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“They Have Changed the Ordinance”

Introduction


When Jesus Christ was on the earth he formed his Church. He called and ordained twelve Apostles; after Christ’s Resurrection, these men worked diligently to bring people to the Church of Jesus Christ. However, as in other dispensations His work was not to remain on the earth long in its pure form. Certainly the Apostles knew that their efforts would end in apostasy and that the Church they were laboring to build would need to be restored. Peter wrote of “false teachers” who would bring “damnable heresies” into the church (2 Peter 2:1-2). Church members were already falling away from the truth when Paul wrote to the Galatians (in approximately A.D. 55): “I marvel that ye are so soon removed from him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel” (Galatians 1:6). 

A prophet in ancient America foresaw what would happen to the Church that Christ would establish: “I saw the multitudes of the earth, that they were gathered together to fight against the apostles of the Lamb…[and] I saw among the nations of the Gentiles the formation of a great church…which is most abominable above all other churches” (1 Nephi 11:34, 1 Nephi 12:4-5). Nephi saw that this abominable church would take away plain and precious parts of the gospel, as well as many of the “covenants of the Lord” (1 Nephi 13:26). 


With the death of the Apostles, the Church Jesus Christ established fell into apostasy. This apostasy did not occur all at once; rather, doctrines and ordinances evolved from what Christ taught into the philosophies and practices of man. In this paper we present an introduction to the earliest stages of the evolution of the doctrine of the Godhead and of the ordinances of baptism and the sacrament.  In tracing this evolution, we focus on the writings of early church fathers, a group of local church leaders and scholars who lived in roughly the first three centuries A.D.
  Later church authorities would use these writings for further doctrinal changes.

The Godhead

The New Testament supplies much evidence that God the Father and Jesus Christ are two separate individuals, and that both are distinct from the Holy Ghost (see Matthew 3:16-17, John 17:1, 21-23). However, without apostolic direction church members became confused about the nature and relationship of God and Christ. Compare the simplicity and power of the scriptural doctrine of the Godhead with this statement from Tertullian, an early church leader, in approximately A.D. 212:

I testify that the Father, and the Son, and the Spirit are inseparable from each other, and so will you know in what sense this is said. Now, observe, my assertion is that the Father is one, and the Son one, and the Spirit one, and that They are distinct from Each Other. This statement is taken in a wrong sense by every uneducated as well as every perversely disposed person, as if it predicated a diversity, in such a sense as to imply a separation among the Father, and the Son, and the Spirit. I am, moreover, obliged to say this, when (extolling the Monarchy at the expense of the Economy) they contend for the identity of the Father and Son and Spirit, that it is not by way of diversity that the Son differs from the Father, but by distribution: it is not by division that He is different, but by distinction; because the Father is not the same as the Son, since they differ one from the other in the mode of their being.

The clear doctrine of the Godhead had been lost to Tertullian. However, others in his day held to the belief that God, Christ and the Holy Spirit were separate. For example, Novatian, a Roman theologian writing in about A.D. 251, used sixteen verses from the Old and New Testaments to prove that Christ and the Father are two separate individuals. After quoting these scriptures  he wrote, 

And I should have enough to do were I to endeavour to gather together all the passages whatever on this side; since the divine Scripture, not so much of the Old as also of the New Testament, everywhere shows Him to be born of the Father, by whom all things were made, and without whom nothing was made, who always has obeyed and obeys the Father; that He always has power over all things, but as delivered, as granted, as by the Father Himself permitted to Him. And what can be so evident proof that this is not the Father, but the Son; as that He is set forth as being obedient to God the Father…

Novatian certainly was not the only early Christian thinker who rejected the doctrine of the trinity. In fact, the Catholic Encyclopedia says that many early Christian writers discussed the Father and the Son as being separate one from another.
 The existence of dissension on such an important doctrine, and the lack of clear revelation concerning it indicate that the apostasy had already begun.  

It was the pattern of the original Church to settle doctrinal disputes by Church councils convened by apostles and prophets (see Acts 15). Confusion regarding the doctrine of the trinity prompted the convening of a council to decide the issue; however, this council had no ecclesiastical authority.  Elder James E. Talmage explains, 

In the year 325, the Council of Nice was convened by the emperor Constantine, who sought through this body to secure a declaration of Christian belief that would be received as authoritative, and be the means of arresting the increasing dissension incident to the prevalent disagreement regarding the nature of the Godhead and other theological subjects. The Council condemned some of the theories then current, including that of Arius, which asserted that the Son was created by the Father, and therefore could not be coeternal with the Father. The Council promulgated what is known as the Nicene Creed; and this was followed in time by the Athanasian Creed.

