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Two Sacraments or Seven? 

 
When we turn ourselves every way, we find not in the office of the Church, what this                 
seal should be but the sacrament; or what the print of it; but the grace there received a                  
means to make us and a pledge or “earnest” to assure us that we are his. 

-Lancelot Andrewes  

 

Are the Sacraments Biblical? 

Sacraments are outward and visible signs of inward and spiritual divine grace. 
Or, to put it another way, the sacraments of the Church enable us to participate 
fully in the life of the Church and at the same time affording us those graces 
needed to live our earthly life. 
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In the sidebar, Article XXV of the 39 
Articles of religion puts forth the 
Reformation Church of England’s view of 
the sacraments. While it is true that only 
Baptism and the Eucharist are necessary 
to salvation, their definition of a sacrament 
does not necessarily exclude the other five. 
Admittedly the other five are not 
sacraments of the Gospel, but that does 
not exclude them from inclusion in the 
sacramental life of the Church. It is very 
much in error to state, as this Articles does, 
that the other five sacraments, those being 
Confirmation, Penance, Holy Unction, Holy 
Orders, and Holy Matrimony have no 
visible sign or ceremony ordained by God. 
To the contrary, we see in each of these 
sacraments not only visible signs and 
ceremonies, but graces afforded by them.  

It should be noted that not all are called to 
all seven sacraments. Not every man is 
called to Holy Orders nor are all men and 
women called to the sacrament of Holy 
Matrimony. The fact that all may not be 

called to partake in these particular sacraments nevertheless does not exclude 
those rites from inclusion as sacraments ordained by God for His Church.  

Accepting, then that there is no disagreement as to the sacramental nature of 
Baptism and the Eucharist, we must then examine the other five against not only 
the Traditions of the Church, but against Scripture and the teachings of the 
Church Fathers. It is important that all three be taken into account because taken 
together, they demonstrate the proper interpretation of the word “sacrament” and 
rightly demonstrate their use from the infancy of the Church until now. 
Somewhere around 367, Saint Jerome wrote, 

The season now warns us to speak of the Mysteries, and to set forth the support 
of the, which if we had thought it well to teach before baptism to those who were 
not yet initiated, we should be considered rather to have betrayed than to have 
portrayed the Mysteries.  
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And so we will examine the other five as thoroughly as space allows, setting forth 
the biblical and historical support for their continued use. 

 

Confirmation 

On confirmation, Tertullian wrote: 

No soul whatever is able to obtain salvation unless it has believed while it was in 
the flesh. Indeed, the flesh is the hinge of salvation. . . . The flesh, then, is 
washed [baptism] so that the soul may be made clean. The flesh is anointed so 
that the soul may be dedicated to holiness. The flesh is signed so that the soul 
may be fortified. The flesh is shaded by the imposition of hands [confirmation] so 
that the soul may be illuminated by the Spirit. The flesh feeds on the body and 
blood of Christ [the Eucharist] so that the soul too may feed on God. They 
cannot, then, be separated in their reward, when they are united in their works"  

Confirmation is the sacrament by which the sevenfold gifts of the Holy Spirit are 
conferred, consisting of the laying on of hands with prayer, and closely 
connected with Baptism. The Gospels give no evidence that the outward sign of 
this sacrament was instituted by Christ. But the gift of the Holy Spirit which is 
apostolic usage was conferred by the laying on of hands was clearly promised by 
Him (Jn. 8:37-39, Jn. 14:6, Lk. 24:49). In Western theology, Christ is said to have 
instituted Confirmation in genere rather than in specie. The descent of the Spirit 
upon Him after His Baptism in the form of a dove foreshadowed the gift of the 
Spirit to His members in Confirmation after their Baptism (Mk. 1:10-11), although 
it also constituted His ordination for His earthly ministry.  

The actions and teachings of the Apostles seem to indicate that, either by 
express intimation from Christ or by definite prompting of the Spirit, they had 
previous warrants for treating the laying on of hands with prayer as the appointed 
means of eliciting the gift of the spirit, and as a normal complement of Baptism.  
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Penance  

On penance, St. Ignatius of Antioch wrote: 

For as many as are of God and of Jesus Christ are also with the bishop. And as 
many as shall, in the exercise of penance, return into the unity of the Church, 
these, too, shall belong to God, that they may live according to Jesus 
Christ....For where there is division and wrath, God does not dwell. To all them 
that repent, the Lord grants forgiveness, if they turn in penitence to the unity of 
God, and to communion with the bishop. 

