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Preface






The recent revival of interest in the sacrament of Holy Baptism suggests that the time is now ripe for a fresh study of the contribution made to this subject by the Anglican Reformers. For the most part such a study will be largely an essay in historical theology. To that extent it may appear to be rather remote from contemporary needs and contemporary issues. The modern outlook has enlarged. New problems have arisen. In theology, as in life as a whole, new situations have emerged for which the old solutions do not appear to suffice. But while all that is true, it is also true that we cannot afford simply to ignore the lessons of the past. An inquiry into the teaching of any age, and especially of so formative an age as that of the Reformation, is not merely useful but essential if we are to understand the present situation, to see it in its interconnection with the past, and to bring to the study of it the stimulus which is given by contact with the great thinkers of a great epoch. The field of investigation is restricted, but a large area of intellectual activity is opened up. Some of the controversies may be petty and tiresome in detail, but high and abiding principles are always involved.


Apart from the general value, which is of course the value of all history, the investigation has a particular interest because much of the material has a direct as well as an indirect bearing upon the problems which still confront us. There are the general problems like infant baptism and “indiscriminate” baptism, both of which were discussed in the Reformation periods, and on both of which valuable insights may be gained by a consideration of the arguments then advanced. Indeed, many of the points which may seem to us to be startling and novel will be found to be the old ones dressed up in the speech and thought forms of a new age. Again, the study has a considerable ecumenical interest, since it touches on the wider problems of the status and standpoint of the Anglican communion both within itself and in relation to other churches. Naturally, this aspect is of greater interest to members of that communion, but the problems of one communion cannot be of only local interest, especially when that communion has preserved a certain continuity in liturgy and order while accepting the Reformed reconstruction in doctrine.


From this standpoint there are two main questions involved; that of the ultimate truth of the confessional teaching in the light of present-day criticisms, and that of loyalty to the actual formulation as the established rule of faith, and the limits of legitimate interpretation of that formulation. In a sense, of course, both questions are primarily questions of the domestic discipline of the Church of England, and in the prevailing doctrinal as well as liturgical confusion in that church any contribution towards the elucidation of the confession has an obvious value. But the questions are also wider questions of intercommunion. There are many Anglicans who like to see in their church a possible bridge-church between the “Catholic” and “Evangelical” communions. In point of fact, however, there is a danger that it may become an island-church, with communion neither on the one side nor the other. On the one side its orders and liturgy are rejected by the Church of Rome, and on the other it refuses to make doctrinal affiliation a ground of fellowship with non-episcopal churches. Inter-communion will be possible only as dogmatic issues like that of baptism are honestly faced, and if it is found that in these matters the Anglican fathers and the confessions which they issued involve a substantial identity in doctrine with the other Protestant churches, then a big step will be taken towards the re-establishment of those brotherly relations which were assumed and accepted in the sixteenth century.


It is with this hope, and with the desire that light may be shed upon our understanding of the great sacrament of baptism, that the present modest contribution is made to the discussion of the subject.












Introduction






The impression has sometimes been gained that the Anglican Reformers had no great interest in the doctrine of baptism. Their concern about the eucharistic question is evident, for it was largely over the “sacrament of the altar” that the decisive battle of the English Reformation was fought. And there can be no doubt, of course, that it was the second sacrament which did attract the greater notice. Yet it must not be supposed that they entirely neglected the first sacrament, or that they took over the traditional teaching with very little change. It is true, no doubt, that a comparison of the baptismal office with the parallel service in the Church of Rome will reveal not a few points of similarity, but the fact that there is an inevitable agreement in certain matters must not blind us to the fact that the Reformers themselves may have been conscious of fundamental cleavages at others. Such a consciousness arose out of a detailed consideration of the whole question.


In point of fact, the baptismal question was forced upon the Anglican no less than the Continental reformers by extraneous circumstances, and they had no option but to think out the doctrinal questions involved. For one thing, the very discussion of the doctrine of the Lord’s supper carried with it inevitably a study of the parallel sacrament of baptism, for although the two sacraments were seen to differ in nature, and purpose, and application, they were also seen to correspond closely to one another in their general character and operation: to be, in fact, identical in constitution and principle. This point emerges clearly in Cranmer’s True and Catholic Doctrine,1 in which he illustrates his teaching on the one sacrament by generally accepted views in relation to the other.


