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Infant Baptism
Ever since the days of the Anabaptists, in the early part of the
sixteenth century, infant baptism has been a controverted question
in the Church. Also in our day there are those who reject
pedobaptism, because there is no text in the Bible which explicitly
commands that a1ao infants should be baptized, as they were
rommanded to be circumcised in the Old Testament.
'l'he words of our Savior "Go ye therefore and disciple all
naUom, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Ghost," though brief ond concise, are swlic:lently clear and plain to cover this point. Still it may be worth
our while to study the historic setting and background of these
words to determine their implication, and also the consequent
practise of the Church to learn in which sense those nearest to
the times of Christ understood these words; in other words,
whether there wu anything in the prevailing usages of the time
when these words were spoken and in the later practises of the
Church that will throw some light on the question whether or
not infanta are to be baptized.
When Jesus commanded to baptize the nations, He did not
introduce a rite the like of which had never been heard of before
and c:onceming the scope of which the disciples may have bad
a reuonable doubt whether or not it was also to be applied to
cblldren. Not only had John baptized in the wilderness, but
even among the Jews it had long been a practise to baptize•
people. For when the priests and Levites inquired of John,
who he WU, they found nothing strange and new in the rite of
baptism itself, but they questioned his authority to baptize. "Why
baptizest thou, then, if thou be not that Christ, nor Elias, neither
that prophet?" John 1:25. From Heb. 9:10 we leam that the
Jews had "diven baptisms," which were prescribed by the Levitical
Law, Num.19. These were baptisms for uncleanness and were
31
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repeated as occasion demanded. However, the priem and Levita
did not have these baptisms in mind when they interviewed Jahn.
His WU a different baptlam, a baptism for diac:lplesblp. Had he
baptJzed Gentiles to make them proselytes, they m1ght bave Jet It
paa; but John wu baptizing Jews, the children of Abraham, tbe
diaclplea of Moses, and for such a baptlam, so they believed, he
had no authority unless he be "that Christ, or EUu, or that
prophet."
All Jews, men, women, and children, regarded themselves u
having been baptized unto Moses, 1 Cor.10: 1, 2. Jewish writen
speak of their baptism as having taken place in the wUdemea.
Maimonides says: "By three things did 181'8el enter into covenant,
by circumcision and baptism and sacrifice. Circumcision wu In
J!'«ypt, as it is written: 'No uncircumcised person shall eat thereof.'
Baptism was in the wilderness just before the living of the Law,
as it is written: 'Sanctify them today and tomorrow, and let them
wash their clothes [washing of garments was undentood to mean
the washing of the whole body]. And sacrifice, as it is written
Ex. 24: 5.' " It is irrelevant to our present purpose to show whether
or not this baptism was a divine institution; suffice it to say that
the Jews believed that in the wilderness all the people, including
the children, were baptized. They furthermore held that this
baptism availed for all their descendants; filius b11ptiz11ti habrtur
PTO baptizato.
Hence, the natural Jew did not believe bimseH
or his children to be in need of baptism, which may somewhat
explain the attitude of the Pharisees and lawyers to the Baptism
of John, Luke 7: 30.
However, the case was quite different with proselytes, whose
forebears had not been baptized unto Moses. Maimonides writes:
"And so in all ages when an Ethnic is willing to enter into the
covenant and gather himself under the wings of the majesty of
God and take upon himself the yoke of the Law, he must be circumcised and baptized and bring a sacrifice; or if it be a woman,
be baptized and bring a sacrifice. As it is written, 'As you are,
so shall the stranger be,' Num. 15: 15. How are you? By circumcision and baptism and bringing of a sacrifice. So likewise
the stranger through all generations; by circumcision and baptism
• and bringing of sacrifice. . . . A stranger that is circumcised and
not baptized or baptized and not circumcised, he is not a proselyte
t.Ul he both be circumcised and baptized. And he must be baptized
in the presence of three." The Babylonian Talmud has this: "When
a proselyte is received, he must be circumcised; and when he is
cured [of the wound of circumcision], they baptize him in the
presence of two wise men, saying, 'Behold, he is an Israelite In
all things.' " It is evident, then, that the custom of the Jews before
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our Savior's time, and, they themselves affirm, from the belinning
of their Law, wu to baptize as well as clrcumclle any proselyte
that came over to them from the nations.
