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THE BIBLICAL DOCTRINE OF INFANTS

We live in days when the propriety of infant baptism is being called in question.  Some Clergy have left the Anglican Church because they no longer believe or practise it.  Others are declining to baptize infants.  A great deal of space has been devoted to this subject in church newspapers.  The Church appears to be in confusion.


Turning to the Book of Acts, we find the apostle Peter on the day of Pentecost, urging the crowds to ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  For the promise is to you and to your children… ‘(Acts 2:38, 39).  This could mean ‘you and your descendants’ (i.e. unborn children).  But since it is followed by the phrase ‘all that are afar off’, referring to the Gentiles, it seems to refer to living people: that is, not only your future posterity but your living children as well.  This is the way I shall take it, and seek to argue from Scripture that (a) God thinks and works in families; (b) God is concerned not with ‘you’ only but with ‘you and your children’; (c) children in infancy are regarded as still spiritually connected to their parents; (d) during their unconscious childhood, the faith of their parents covers and embraces them.


This argument is important, because it is the only possible justification for the baptism of babies who have not actually believed themselves.  There is no biblical warrant for the baptism of unbelieving adults or their children and if unbelieving parents ask for their child to be baptized, the Pastor should decline.  The only biblical warrant we have is to baptize adults who profess to believe, and their children.


The doctrine of Infant Baptism rests on the doctrine of infants.  The crucial question is this: do the children of professing Christian parents stand in a different relation to God from the children of non-Christian parents?  Are the children of Christian parents ‘Christian children’?  Do they belong inside the circle of the Covenant of Grace by which God has bound Himself to His people?    Or must we regard them as outsiders?  The answer to all these questions, except the last, is YES!  There are three major reasons for saying so:

1. The Teaching of the Old Testament

Jewish children were regarded as being within the Covenant of God at least until they were old enough to repudiate it.   The evidence concerns the covenant established by God with Abraham (Gen.17).  In v.2 God says to Abraham ‘I will make my covenant between me and you, and … multiply you exceedingly.’  v.7 ‘I will establish my Covenant between me and you, and your descendants after  you… for an everlasting covenant.’  And ‘As for you, you shall keep my Covenant.  Every male among you shall be circumcised … It shall be a sign of the Covenant between me and you’ (v.9).

Thus God established with Abraham (who had believed) an everlasting covenant, and God gave him circumcision as the Covenant sign.  As Paul put it ‘Abraham received circumcision as a sign or seal of the righteousness which he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised’.  (Romans 4:11).

So far so good.  But now it is important to notice that this sign of circumcision, which was administered to Abraham when he was 99 years old, after he had believed and been justified, was administered to Isaac when he was only 8 days old, long before he could believe or be justified.  The commandment of God was clear: ‘he that is 8 days among you shall be circumcised’ (v.12).  This was not because Isaac was a believer.  He was not.  He was a newborn baby of 8 days.  He was circumcised not because of his own faith, but because he was born of believing parents.  The Covenant sign was given to him because he was regarded as being (through his parents) in the Covenant of God because God’s promise was and still is ‘to you and your children’.

Now, it is hard to believe that children today are less privileged than those in Abraham’s day, or that children who were admitted into the Covenant of Grace then are repudiated from it now.  This becomes clearer when we remember that the New Covenant is the fulfilment of the Covenant with Abraham.  God’s Covenant of Grace is an everlasting Covenant; it is the same today as it was in Abraham’s day.  It is therefore most unlikely that the position of children has changed, let alone deteriorated.  Since there is no hint of this in the New Testament, we may take it for granted that it is right to baptize the children of believing parents.  As Calvin wrote: ‘the Covenant is common, the reason for confirming it is common.  Only the mode of confirming is different.  For them it was confirmed by circumcision, which among us is succeeded by baptism’.

2. The Teaching of Jesus Christ

When parents brought their children to Jesus (Luke calls them ‘babies’), he welcomed them, indignantly rebuked those who tried to stop people bringing them, look them in His arms, laid His hands on them and said ‘Let them come; to such belongs the kingdom of God’.  By His words and deeds He indicated how we are to think of the children of believing parents.  Many people imagine that Jesus said ‘the Kingdom of God belongs to the childlike’, but He did not say this.  He said that the Kingdom belongs to children, not the childlike.  In the next verse (v.17) He went on to say that because it belongs to children, adults who want to enter it must become like children themselves.  That is, the only inhabitants of the Kingdom of God are children and childlike adults!

The argument here depends on the word ‘such’.  The Greek word does not mean other people of similar categories, but these very people referred to and others in the same category; not ‘people like these’ but ‘these people’.  For example: ‘The hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for such the Father seeks to worship Him’ (John 4:23), i.e. these people, the worshippers, these are the very people.  Again, ‘if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore such a person gently.’ (Gal. 6:1), i.e. him, and all people of the same kind.  Again, ‘We hear that some of you are living in idleness, mere busybodies, not doing any work.  Now such persons we…’ (2 Thess. 3:11, 12).  Who?  Those just mentioned, identified as busybodies, living in idleness – these and all in the same class.