But again, as the sacrament of remission and regeneration, baptism was very closely connected with justification. As Luther’s Sermon on Baptism makes clear, it was because he had won through to an evangelical understanding of justification that he came to a new study and a deeper apprehension of the meaning of baptism. It was no accident that Romans 6 formed an integral part of the great epistle of justification. And the relationship between baptism and justification was clearly perceived by the Anglican Reformers too: indeed, it could hardly be otherwise when a traditionalist like Stephen Gardiner asserted bluntly that we are all justified “in the sacrament of baptisme before we could talke of the justification we strive for”.2 At this point the sacramentalist and evangelical conceptions confronted each other in all their starkness. The maintenance of a Reformed doctrine of justification depended upon a rethinking of the meaning and efficacy of baptism.


The question pressed even more acutely. The emergence of Anabaptism, which insisted that baptism is merely a sign of individual conversion and the new birth, made it imperative that the Reformers should either accept this more radical view or give good reasons for its rejection. The challenge was a seribus one, for in Wittenberg the Zwickau prophets were carrying all before them prior to the return of Luther,3 and in Zürich Zwingli was at first a friend of Grebel and Manz, and sympathized with their teaching.4 But although much of the opposition to the Anabaptists was on social grounds, and because of their uncomfortable ideas of church and state, in the long run the Reformers had to oppose them because they could not agree that their crucial doctrine of adult baptism was well founded either biblically or theologically. In a word, the Anabaptist attack did involve a profound and serious wrestling with the whole meaning and efficacy of baptism.


Now it is true that during the Reformation period Anabaptism never assumed any serious proportions in England. It was confined almost exclusively to the Eastern counties, and those convicted of the error were mostly of Dutch or German extraction. A first proclamation was issued against Anabaptists after the Münster tragedy of 1534,5 and quite a number were arraigned in 1535, of whom some were pardoned, some executed.6 A commission was appointed to root them out in 1538, and their books were proscribed in 1539, but there was no serious danger. During the reign of Edward, Ridley and Latimer were sent to Kent to deal with more Dutch Anabaptists. Some English adherents also appeared, notably Joan Boucher, who held the common Anabaptist view that Christ did not take flesh from the Virgin; the courtier Robert Cooke, who “denied both baptism and original sin”;7 and a certain Michael Thombe, who claimed that “the baptism of infants is not profitable because it goeth without faith”.8 It was suspected that the Papists employed emissaries to spread the heresy.9 Great pains were taken to refute it, both in the 42 Articles and in various individual writings, mostly translations from the Continental reformers.10 The proclamation against the Anabaptists was revived under Elizabeth. A few were expelled in 1562, but their numbers must have been small, for in 1567 Jewel could claim that there were none at all in England. There was a fresh outbreak, especially of Familism, during the period after 1574. It must be remembered, however, that in the later sixteenth century the term Anabaptism was a useful term of abuse applied indiscriminately but quite wrongly to the Separatists11 and even the Puritans.12 It has still to be shown that the number of native Anabaptists was ever very large.


But while the fewness of English Anabaptists may be admitted, this does not mean that the Anglican Reformers could ignore the Anabaptist menace. The zealous protagonists of the new doctrine had constantly to be watched and their propaganda encountered. Persecuted in all countries and by all parties,13 they were always on the look-out to effect an entry. Although the arm of the State could be called in to check their activities, a theological bulwark was also needed against their teachings. The Anglicans had in fact no option but to examine and refute the Anabaptist doctrine of baptism, and this necessarily involved a consideration of baptismal doctrine as a whole.


For these three reasons, then, the Reformers were forced to reckon radically and seriously with the subject of baptism. And even on the surface there is a sufficient unanimity of opinion to make possible a general survey and presentation of their teaching. That there should be a certain amount of minor disagreement was inevitable, for the questions involved were both complex and difficult. But in spite of the variations in detail, it is still the case that, when the baptismal doctrine of the Anglican Reformers is considered, it does form a most definite and by no means negligible whole. It forms a whole which may be related without difficulty to the larger whole of Reformation teaching in general. It forms a whole which stands over against the traditionalist whole in sharp and uncompromising hostility.
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I

The Sacrament









(1) General Concept


The Reformers inherited the sacrament of baptism from the medieval church, but in this as in other matters they were anxious to test the accepted usage by the supreme rule of Holy Scripture. For that reason they were led to some extent to consider the foundations of the rite even from the linguistic stand-point. Of course, too much must not be expected of them in this direction. The Reformers had learned the need for a great carefulness in exegesis, but they had no gratuitous linguistic or historical interest. They were not scholars even in the sense that Erasmus was a scholar. Certainly they did not share the enthusiasm for the historical method, or the faith in it, which have characterized the more modern period. Their interest was for the most part engaged only where grammatical inquiry might determine a disputed doctrinal point.