This Athanasian Creed says in part, “The Father Incomprehensible, the Son Incomprehensible, and the Holy Ghost Incomprehensible. The Father Eternal, the Son Eternal, and the Holy Ghost Eternal and yet they are not Three Eternals but One Eternal. As also there are not Three Uncreated, nor Three Incomprehensibles, but One Uncreated, and One Uncomprehensible. So likewise the Father is Almighty, the Son Almighty, and the Holy Ghost Almighty. And yet they are not Three Almighties but One Almighty.”

These creeds firmly established not only a false idea of divine unity, but created an unapproachable, mysterious, three-in-one God. Furthermore, these creeds became the first central church doctrine after the New Testament, cementing the gradual doctrinal errors for future generations. 

Baptism

After Jesus was baptized, he “went up straightway out of the water.” John the Baptist selected the location at which he would baptize because “there was much water there” (Matthew 3:16, John 3:23). Paul taught that “we are buried with him [Christ] by baptism into death: that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4). These verses indicate that in Christ’s Church, baptism was performed by immersion and was symbolic of the death and resurrection of Christ. 

Less than a hundred years after Christ’s baptism, changes were made to this ordinance. The Didache, or The Teaching of the Apostles, an early Christian writing dating between A.D. 80 and 140, says: 

But concerning baptism, thus shall ye baptize.  Having first recited all these things, baptize in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit in living (running) water.  But if thou hast not living water, baptize in some other water; and if thou art not able in cold, then in warm.  But if thou hast neither, then pour water on the head thrice in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  But before the baptism let him that baptizeth and him that is baptized fast, and any others also who are able; and thou shalt order him that is baptized to fast a day or two before (italics added).
 


Thus new practices were introduced—the possibility of baptism by “pouring,” negating the symbolism of baptism, and the notion that baptism was to be preceded by fasting, an idea foreign to New Testament accounts.  This notion of preparation would further transform into a full-fledged ritual of preparation for the baptismal candidate which could last for over a year.

Tertullian, writing in De Corona (The Chaplet) about A.D. 204, believed that immersion was the proper method of baptism.  But this immersion, Tertullian admits, was not the same as Jesus prescribed:

When we are going to enter the water, but a little before, in the presence of the congregation and under the hand of the president, we solemnly profess that we disown the devil, and his pomp, and his angels. Hereupon we are thrice immersed, making a somewhat ampler pledge than the Lord has appointed in the Gospel. Then when we are taken up (as new-born children), we taste first of all a mixture of milk and honey, and from that day we refrain from the daily bath for a whole week (italics added).

Though the baptismal candidate was immersed, the ordinance had been augmented into “a somewhat ampler pledge than the Lord ha[d] appointed in the Gospel.” In a tragic case of what the Prophet Jacob labeled “looking beyond the mark” (Jacob 4:14), the early Christians added completely new elements to baptism. Multiple immersions, solemn professions, and refraining from bathing all became part of the ordinance. 

Elsewhere Tertullian teaches that after baptism, “When we have issued from the font, we are thoroughly anointed with a blessed unction [oil].”
  This non-scriptural practice of pouring oil over the person being baptized after baptism was apparently further added upon.  The Constitution of the Apostles, compiled about A.D. 390, says that an anointing of oil should come both before and after the baptism.
 

Further modifications to the baptismal ordinance were introduced by Cyprian, a church leader writing about A.D. 255. He addressed, for what appears to be the first time,
 the practice of baptism by sprinkling, writing:

You have asked also, dearest son, what I thought of those who obtain God's grace in sickness and weakness, whether they are to be accounted legitimate Christians, for that they are not to be washed, but sprinkled, with the saving water. In this point, my diffidence and modesty prejudges none, so as to prevent any from feeling what he thinks right, and from doing what he feels to be right. As far as my poor understanding conceives it, I think that the divine benefits can in no respect be mutilated and weakened; nor can anything less occur in that case, where, with full and entire faith both of the giver and receiver, is accepted what is drawn from the divine gifts. For in the sacrament of salvation the contagion of sins is not in such wise washed away, as the filth of the skin and of the body is washed away in the carnal and ordinary washing, as that there should be need of saltpetre and other appliances also, and a bath and a basin wherewith this vile body must be washed and purified. Otherwise is the breast of the believer washed; otherwise is the mind of man purified by the merit of faith. In the sacraments of salvation, when necessity compels, and God bestows His mercy, the divine methods confer the whole benefit on believers; nor ought it to trouble any one that sick people seem to be sprinkled or affused, when they obtain the Lord's grace, when Holy Scripture speaks by the mouth of the prophet Ezekiel, and says, "Then will I sprinkle clean water upon you, and ye shall be clean: from all your filthiness and from all your idols will I cleanse you. And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit will I put within you (italics added).
 