As In the wilderness the Jews were baptized and also their
chlJdren. 10 the baptism for proselytism was not llmlted to adult
penans, but It Included also little children. The Gemara Bnbylon
bu this: "If with a proselyte his sons and bis daughters be made
praaelytes, that which is done by their father redounds to their
good." "They are wont to baptize such a proselyte ln infancy
upon the profeuion of the House of JudgmenL" The Mlshna, both
of the Babylonian and the Jerusalem Talmud, speaks of children
over or under the age of three years being made proselytes
by baptlam. It II not our purpose to examine the Institution. the
validity, and the efficacy of this baptism for proselytism, we merely
wish to establish the fact that according to Jewish writers it was
• common practise among the Jews to baptize proselytes and that
it was just u common a practise to baptize the children of
pruselytes and that this practise dates back to the giving of the
Law and must have been in vogue at the time of our Savior.
Now, it is true, the question whether or not the Baptism which
Cbriat instituted should also be admlnlstered to children may not
be determined by what the Jews did with the children of proselytes
but must be answered from the words of institution. However,
if it had been the intention of Christ to limit His Baptism to
adult penons only, excluding infants, then we should expect that
in the lace of the prevailing Jewish custom of baptizing also
infants He lhould have forewarned His disciples, telling them very
pla1nJy that they should disciple or proselyte for Him only adult
PG'IODL Whenever a custom is continued, nothing need be said;
but if a radical change is made, then those who have grown up
under the old custom must be told. It is therefore no point against
infant baptism that in the command of Christ infants ue not
exprealy mentioned; it was not necessary to do this. Only in
tbe cue that they were to be excluded from Baptism special
mention of them would have been necessary. The disciples knew
that under Jewiah custom Gentile children were baptized to
become dJaclplu, or proselytes, of Moses; lf the Savior did not
want children to be made His disciples by Baptism, then He certainly would have 10 informed His disciples.
But what do we find? As the Jews made proselytes of the
Gentlla, lncludlng their children, so Christ tells His disciples to
disciple all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy GhosL In view of the prevailing
custom of the Jews we cannot help thinking that, nothing being
aid to the contrary, the Baptism of Christ in this point continued
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the common practise and wu intended for both adults and infatL
There is indeed a vast difference between the Jewish baptllm unto
proselytism and Christ's Baptism unto disclplesblp, u may be INII
from what the Bible teaches concerning the benefit and power of.
Christian Baptism. But in this point as to who is to be baptiml
there is no indication that any change was intended. "Cbrlat taalt
into His hands baptism as He found it, adding only this, that He
exalted it to a nobler purpose and to a larger use." (Lightfoot.)
Now, what do we learn concerning infant baptism from the
New Testament? Of the Baptism of John we read, Matt.3:5,1:
''Then went out to him Jerusalem and all Judea and all the
region round about Jordan and were baptized of him in Jordan,
confessing their sins." Children are not expressly mentioned, but
in view of the commonness of the thing for people that came to
be baptized to bring their children along with them, even u they
brought young children to Jesus that He should touch them.
Mark 10: 13, it is very probable that also children were baptized
of John.
In John 3: 3 we read: "Except a man be born again, be cannot
see the kingdom of God." Some have questioned whether Christ
really had Baptism in mind when He spoke these words. But
our Savior here uses an expression that was a current phrase
in His day and which all Jews understood to refer to baptism.
The Jews called the baptism of a Gentile his new birth, his
regeneration, being born again. In the Gemara we read: ''If any
one become a proselyte, he is like o child new born." And in
Maimonides: ''The Gentile that is made o proselyte, and the slave
that is made free, behold, he is like a child new-born." In the
Jewish mind the idea of a new birth was associated with baptism.
Christ uses this term, and in v. 5 adds the words "of water and
of the Spirit," thereby clearly indicating that He was speaking
of Baptism. To be sure, the new birth Christ had in mind and
the new birth of the Jewish baptism were by no means the same;
but the words "born again of water and the Spirit" could by
Nicodemus not have been understood otherwise than referring to
Baptism.