In these circumstances the paucity of purely linguistic discussion can hardly surprise even if it may disappoint us. There had been definitions even in the older theology. Thomas, for instance, had granted that the word baptism could be used for any kind of washing, but he had alleged three reasons for giving to the general term a specific Christian connotation: first, because baptism as it is practised in the church is more than a washing; second, because the sacrament of baptism is a particular use of water; and third, because the baptismal “word” is added to the element.1 The Tridentines were merely following Thomas when they explained that the Greek word may be used for any kind of ablution, but “that with the ecclesiastical writers it denotes that ecclesiastical use which belongs to the sacraments”.2


Of the Reformers abroad it was Luther who was primarily interested in the linguistic aspect. In an early sketch he contrasted Christian baptism with the ceremonial washings of the Jews and the Johannine rite, linking the three in a quasi-evolutionary theological scheme.3 Again, in his Sermon on Baptism he discussed the derivation of the two terms mersio and touff, connecting the latter with tief and pointing out that in both cases the root-idea is submersion under the water.4 Once again, the linguistic study was occasioned by more strictly dogmatic considerations, and subordinated to them.


It was the same dogmatic concern which prompted the parallel inquiry of Zwingli into the use of the term “baptism” in the New Testament. Not very convincingly, he attempted to distinguish four different senses: the baptism of water, the baptism of the Spirit, the baptism of teaching, and the baptism of faith and profession.5 With a different intention, some of the Anabaptists tried to press the fact that the term “baptism” has a wider and more general connotation: their deduction being that Christian baptism does not differ in kind or efficacy from similar washings amongst the Jews and Turks. Rogers noted that the Bannisterians held a view of this type.6 But this early if tendentious effort at a comparative study was decisively rejected by the Reformers.


The Anglicans had singularly little interest in the question of origin or derivation. The matter was not discussed at all until the publication of the Rhemish New Testament. Even then it arose only in a wider context, for Fulke used the example of baptism to show that the originals often justify the non-ecclesiastical rendering of ecclesiastical terms: “This word baptisma signifies by ecclesiastical use the sacrament of holy baptism, yet you are enforced Mark 7 to translate baptismata ‘washings’.”7 The reference was purely polemical in purpose. By and large we may say that the. Reformers were satisfied with the traditional interpretation. The word “baptism” signified “washing”, but in the Christian church it was applied specifically to the sacramental washing, holy baptism. No very significant doctrinal point appeared to be at issue in this connection, and having no historical interest except in the service of doctrine, they did not see any great necessity to press the matter more closely.


In the form in which it interested the theologian, baptism was the rite which has been handed down from the earliest days of Christianity as the first and initiatory sacrament. But the ranking of baptism as a sacrament raised a preliminary question in which the Anglican teaching especially still demands clarification. In the Middle Ages the number of acknowledged sacraments had been fixed as seven. Of course, it had always been seen that in the early church the term “sacrament” was used in an extended sense,8 but after some disputing the Schoolmen had laid it down that there are seven particular signs appointed by God as special means of grace. For all seven the divine institution was expressly claimed9 and the authority of Scripture and the Councils as well as tradition was alleged in favour of this particular number.10 It was not pretended, of course, that all seven were of equal rank. Baptism, communion and penance were singled out as “generally necessary to salvation”, and even of these communion was exalted as the most excellent11 to all the seven the term sacrament was applied even in its more rigorous sense.


Earlier critics of the medieval system do not seem to have taken up this point, for Wycliffe could still refer to seven sacraments in his Trialogus.12 But in the first days of the Reformation Luther boldly singled out the three pre-eminent sacraments and contended that they alone were sacraments of the Gospel instituted by the Lord Himself. The others could be termed sacraments in a loose sense, but not strictly or properly. Even of the three, baptism and communion were of higher dignity than penance.13 The Reformed school took up the same point, but more radically still, for Zwingli would admit only two evangelical or dominical sacraments14 and the Anabaptists were of the same mind, except for those like Franck who rejected all sacraments as mummery and childish play.15 Calvin made a clear distinction between sacraments in general and those sacraments which are the divinely appointed means of grace.16 Of the latter there are only the two, although as it was practised by the apostles confirmation might also be regarded as a temporary sacrament.17 The various Reformed confessions all made it clear that in the stricter sense there are “twa chiefe sacramentis onelie instituted by the Lord Jesus”, as the Scotch confession puts it.