Cyprian had apparently lost the understanding that baptism by immersion is symbolic of the death and resurrection of Christ. Cyprian’s supposition that ordinances can be changed simply “when necessity compels” shows further error. His use of Ezekiel 18:31 to justify the practice of baptism by sprinkling may be an example of what Peter foresaw when he wrote of those who would wrest the scriptures (see 2 Peter 3:16). 

Within a few hundred years baptism had transformed from simple immersion, to a baptism of sprinkling, immersion or pouring (however one prefers) accompanied by anointings of oil and other non-scriptural innovations. In the words of Isaiah, they “changed the ordinance” (Isaiah 24:5).

Another change to the ordinance of baptism came in the form of determining what was the appropriate age for baptism. This same question appeared among the Nephites (see Moroni 8:4-5).


The earliest Christian writing on baptism (The Didache) does not mention the age at which individuals were baptized, but it does say that baptismal candidates should fast for one or two days prior to being baptized (something that infants obviously could not do).


Tertullian, in about A.D. 198 recommended against infant baptism. He wrote, “the delay of baptism is preferable; principally, however, in the case of little children.”
 He seemed to understand that baptism was a serious ordinance, one that should not be taken lightly. 

It is clear however that over the next several decades Tertullian’s counsel was set aside.  In about A.D. 255, Cyprian, wrote to a fellow Christian regarding the appropriate age of baptism. The context shows that the question was no longer should infants be baptized (for both parties believed the answer was yes); but rather, how many days after birth should an infant be baptized? Cyprian wrote: 

But in respect of the case of the infants, which you say ought not to be baptized within the second or third day after their birth, and that the law of ancient circumcision should be regarded, so that you think that one who is just born should not be baptized and sanctified within the eighth day, we all thought very differently in our council…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 even more observed in respect of infants and newly-born persons, who on this very account deserve more from our help and from the divine mercy, that immediately, on the very beginning of their birth, lamenting and weeping, they do nothing else but entreat.
 

The practice of infant baptism did not become solidified until the fourteenth century A.D., though controversy over the appropriate age of baptism continues today in some circles.
 The drift from revealed practices and the absence of clear revelation about proper baptismal practice indicates an apostasy from the Church Christ had established on earth.

The Sacrament


Luke records the institution of the sacrament in these words: “And he [Christ] took bread, and gave thanks, and brake it, and gave unto them, saying, This is my body which is given for you: this do in remembrance of me. Likewise also the cup after supper, saying, This cup is the new testament in my blood, which is shed for you” (Luke 22:19-20). Though Christ taught the sacrament in simplicity, apparently early saints were confused as to how to administer it (see 1 Corinthians 11:18-22).


Moroni tells us that the Lord revealed to the Nephites the exact blessing that should be pronounced over the sacrament (see Moroni 4 and 5). If the early Christians also received this knowledge it appears to have been quickly lost, for shortly after the death of the apostles the sacramental prayers had already been changed. The Didache (A.D. 80-140) describes the sacramental prayers in this manner:

But as touching the Eucharist [sacrament] give ye thanks thus.  First, as regards the cup: We give Thee thanks, O our Father, for the holy vine of Thy Son David, which Thou madest known unto us through Thy Son Jesus; Thine is the glory for ever and ever.  Then as regards the broken bread: We give Thee thanks, O our Father, for the life and knowledge which Thou didst make known unto us through Thy Son Jesus; Thine is the glory for ever and ever.  As this broken bread was scattered upon the mountains and being gathered together became one, so may Thy Church be gathered together from the ends of the earth into Thy kingdom; for Thine is the glory and the power through Jesus Christ for ever and ever.
 

