, they do not understand 
why one church does things in one way while another church 
does them a different way. Why does the pastor at one church 
break a single loaf of bread while the pastor at another church 
distributes trays of mini-crackers? Why does one church use 
grape juice while another church uses wine? Why does one 
church observe the Lord’s Supper every week while another 
church observes it monthly or quarterly?

A cursory reading of the Old Testament reveals the danger 
of simply going through the motions in worship without any 
real understanding. Such uninformed worship practices lead to 
a dead and deadening ritualism. Christians are to observe the 
Lord’s Supper, but they must do so with understanding and dis-
cernment. When we begin to understand what the Lord’s Supper 
is and what it means, when we begin to understand what God is 
doing and what we are doing in this sacrament, it is no longer a 
tedious extra fifteen minutes to endure. Instead, it is a source of 
great blessing, something we look forward to with anticipation.

The purpose of this book is to help Christians better 
understand the doctrine and practice of the Lord’s Supper in 
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the Reformed tradition. It is structured around a number of the 
most frequently asked questions concerning the supper. I have 
attempted to answer these questions in the clearest way pos-
sible. It is my prayer that readers of this book will come away 
from it giving glory to God for the great blessing He has given 
His people in this sacrament. 
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C H A P T E R  1

W H AT  I S  T H E  L O R D ’ S 
S U P P E R ?

Have you ever noticed the strangeness of the Lord’s Supper? 
Many of us have been attending church for so many years 

that this thing we do every week or every month has become 
somewhat routine. Its strangeness no longer strikes us. But 
step back and imagine what it looks like to someone attend-
ing a church for the first time. Imagine what it looks like to 
a child. With some differences among churches in the details 
of the liturgy, the members of the church receive bread, which 
they eat in a ceremonial way after the pastor repeats the words 
of Jesus: “This is my body.” Then they receive wine (or grape 
juice), which they ceremonially drink after the pastor repeats 
the words of Jesus: “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.” 
What in the world is going on here? What is the Lord’s Supper?

Scripture anticipates that the sacraments instituted by God 
will raise questions among believers. When the Passover was 
instituted, for instance, Moses said, “And when your children 
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say to you, ‘What do you mean by this service?’ you shall say, 
‘It is the sacrifice of the Lord’s Passover, for he passed over 
the houses of the people of Israel in Egypt, when he struck the 
Egyptians but spared our houses’” (Ex. 12:26–27). The Lord 
knew that the Passover would require explanation. He knew 
that Israelite children would wonder about the meaning of the 
rituals. We should expect nothing different when it comes to 
our children and the Lord’s Supper. But do we know how to 
answer such questions? What do we say when our children ask, 
“What do you mean by this service?”

Christians in the Reformed tradition have studied Scripture 
extensively in order to answer such questions. The results of this 
study are found in the Reformed confessions and catechisms. 
The Westminster Larger Catechism, for example, provides a 
concise answer to the question, “What is the Lord’s Supper?” 
“The Lord’s Supper is a sacrament of the New Testament, 
wherein, by giving and receiving bread and wine according 
to the appointment of Jesus Christ, his death is showed forth; 
and they that worthily communicate feed upon his body and 
blood, to their spiritual nourishment and growth in grace; have 
their union and communion with him confirmed; testify and 
renew their thankfulness, and engagement to God, and their 
mutual love and fellowship each with the other, as members of 
the same mystical body” (WLC 168). This definition reveals 
how intertwined the doctrine of the Lord’s Supper is with 
other Christian doctrines. In this catechism alone, there are 
167 questions and answers before we get to the Lord’s Supper, 
and much of what is taught in the earlier questions is assumed 
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here. It is important, therefore, to know that our answer to the 
question, “What is the Lord’s Supper?” cannot be understood 
in isolation from other Christian doctrines. It is not possible to 
fully grasp the Reformed doctrine of the Lord’s Supper without 
some understanding of the doctrines of God, Scripture, sin, 
salvation, the incarnation, the church, and more.1

We see in the catechism’s answer, for example, that the 
Lord’s Supper is a sacrament. But that answer is not helpful 
if we do not have some idea of the nature of a sacrament. 
Additional problems arise because many who hear the word 
sacrament associate it with mysticism or ceremonialism. Some 
associate it with Roman Catholicism and cannot imagine why 
a Protestant church would continue to use such a loaded term. 
There is a fear that the use of the word might be allowing the 
camel’s nose under the tent, and if the nose is there, the camel 
cannot be far behind.

This is one reason why the study of the Reformation and 
the confessions of the Reformation can be incredibly help-
ful. The Reformers had no fear of the word sacrament and no 
qualms about its continued use, and they, better than anyone 
today, knew the dangers of late-medieval Roman Catholicism. 
In addition, the Reformed churches of the following gener-
ations had no fear of the word. Almost every sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century Reformed confession has a chapter titled 
“On the Sacraments,” and Reformed theologians have used the 
word for centuries. As long as we define it carefully, it is a per-
fectly appropriate word.

How, then, is the word sacrament defined? The Westminster 
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