In England Henry VIII had of course defended the seven sacraments in his rash assault upon Luther, who as he saw it had destroyed all the sacraments except baptism.18 The question did not arise seriously until 1536, when a great debate was held upon the subject in Convocation.19 Stokesley headed a considerable traditionalist party in support of the view that “the rites of confirmation, and of orders, and of annealing, and such other, ought to be called sacraments, and to be compared with baptism and the supper of the Lord”, but Cranmer himself favoured only the two sacraments, and he introduced the Scot Alesius as a chief speaker in the discussion. According to Alesius, a true sacrament must be of divine institution, and must have both a visible form and an invisible grace, which the Master of Sentences had equated with the remission of sins. Only the two main sacraments answered to these tests. Cranmer followed up the debate with a questionnaire on the Scriptural evidence, and in his own reply he stated: “I find not in the Scripture, the matter, nature and effect of all those which we call the seven sacraments, but only of certain of them, as baptism.”20


In the reign of Edward VI the Reformed view quickly established itself. Three sacraments could still be asserted in the Lutheran Cranmer’s Catechism,21 but Hooper saw only two sacraments “with their proper promises, and proper commandments”,22 and Nowell claimed that “Christ instituted only two sacraments in his church”.23 This teaching evidently filtered down to the rank and file, for under Mary the “error” was sufficiently important to be noticed in the official interrogatory, and although there were a few like Elizabeth Thackvel and Kathleen Hut who “could not tell what a sacrament is”,24 Iveson and many others answered that “there be in the catholic church of Christ two sacraments only”.25


The Elizabethans adopted the same position, as we may see from Jewel’s statement in the Apology: “We acknowledge that there are two sacraments properly so called: for so many we see were delivered by Christ, and approved by St. Ambrose, St. Augustine, and the ancient fathers.”26 The two decisive tests of the true sacraments were the element and the institution, as Jewel pointed out in his larger Treatise of the Sacraments.27


It is in the light of statements such as these that the Article (25) has to be understood, and the statement is clear and definite. There are only two sacraments of the Gospel generally necessary to salvation. The five other rites are perhaps sacramental in a loose sense, but they are not sacraments according to the strict and proper meaning of the term. Some are states of life which have a sacramental aspect. Others are based on apostolic customs which may still be turned to a profitable use, although not in any way obligatory. The words “commonly called sacraments” indicate, perhaps, a willingness to ascribe a wider sacramental significance to these rites or states, but they can hardly be construed to mean that the five are after all true sacraments by popular consent. The point is made much more fully and with complete clarity in the Homily on Common Prayer and the Sacraments approved in Article 35.


Baptism, then, was one of the two evangelical sacraments for which element, institution and promise could all be claimed. It was in this theological context that the Reformers sought to understand its real basis and meaning. As they saw it, they were not dealing with a human and historical rite, venerable only by reason of its associations and antiquity, but with a divinely appointed means of grace. Baptism was a visible sign with an invisible signification and grace.


It was by reason of this divine aspect that in common with earlier writers the Reformers emphasized the twofold and even threefold use of the term in apostolic and patristic writings. The distinction had already been clearly made by Thomas, for in spite of the possible objection from Ephesians 4:5 Thomas had contended strongly for a threefold baptism, pointing out that the baptism of blood and the baptism of the Spirit had always been accepted as full equivalents for water-baptism.28 could not be regarded as a fourth equivalent, since the fire of Matthew 3:2 was merely symbolical of the Holy Spirit.29


Wycliffe in the fourteenth century had tried to press the distinction in an evangelical direction, claiming that “ther ben three baptisingis: the firste … in water, the tother … with blood, but the thridde baptising, moost needeful and moost worth, is purging of the Hooli Goost”.30 Some of his followers carried the emphasis almost to a denial of the external act. Swinderby argued that the water of John 3:5 does not signify real water any more than does the fire of Matthew 3:2 real fire,31 and John Pyke maintained that there is no baptism but of the Holy Spirit.32 The same view was to appear again amongst the Anabaptists.