Though The Didache gives no indication that Christians took the sacramental emblems to be literally the blood and body of Christ, Ignatius, in about A.D. 105 indicated that he understood this to be the case. He wrote: “I desire the bread of God, the heavenly bread, the bread of life, which is the flesh of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who became afterwards of the seed of David and Abraham; and I desire the drink of God, namely His blood, which is incorruptible love and eternal life”


Justin Martyr, in about A.D. 160 wrote “For not as common bread and common drink do we receive these; but in like manner as Jesus Christ our Saviour, having been made flesh by the Word of God, had both flesh and blood for our salvation, so likewise have we been taught that the food which is blessed by the prayer of His word, and from which our blood and flesh by transmutation are nourished, is the flesh and blood of that Jesus who was made flesh.”


The fact that many early church leaders believed that the sacramental emblems literally became the flesh and blood of Christ proves, in the words of B.H. Roberts, “not that the doctrine is true, but that soon after the apostles had passed away, the simplicity of the gospel was corrupted or else entirely departed from.”
  

The doctrine of transmutation, or transubstantiation as it is commonly known, was only the first of many changes to the ordinance of the sacrament. Elder Talmage summarized other alterations:

“The consecrated emblems…were adored as of themselves divine…‘Men fell down before the consecrated host, and worshiped it as God…’ A further perversion of the sacrament occurred in the administration of bread alone, instead of both bread and wine as originally required.”


It is clear that only decades after Christ introduced the sacrament, they had “changed the ordinance” (Isaiah 24:5).

Conclusion


In a surprising admission, the early church leader Tertullian acknowledged that many aspects of the ordinances performed his day were not scriptural: 

If, for these and other such rules, you insist upon having positive Scripture injunction, you will find none. Tradition will be held forth to you as the originator of them, custom as their strengthener, and faith as their observer. That reason will support tradition, and custom, and faith, you will either yourself perceive, or learn from some one who has” (italics added).

This confession indicates a radical ideological shift; philosophy and tradition triumphed over the “positive Scripture injunction” that had guided followers of Christ in previous times.

We have discussed the doctrine of the Godhead, and the ordinances of baptism and the sacrament. These plain and precious doctrines taught and established by Christ were changed in a process that lasted for centuries. Through the prophet Joseph Smith, God restored the power and simplicity of these doctrines. Considering the darkness of the apostasy introduced, how blessed we are to have these illuminating revelations from the Prophet Joseph:

The Godhead

The Father has a body of flesh and bones as tangible as man's; the Son also; but the Holy Ghost has not a body of flesh and bones, but is a personage of Spirit.  Were it not so, the Holy Ghost could not dwell in us. A man may receive the Holy Ghost, and it may descend upon him and not tarry with him (Doctrine and Covenants 130:22-23).

Baptism

“Baptism is to be administered in the following manner unto all those who repent—The person who is called of God and has authority from Jesus Christ to baptize, shall go down into the water with the person who has presented himself or herself for baptism, and shall say, calling him or her by name: Having been commissioned of Jesus Christ, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen. Then shall he immerse him or her in the water, and come forth again out of the water” (Doctrine and Covenants 20:72-79).

The Sacrament

It is expedient that the church meet together often to partake of bread and wine in the remembrance of the Lord Jesus; And the elder or priest shall administer it; and after this manner shall he administer it—he shall kneel with the church and call upon the Father in solemn prayer, saying: O God, the Eternal Father, we ask thee in the name of thy Son, Jesus Christ, to bless and sanctify this bread to the souls of all those who partake of it, that they may eat in remembrance of the body of thy Son, and witness unto thee, O God, the Eternal Father, that they are willing to take upon them the name of thy Son, and always remember him and keep his commandments which he has given them; that they may always have his Spirit to be with them.  Amen. The manner of administering the wine—he shall take the cup also, and say: O God, the Eternal Father, we ask thee in the name of thy Son, Jesus Christ, to bless and sanctify this wine to the souls of all those who drink of it, that they may do it in remembrance of the blood of thy Son, which was shed for them; that they may witness unto thee, O God, the Eternal Father, that they do always remember him, that they may have his Spirit to be with them.  Amen (Doctrine and Covenants 20:72-79).


When Joseph Smith asked Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ which church he should join, he was told that he should “join none of them for they were all wrong” (Joseph Smith History 1:19). Later Joseph was told that “God had a work” for him to do (Joseph Smith History 1:33). Part of Joseph’s work was revealing to the world what had been lost concerning the Godhead, baptism and the sacrament. “Praise to the man who communed with Jehovah!” (Hymns, #27).

Notes
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