However, Christ did soy something that ran contrary to Jewish
opinion. The Jews did not exclude the children of the Gentiles
from their baptism; however, they exempted themselves and
their children, believing that they were to be accounted baptized
because of the baptism of their fathers in the wilderness and
therefore also reborn. And now Jesus tells this master in Israel
that whoever is to enter the kingdom of God must be bom apin,
not only the Gentiles but also the Jews, also Nicodemus: Christ
did not expressly mention children, but they are certainly included
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ID tbe word u;, any one. And in order that no one may think
that • cbUd is ln the kingdom of God by virtue of the baptism and
new birth of Its parents, He adds: "That which la born of the
llesh Is 8esb." v. 8. What Christ wishes to Impress upon Nicodemus Is that all men, Jews and Gentiles, men and women, adults
and children, are by reason of their natural birth flesh bom of
flesh and that they cannot enter the kingdom of God unless they
ue born again of water and the Spirit. Christ could not have
spoken u He did if children were not to be admitted to Baptism
ar If "the Infant of the believer obtains the regenerating grace
by virtue of his birth and descent from a believer In covenant with
God" (Shedd, according to Pop. svm., § 261).
The words of our Savior, Matt. 28:19, are just as plain. "Go.
Je therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost." By_
no trick of interpretation can we exclude children and infants
from tbe concept ''nations, ifvra, peoples." Speaking of the American people, or nation, no sane person would ever think of excluding our cbildren. What right, then, has any one to exclude them
fram the nations which by Baptism are to be made disciples
of Christ?
The Jewish practise throws some light on these words. Gentiles were Initiated into the Jewish religion by circumcision, baplilln, and sacrifice, and in the case of women, by baptism and
sacrifice. But such baptism was by no means denied to infants.
"An Israelite that takes a little heathen child or finds a heathen
infant and baptizes him for a proselyte, behold, he is a proselyte,"
Maimonides. Thus it was common usage to make Gentiles and
their children disciples of Moses by baptism. If Christ had contemplated a change so as to exclude little children, a definite.
statement lo that effect would have been necessary for the guidance of His disciples. But He throws the world open to them,
and it Is their commission to proselyte, to disciple, all nations.
But for the fact that again and again the argument against
Infant baptism la made that, before a person is baptized, he must
according to the words of Christ be taught, and that, because
Infants cannot be taught, their baptism must therefore be deferred unUl such instruction is possible, it would hardly seem
nec:eaary lo make answer thereto. For Christ does not say that
,i,-e must first teach, then baptize, and then teach again, but He
says: M110,.-C11icruT1 :cmci Tei iOvr,, disciple all nations, and then;
using participles, He tells us how this is to be done, namely, by
baptizing and by teaching them. The word 1&C1°'1nuo11n shows us
what is to be accomplished by Baptism and by teaching: ~
nations are to be made proselytes, discip1es, of Christ; they are to . _
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be made Christians. These words of our Savior contain not only
the command to baptize the nations, but they also show the
bleaainp of Baptism, communion with the Triune Goel, Father,
Son and Holy Ghost, and the power of Baptism to make us
disciples of Christ, to work faith.
Let us also look at Col. 2: 11, 12: "In whom also ye are clrcumclaed with the circumcision made without hands, in putting
off the body of sin by the circumcision of Christ; burled with
Him in Baptism, wherein also ye are risen with Him through
the faith of the operation of God, who hath raised Him from the
dead." Paul is addressing Christians and tells them that they allo
were circumcised, not, indeed, with the circumclslon made with
hands, as the Jews were circumcised in the flesh, but with the
circumcision of Christ, which consisted in putting off the body
of the sins of the flesh. And this inward, th.is spiritual clrc:umcision took place when they were buried with Christ in Baptism.
Paul does not mean to say that the outward rite of Baptism bu
taken the place of the outward rite of circumcision. Neverthelea,
there is a certain resemblance between the carnal circumcilion
of the Jews and the spiritual circumcision of the Christians in
Bapllsm. It is therefore not doing violence to the sense of the
text to say that even as the circumcision of the flesh, which wu
symbolical of the circumcision of the heart (Num.10: 16), was
performed on infants, so Baptism, which also signifies an Inward
circumcision, should likewise be administered to children.