The Reformers were not sidetracked into this depreciation of the external washing, but they accepted the general distinction between the baptism of water and the baptism of the Spirit. Zwingli broke new ground when he claimed that there is a baptism of teaching and faith as well as of water and the Spirit. But the other Reformers did not develop this analysis. For the most part they were content to see only the twofold baptism, of water and the Spirit.33


In England a considerable stress was laid upon the threefoldness of baptism. Tyndale set the fashion by making the Johan- nine link of water, blood and Spirit.34 He was followed by Becon, who emphasized the fact that without the inward baptism of the Spirit, which is the true baptism, “the outward baptism of the water profiteth nothing”,35 a good Zwinglian assertion. Elsewhere Becon mentioned the three baptisms of the Spirit, blood and water, of which three “the baptism of water is the most inferior”.36 Ultimately, however, the three were only the different moments of the one baptism, “of divers diversely taken”.37 Sandys made a similar distinction between the outward washing and the inward cleansing,38 and Jewel contended for a threefold baptism, the outward water being a witness to the cleansing death and resurrection of Christ and also to the purgation of the life-giving Spirit.39


The Reformers did not attempt to separate between a so-called water-baptism for repentance and a Spirit-baptism for regeneration and inward filling. Certain texts of the New Testament can be and have been read in this way. An almost inevitable result is either to deny water-baptism altogether or to depreciate its importance by linking up the Spirit-baptism with confirmation, of which it becomes the otherwise obscure inward grace. The earlier practice of taking baptism and confirmation together has sometimes been advanced in favour of this view.40 But what the Reformers were contending for was not the twofoldness of baptism and confirmation, but the twofoldness of baptism itself. Baptism was a human act, a washing in water: but it was also a divine act, the inward washing and regeneration of the Spirit. The two acts might not coincide in time, but both were necessary to constitute baptism in the full sense. It was this conception which underlay the clear-cut division of Tyndale between “those who are baptized in the flesh and those who are baptized in heart”.41 The same view may be found in such varied writers as Hooper,42 Cranmer,43 and the Elizabethan Lake,44 all of whom demanded both an internal and external baptism, but insisted upon the primacy of the baptism of the Spirit. If the baptism of blood played only a minor part in these discussions, the reason was that the question usually arose in relation to the alleged necessity of the sacrament. The concern of the Reformers was to show that it is not the external rite which alone or primarily constituted the sacrament.


The fact that baptism was an act of God as well as an act of man implied necessarily its divine origin. Historically, the rite could no doubt be traced back to Jewish and even pagan sources, but the human antecedents were not of great interest to the sixteenth-century theologians. What mattered to them was the divine authorization and authority, from which the sacrament derived its true signification and force.


At this point, as at so many others, the traditionalists and the Protestants were in substantial agreement. The main controversy arose in relation to the time of institution, which had always been a thorny point. Thomas had contributed an early and thorough discussion of the problem. In support of the favourite conception of an institution in Matthew 28 he saw three main arguments: first, that baptism derives its power only from the passion; second, that the mandate of Christ is necessary to its efficacy; and third, that it has been binding only since the passion. But Thomas himself inclined to the view that its institution dates from the baptism of Christ Himself, according to the teaching of Augustine. He conceded that it did not become obligatory until after the passion.45


The detailed argumentation of Thomas was not repeated by all theologians, but the traditionalists of the sixteenth century insisted upon the divine institution, as we may see both from the Canons46 and also from the Catechism of Trent.47 To the question of origin the answer of Thomas was given: “The sacrament was instituted by the Lord, when he himself, having been baptized of John, gave to the water the virtue of sanctifying. … After the resurrection of our Lord, he gave to the apostles the command: Go and teach all nations, baptizing them.”48


The Reformers had no great interest in the time of institution, except in so far as they claimed an identity with the baptism of John, but they all laid emphasis upon the fact of the divine institution. Luther spoke of God or Christ as the true author of baptism.49 Zwingli referred to the sacraments as bequeathed to us by Christ.50 Calvin inveighed strongly against those who usurped the divine prerogative by adding new sacraments: “Foolish men forge various sacraments at their pleasure, but as the word, which is the soul, is not in them, they are idle and unmeaning shadows.”51 It was largely because Christ alone can institute a sacrament that Calvin claimed Him as the author even of John’s baptism. In different ways the confessions all referred to the divine institution. The Confession of Faith in the name of the Church of France spoke of baptism as a treasure which God has placed in the church.52 Knox made the divine institution the test of a true sacrament, and derived the continued observance of baptism from the divine mandate.53