Penance is the sacrament instituted for the remedy of post-baptismal sin. It is the 
medicine for the soul.  

The need of confession before men has always been felt by those who have a 
proper sense of sin, and in the Old Covenant this need was taken for granted 
and provided for. The sinner was required to make his confession to a Levitic 
priest and to make an offering before the Lord. The principle of sacramental 
ministration for the remedy of sins and the permanent validity of this principal is 
confirmed in New Testament teaching (James 5:15-20, Jn. 1:8-9, Mt. 9:2-8, Jn. 
20:21-23, Mt. 18:18). 

In view of Christ’s teaching and commission, the Apostles boldly exercised the 
ministry of reconciliation not only in baptizing, but, as exemplified by the case of 
the incestuous Corinthian, in dealing with post-baptismal sin. And St. James 
specifies among the ministrations which the presbyters of the Church are to fulfill 
when visiting the sick, “And if he have committed sins, it shall be forgiven him.” 
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Holy Orders 

On ordination and the priesthood, St. Clement of Rome wrote: 

Laodicea, Peter ordered the people to meet on the following day; and having 
ordained one of those who followed him as bishop over them, and others as 
presbyters, and having baptized multitudes, and restored to health all who were 
troubled with sicknesses or demons and baptized them; and celebrating the 
Eucharist with them, he appointed, as bishop over them, Maro, who had 
entertained him in his house, and who was now perfect in all things; and with him 
he ordained twelve presbyters and deacons at the same time. He also instituted 
the order of widows, and arranged all the services of the Church; and charged 
them all to obey Maro their bishop in all things that he should command them. 

Holy Order is the sacrament by which a member of Christ’s mystical Body is 
advanced to one or other of the orders of the sacred ministry which God has 
constituted for it, and receives the grace which is required for the due 
performance of its functions. In both the Old and New Covenant the Church and 
its ministerial organization have been divinely created, ordered and endowed 
with such authority and power as they have been entitled and enabled to 
exercise in divine things. The same is to be said of the method by which the 
Church’s ministry has been transmitted from one generation to another.  

Inasmuch as the Old Covenant was designed to be preparatory for the new, its 
arrangements in important regards were prefigurative of and analogous to 
Christian institutions. While the threefold tribal ministry of high priest, priests, and 
Levites was constituted in the Old Covenant, a threefold apostolic ministry of 
bishops, priests, and deacons has been appointed for the Christian Church. 

The Incarnation and Christ’s redemption of mankind, accomplished once and for 
all, the differences between the Old and New Covenant and their arrangements. 
The Church is reconstituted to be Christ’s Body, and its ministry becomes an 
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interior organic and sacramental differentiation in that Body, deriving its validity 
from Christ by sacramental means rathe than from tribal inheritance. The 
sacrament of Holy Order is the instrument by which this ministry is perpetuated.  

The gratis data effect of the Sacrament of Holy Order is the grace which is given 
for the ministry of grace, enabling Christ’s ministers to rightly act in his Name and 
by his authority and power to administer valid sacraments of grace to the faithful. 

The ministry of the Church is called Apostolic because its original members, 
through whom its authority and power have come from Christ by his Holy Spirit, 
were designated by the Apostles. They were thus named because of their being 
sent by Christ; and the authority thus derived from Christ and transmitted to all 
subsequent recipients of Holy Orders is called mission. This mission insofar as 
passed by the Church’s ministry at large in plenary and catholic. Plenary in that it 
includes all the spiritual authority and power required for officially administering 
the prophetic, priestly and kingly functions of Christ’s Church on earth. It is 
catholic because Christ sent his ministers into all the world, to all manning and to 
those of every generation of men until the end of the world.  

The authority to oversee and to rule the Church of God is referred to as 
jurisdiction., and its immediate sources for each generation ,as are received by 
members of the lower Orders of the ministry are the Bishops. This is so because 
the apostolic succession is derived through bishops, and they alone possess the 
fullness of apostolic mission and jurisdiction (Acts 20:28, Mt. 16:19, Lk. 22:29-30, 
IICor. 10:8, I Tim. 5:17, Tit. 2:15, Heb. 7,17). 