What was the practise of the apostles? It is true no expresa
mention is made of children that were baptized. This we can well
understand, for the apostles could not reach the children except
through the parents, who had authority over them. But when
they had won the parents, it is very likely that these would follow
the established Jewish custom of baptizing the cblldren of the
proselytes at the request of their fathers or mothers, and would
therefore bring also their children to be made disciples of Christ
by Baptism. Thus we read of the jailer at Philippi that be and
all his were baptized (Acts 16:33), and of Lydia we read that she
was baptized and her household (v.15). There is no instance on
record where the baptism of any child was deferred just became
he was stlll a child. I.f the Christian practise in th.is respect WU
to differ from the prevailing Jewish practise, we should expect
some mention of this fact. In the matter of circumc:Jsion there
was a difference. When the Judalzing Christians insisted that
the Gentiles must needs be circumcised, the apostles took a definite
stand against it. If the Church had not baptized the children of
the Gentiles that were received into its communion, would not
the same Jews have pointed to the custom of the Jewish Church,
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whicb baptized the c:hlldren of the proselytes, and have Insisted
that tbe chUdren of the Gentiles abould a1ao be baptized? But
there la no Indication of any such question confronting the Church;
hence lta practlae must have conformed to the Jewish practise in
this reapect. The Judaizlng brethren ralaed an laue on practically
every point on which there was a departure In the Christian
Church from their former customs; but no laue was raised on
Infant baptlam. Hence we must conclude that the practlae of the
Jew., who baptized the children of proselyta, was continued by
the Chrlltlana and that they baptized alao children for discipleship of Chriat. "If baptism and baptizing of infants had been
• new thine and unheard of till John Baptist came, as circumcision
WU till God appointed it to Abraham, there would have been, no
doubt, an express command for baptizing infants, as there was for
c:ircumclalon. But when the baptizing of infants was a thing commonly known and used, as appears by uncontestable evidence from
their (Jews') writers, there need not be express assertion that
such and such persons were to be the object of baptism, when
it wu well known, before the Gospel began, that men, women,
and children were baptized." (Lightfoot.)
One of the oldest. postapostolic testimonies for infant baptism
we find In Justin Martyr's Apology. Speaking of the manner in
which men were made new by Christ and dedicated themselves to
God, he AY• of those who were persuaded and believed the things
taught among them: "Then they are led by us to where there is
water, and according to the regeneration according to which we
ourselves were regenerated they are regenerated." According
to the usage of the times the words "rege.n eraUon" and "regenerated" st.and for "baptism" and ''baptized" (see Tit. 3: 5), even as
the Jews called their baptism a regeneration. In another place he
says: "Several persons, male and {emnle, of sixty and seventy
Years, who were made disciples to Christ in their childhood
(ot he xm&ar, iJ&Uh11:1uhiaa.v 1:ct, Xolmc'i\] do continue uncorrupted."
Here Justin Martyr tells us that there were among them some
men and women who in their childhood iµu011nvthiauv, were made
disciples to Christ Let us note that he uses the same word,
l11Giqtr6hic,cw, which we find in Mat.t. 28: 19, l&Uf'luuacm:, and shows
Ill that these people were in their childhood made disciples,
regenerated, baptized. Now, it is assumed that Justin Martyr
wrote about ninety years after Matthew, who wrote several decad~
after the ucension of Christ. Hence the people who at the writing
of Justin Martyr were about seventy years old must have been made
disciples of Christ some thirty or thirty-five yean after the ascension, that ls, In the midst of the apostolic times, within a generatian
after Matthew's writing.
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•· Another witness is Irenaeus, the most eminent teacher al tbe
Church in the secopd half of the second century. He 1lbwlll
uses the term "regeneration" to signify ''baptism." In bis book
Adveraua Haereaea he writes: "And again, when He pve Bis
disciples the commission of regenerating unto God, He said unto
them: 'Go and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.'" Here the commission of regenerating simply means the commlsaion of baptizing. In another place Irenaeua says: "For He came to ave
all persons by Himself; all, I mean, who by Him are regenerated
unto God - infants and little ones and children and youths and
elder persona. Therefore He went through the several age,, frw
infants being made an infant, sanctifying infants; to the little ones
He was made a little one, sanctifying those of that age and also
giving them an example of godliness, justice, and dutifulness; for
youths He was a youth," etc. When Irenaeua speaks of Infants
regenerated, it is plain enough that these are not capable of
regeneration in any other sense of the word than u it is wrought bf
Baptism, i. e., the outward act of baptism accompanied· with that
grace of God whereby He regenerates their hearts.