In these example, ‘such’ refers to people just identified or described, together with others of the same category.  It is sometimes possible to translate ‘such’  by  ‘him’ or ‘these’,  e. g.   Gal. 6:1  ‘restore him’.  Also ‘the Father seeks them’.  So when Jesus said ‘let the children come; to such…’  He meant ‘let the children come, because to them belongs the Kingdom of heaven’.  Thus the Kingdom of God belongs to children, and the children in question are babies born of believing parents.

3. The Teaching of the Apostle Paul

The crucial passage is 1 Corinthians 7.  In this long chapter on the subject of marriage, he treats the case of a mixed marriage between two unbelievers, one of whom is subsequently converted.

The believing, converted person now finds himself joined to an unbelieving, unconverted partner.  Some Corinthians were perplexed, and were inclined to think that such a union was unclean in God’s sight.  The Christian party thought that divorce was the only solution.  So in verse 14 Paul writes ‘the unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife … otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is they are holy’.  Here it is plainly stated that children even of mixed marriages (in which only one parent is a believer) are ‘holy’ – not the character or conduct, because they are not, but in position or status.  They are set apart to belong to God.  Now the ‘holy people’ (those set apart by God) are the Church.  Israel was God’s holy people in Old Testament days, and the Christian Church, the new Israel, are God’s holy people today.  So if children with a Christian parent are ‘holy’, it means that they are members of the visible Church.

To sum up so far: according to the teaching of the Old Testament, little children of believing parents are in the Covenant of God, according to the teaching of the Lord Jesus they are in the Kingdom of God, and according to the Apostle Paul they are in the Church of God.  They possess this privileged status in each case not because of anything inherently good in them, but because of their believing parent(s).

It was 1) because of Abraham’s faith and Covenant membership that his son Isaac was circumcised, 2) because parents brought their children to Jesus that He received them and said that the Kingdom of God belonged to them, and 3) because one parent was Christian that Paul  said  that  children  of  such  mixed marriages  are  holy’.  Now, if children of believing parents are (by virtue of their birth) in general ‘Christian children’, that is, members of Visible Church and Kingdom of God, how can we deny them the sign of this membership?  We administer Baptism to them not to confer on them a status which they do not possess, but to recognize a status which, by virtue of Christian parentage, is already theirs; and in anticipation of their personal conversion.

If all this is true and biblical, there are three errors to avoid:

(a)
The practice of indiscriminate baptism.  The biblical evidence is clear – it shows not only the propriety of baptizing the children of Christian parents, but the impropriety of baptizing the children of unbelieving parents.  There is no biblical warrant for this latter.  Indeed, if they make no profession of faith and do not attend the Church, we should not baptize their children.  We agree with Bishop H. Henson’swords, spoken before the University of Oxford in 1896: ‘The modern practise of unconditioned, indiscriminate baptizing (of infants) is indecent in itself, discreditable to the Church and highly injurious to the Christian religion…’.


(b) The second error is the doctrine of baptismal regeneration, that children who have been baptized are in fact born again.  The Bible does not teach this.  The fact that we baptize the children of professing Christian parents does not mean that they are actually born again.  They have Christian parents, they have been born into a Christian home, and they are no doubt going to have a Christian education, but they are not in themselves born again because they have not yet themselves repented and believed.  This they must do.  They do not inherit their parents’ faith.  They can be ‘covered’ by it, but do not possess it, and if they are to benefit eternally from Baptism, they must make the Christian faith their own.  As Archbishop Ussher wrote: ‘As Baptism administered to those of older years, is not effectual unless they believe, so we can make no comfortable use of our Baptism administered in our infancy until we believe… All the promises of grace were in my Baptism estated upon me, and sealed up unto me, on God’s part; but then I come to have the profit and benefit of them when I come to understand what grant God, in Baptism, hath sealed unto me, and actually to lay hold on it by faith’.

(c)
The third error is to believe that baptism itself continues to be ‘valid’ for us even if we later reject Christian faith.  If you truly do not believe and follow Jesus, your baptism becomes as if it never happened.  Baptism, like circumcision is primarily an inward reality.  (See Paul’s argument in Romans 2:25-29 where baptism equates to circumcision and having faith to keeping the law.)

4. Your Choice

In Morrison Chapel we are glad to baptize infants or not as parents desire.  The baptized child has received the outer sign of the New Covenant, thus recognising a status which by virtue of their Christian parentage is currently theirs (like boys in the Old Covenant).  The unbaptized child of Christian parents is a member of the Covenant, of the Kingdom of God and of the Church by virtue of their Christian parentage.  They only have not yet received the outer sign of the Covenant but they are members of it just as girls were members of the Old Covenant by virtue of their relationship to their parents.  The choice is yours.

5. Dedication and Thanksgiving

‘Dedication’ of infants of Christians has no solid New Testament warrant and has only recently come into use in some churches in the late 20th Century.  However, it does provide a way to celebrate the birth and seek God’s blessing on the child.  It may be helpful in cultures where infants are normally dedicated to heathen gods as an understandable alternative.  Being unbiblical doesn’t make dedication necessarily wrong.  However, it is more biblical to simply hold a simple service of thanksgiving for the birth.  This can be done very effectively in a small group.

Rev Stephen Durie
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