 

Holy Matrimony 

On the sacrament of Holy Matrimony St. Augustine wrote: 

But since out of many souls there shall be hereafter one City of such as have one 
soul and one heart towards God; which perfection of our unity shall be hereafter, 
after this sojourn in a strange land, wherein the thoughts of all shall neither be 
hidden one from another, nor shall be in any matter opposed one to another; on 
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this account the Sacrament of marriage of our time hath been so reduced to one 
man and one wife, as that it is not lawful to ordain any as a steward of the 
Church, save the husband of one wife. 

Marriage is a lawful and enduring union and cohabitation between competent 
persons of opposite sexes for the purpose of procreation, upbringing of children, 
and domestic life. The sacrament of Holy Matrimony is such marriage between 
baptized persons, sanctified to a supernatural end, and involving certain 
Christian requirements and obligations. 

In sacred history marriage has undergone three states of development. In the 
beginning God “made them male and female, and said, For this cause shall a 
man leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife.......What therefore 
God hath joined together, let no man put assunder. According to primal law, 
therefore, one imposed upon making, marriage was to be an abiding and 
indissoluble union.  

Holy Matrimony has always been regarded by the Church as eliciting a special 
divine blessing and grace. It is a sacrament because it is a visible means by 
which divine and sanctifying grace is elicited. This is an inevitable inference from 
the fact that, as both Scripture and catholic doctrine asser, God himself unites 
the parties in a significant relation and with a supernatural end. If he thus 
consecrates the union to a supernatural end, we must believe he also affords in it 
whatever aid of supernatural grace it participants may need in order to fulfill that 
end.  

 

Holy Unction 

On the sacrament of Holy Unction Bishop Serapion wrote:  

We beseech you, Savior of all men, you that have all virtue and power, Father of 
our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, and we pray that you send down from heaven 
the healing power of the only-begotten [Son]upon this oil, so that for those who 
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are anointed . . . it may be effected for the casting out of every disease and every 
bodily infirmity . . . for good grace and remission of sins . . .”  

There can be no reasonable denial that Christ’s work of healing the sick was 
intended to serve in some degree as an example for those to whom he finally 
delegated his earthly ministry We say in some degree, for the obvious limitation 
has to be recognized that our Lord’s miracles were signs intended to afford 
evidence of his mission and to illustrate symbolically his power to heal the 
disease of sin. Nonetheless, our Lord plainly treats physical and spiritual disease 
as mutually related, and he includes physical healing Among the duties of those 
whom he commissions in unqualified terms which indicate that such work 
properly pertains to their ministry (Mt. 10:1,8, Mk. 6:13, James 5:14-15). 

Moreover, we find that when the Apostles went forth on their first missionary 
journeys, they adopted anointing with oil as the external method of healing. The 
presumption that their practice was divinely guided is confirmed by the evidence 
in St. James Epistle of its being the prescribed method of healing in the apostolic 
Church.  

The conclusion drawn by catholic consent is that the anointing of the sick for their 
saving is a divinely prescribed rite. That Christ expressly instituted it is not clear, 
but He is rightly said to have instituted it in genere, by giving power and 
commission to his ministers to heal the sick.  

Divine healing always has a spiritual end in view, pertaining somehow to 
sanctification, and to regard its appointed instrument as extraneous in effect to 
the actual work of sanctifying grace is a sharper division in God’s merciful 
dispensations than Christian experience permits to be acknowledged.  

Still further, the healing of Unction is a benefit that is spiritually conditioned by 
faith, a condition exactly corresponding to that of beneficial reception of any 
species of sacramental grace. It seems an incredible supposition that God will 
use a sacramental modus operandi for conferring supernatural benefit, upon 
such spiritual conditions, without including any sanctifying grace in the benefit.  

It seems rather clear from both Scripture and Tradition that rejecting the 5 
sacraments tossed aside as a corrupt following of the Apostles and not ordained 
of Christ cannot be defended. While we do not find rites expressly defined for 
Holy Matrimony and Unction, it is unreasonable to suggest that, given the 
writings of Christ himself and his Apostles, no inward grace is afforded by the 
ministration of these sacraments. Further, there can be no argument that rites of 
Confirmation, Penance, and Holy Order are clearly defined and prescribed. In all 
instances we can see the inward grace imparted by the outward sign, which is 
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the very definition of a sacrament.The very brief synopsis of these sacraments 
was borrowed from Francis. J. Hall’s Dogmatic Theology Series, Vol. IX. The full 
volume can be purchased by going to americanchurchunion.com.  

The views here expressed are solely those of Bethlehem Priory.  
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