Origen, 185-254, in his Comments on. Roman.a, translated Into
Latin by Rufinus, has this : "For this also it was that the Church
had from the apostles a tradition to give Baptism even to Infants.
For they to whom the divine mysteries were committed knew that
there is in all persons a natural pollution of sin, which must be
done away by water and the Spirit, by reason of which the body
itself is also called the body of sin."
In the writings of Augustine, 354-430, we find copious ref.
erences to infant baptism. In a letter to Boniface he writes:
"Let not that disturb you that some people do not briDI their
infants to Baptism with the faith [purpose] that they may by
spiritual grace be regenerated to eternal life, but because they
think they do procure or preserve their bodily health by this
remedy. For the children do not therefore fail of being retm·
erated because they are not brought by others with this intention."
Many other writers might be quoted, who all show that Infant baptism was a universal practise in the Church from the day
of the apostles down to the rise of the Anabaptists in the sixteenth
century.•
At the present time infant baptism is consistently prac:tlled In
the Lutheran and Catholic churches. In some Reformed bodies It
has been entirely discarded, and where still observed, it is not
• For a comprehensive treatment of the history of Infant baJrtU!D we
would refer to Htatory of lnf11nt B11ptiam, by Dr. W. Wall, Vicar cif Shan-In
ham In Kent, 1875-1728, from which book wu taken much of the •
formation offered In this arUc:le.
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held to be necessary. Generally speaking, the objections to infant
baptism are of two kinds; one pertains to the infant, the other to
Baptism ltalf.

One objection to infant baptism is based on the seeming inabWty of the child to understand and to appreciate what ls being
done with It. For this reason it is held that Baptism is absolutely
uwlea to the child. It is true, as we look upon the Infants we
baptize, we observe that sometimes they sleep, sometimes they
cry, or appear altogether unconcerned os to what is being said
and done. And it ls quite natural that the thought comes to us,
How can this baptism be of any benefit to the infant, and what is
the use of baptizing him? These rationalistic considerations are
perhaps the chief reason why some defer the baptism of their
children until they have reached the age of assent.
However, the same line of reasoning might have been advanced
apimt circumcision. Still, it was definitely commanded that a
child elght days old was to be circumcised, Gen.17: 12. Besides,
parents do not follow that rule otherwise with their children in
temporal affaln. They will do for their children what they believe
to be good for them, even though these do not assent or are
vehemently opposed to it. Where there is a question whether
or not a thing is beneficial, the concerns of the child are not lightly
to be disposed of by another; but in Baptism the benefit is evident
and unquesUonable: the child enters into communion with God
and ls made the recipient of His grace. In every case it is for the
&aocl of the child to be baptized; therefore children should be
brought to baptism even though, as it may seem to us, they do not
tOlllciously aaent. One may privilege a person though he be
incapable of knowing it. The argument that by infant baptism we
Pftdetermine the religion of the child has as little force as the
uiument that by the schooling and education we give a child
we predetermine his career in life. We do the one; why not
the other?
In Baptism large benefits and privileges are bestowed upon the
child. It ls a means of grace, through which God's grace and
forgiveness ls not only offered but through which also the Holy
Ghost ls given, who so operates on the heart of the child that
by faith he accepts the proffered gifts. How this is done is a
profound mystery to us. But for the fact that it is done, we have
the authority of God, who tells us that by water and the Spirit
'ft are born again (John 3:5) and who calls Baptism a washing
of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Ghost (Tit. 3:5). Children, who by their natural birth are flesh bom of flesh, are by
Baptism reborn unto God and become partakers of all His blessings
in Christ.
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Thia benefit and power of Baptlam is denied by maa,y. Ami
this .is the other reason why they object to Infant baptilm. Baformed theology holds that the Word and the Sacnments an
not means by which God imparta His Spirit and grace. With
respect to Baptism the Reformed confessions state that it mereb'
symbolizes regeneration and forgiveness of sins and is an outward
token and seal that regeneration and purification has been effected
by the Holy Ghost. "Baptism is not a means of regeneration. ..•
It does not confer the Holy Gost as a regenerating Spirit, but ii the
authentic token that the Holy Spirit has been, or will be, conferred, that regeneration has been, or wlll be, effected." (Pop.
Sr,m., H 260, 261.) According to this idea it is not the Holy Ghost
who acts and operates through Baptism, but rather it is man who
does something; namely, by submitting to baptism he shows that
in some other mysterious way the Holy Ghost has regenerated
him, or will yet regenerate him.
If this were so, there would certainly be no reason why children should be baptized, because there is no way we know of
in which God might have imparted His Spirit and grace to little
children for their regeneration, and therefore their baptism could
not symbolize this regeneration unless it be assumed, and It is
assumed, that "the infant of the believer obtains the regenerating
grace by virtue of his birth and descent from a believer in
covenant with God" (Pop. Sym., § 261). This idea harks back
to the old Jewish opinion thnt membership in the covenant of
God is transmitted by natural birth from a believing parent and
flatly contradicts the statement of Christ: 'That which is bom of
the flesh is flesh," John 3:6. If Baptism is not a means throulh
which the Holy Ghost effects regeneration but only a token that
in some other way it has been effected, then we can well understand that it should be deferred until such a time when a person
can give articulate confession of the regeneration that was wrought
in him.
The indifference towards, and the neglect of, infant baptism
which we find in many churches of our day have their root in
the denial that Baptism is indeed a means of grace, through which
God's Spirit is shed upon us abundantly to bestow on us grace
and forgiveness and to work in the soul that faith whereby we
accept these gifts and thus are regenerated. To convince them
of their error, we must point to the command of Christ which tells
us to disciple all nations, which certainly includes infants and
children. We must show that all children are flesh bom of flesh
and do not inherit from their parents membership in the covenant
of grace, but must themselves be born again of water and the
Spirit If they are to enter the kingdom of God. Finally, they
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1DU1t learn &om the Bible that Baptism la the means through
which Goel bestows ll'8Ce and works regeneration in the heart.

Whoever undentanda the Bibllcal teaching of the natural depravity
cbUdren and of the benefit and power of Baptism will not
hesitate to have his children baptized.
E. w. A. KoZBLZR
River Forest, m.

al

Holy Scripture or Christ?
In his HinO'f'JI of Chriatia11, Doctrine G. P . Fisher points out
that "among Protestants and Roman Catholics the old question
respecting the seat of authority in religion la once more eagerly
disputed. Since Coleridge and Schleiermacher insisted that the
primary object of faith is not the Bible but Christ, there has
been a growing tendency to regard the Scriptures less as an
authoritative manual of revealed tenets in theology and morals
than u the medium of disclosing to us the personal Christ and
the Import of His mission and teaching. The absolute inerrancy
of Scriptural statements, especially in the narrative portions of
the Bible, is no longer maintained in England and America by
numerous theologians who are firmly attached to the principal
doctrines of the Evangelical system" (p. 547). Is Christ the primuy authority in religion, or is it Holy Scripture? In other
words, ii the source and fountain of the Christian faith (fide. qwze
cnclitur), of the Christian doctrine, the Bible, or Christ? And
that means, Is saving faith (fi.des quae creditut') based on the
word of Scripture or on the word of Christ?

1
Ouist ii the sole authority in religion. 'Diat goes without
saying, among Christians. Only His Word counts, only His Word
lives life. Christ Himself declared that "one la your Master,
even Christ" (Matt. 23: 10), and the Father's voice spoke out of
the cloud: ''Thia is My beloved Son; hear ye Him," Matt.17:5.
There can be no other authority: "No man hath seen God at any
time; the only-begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father,
He hath declared Him," John J:18. And these words of Christ
are the source of life. They offer us the life eternal, gained for us
by Christ; they create faith, and faith relies upon them. ''The
words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life,.,
John 8:63. They give us confidence and assurance. We are sure
of the forgiveness of our sins, because we have Christ's word
for il -There is but one authority in religion, so that "if any
man teach otherwise and consent not to wholesome words, even
the words of our Lord Jesus Christ, he is proud, knowing nothing,"
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