The English writers did not add anything new, but they made the usual points with impressive unanimity. Wycliffe already had pointed out that “God hath ordeigned, in tyme of his both lawes, how man shuld have sacramentis to make him able for this traveil”.54 He had found in Matthew 28 the authority for a continued use of baptism.55 In the earlier Reformation formularies, the Ten and Thirteen Articles,56 and the King’s Book,57 reference was made to the divine institution, and Cranmer mentioned it again in his Answer to the Men of Devon.58 Frith, Hooper and Becon all stressed the point, Becon claiming that “God the Father did first institute this holy sacrament with John”.59 At a later date the Reformed view was propagated in Bullinger’s Decades,60 and Hooker described baptism as “a sacrament which God hath instituted in His church”.61


The argument from the divine institution was used by Bonner in Mary’s reign as an argument against certain confessors who refused to accept “Papist” baptism. Thomas Haukes, for example, was told that baptism is commanded by the Word of God. Haukes did not deny this, but with Knox he could not agree that Papist baptism is the “trew baptisme whilke Cryst Jesus did institute”.62 The Separatists followed the same line of reasoning when they refused to be baptized in the established church, for it was one of their aims to have the sacrament administered “purely, onely, and all together according to the institution and good words of the Lord Jesus.”63 The one doctrine of the divine institution underlay both the demand for conformity and the refusal to conform.


The various official formularies all found a place for the doctrine. It was mentioned in Article 25, and in the Baptismal Office the words of institution were recited from Matthew 28. It is interesting that in the opening prayer there is perhaps an echo of Augustine’s view in the words: “Who by the baptism of Thy well-beloved Son in the river Jordan didst sanctify water to the mystical washing away of sin”, a phrase which was hotly contested by the Puritans. There was a further reference to the divine institution in the sacramental section later added to the Catechism.


Naturally, in the sixteenth century there was no question of applying historico-critical tests to the evangelical narratives. The verse in Matthew 28 was the main proof of a divine authorization, although it was supported by apostolic practice. Yet it must be remembered that the belief was of a piece with the general theology of the Reformers. According to their view, Christianity is not a human religion, but a divine revelation. It is not the culmination of a spiritual search, but the transscendent gift of God in the unique word and work and person of the divine Son. If this is the case, it is irrelevant to seek to understand the Christian mysteries in terms of their possible natural or historical development. The important thing concerning them is the fact that they have been divinely given.


It was because baptism was thought of as divinely given that it could be described in terms of what it was believed either to signify or to effect. At a later stage we shall have to study more closely both the signification and the effect, but already we may notice some of the terms by which it was defined and described. The terms do, of course, indicate the various effects or meaning ascribed to it, for, as the Reformers constantly insisted, the early writers commonly called the signs by the names of that which was signified.


On the traditionalist side the Catechism of Trent assembled many of the definitions used by earlier writers. It described baptism as the sacrament of faith, an illumination, a purgation, a planting, and a burial.64 In the later Greek and Russian symbols it was referred to as a washing, and as the extirpation of original sin.65 Elsewhere it had been called our regeneration, and the gateway or door of the Christian life.66


As will appear later, the Reformers had a particular interest in the signification of the sacrament, and they summed up the various meanings in the descriptive titles which they applied to it. Luther defined baptism as a conjunction of word and water, the water being the water of life which is rich in grace, the bath of regeneration.67 In the Confession of Seventeen Articles it was described as a holy and mighty thing, a bath of regeneration and spiritual renewal.68 Again, baptism was a divine covenant of grace given under a visible form.69 Melanchthon had much the same thought in mind when he styled it the sign of a divine promise.


The covenantal aspect was particularly prominent in Zwingli, for whom baptism was essentially a pledge or initiatory sign.70 Baptism was the covenant sign of the people of God, and it served as their badge of allegiance.71 The Anabaptists developed this idea, interpreting the external rite as a public confession and witness.72 On this view, the human aspect tended to become much more pronounced, and baptism was no longer defined in terms of its inward grace.


With Calvin the emphasis shifted, for while he rejected sacramentalist conceptions he certainly maintained a high doctrine of the sacraments. One of the titles which he frequently applied to both sacraments was that of a “visible word”, a testimony to the grace of God.73 But he could also call the sacrament an instrument by which God Himself acts.74 Baptism was still an initiatory sign, but it pointed not merely to our entrance into the church, but to our insertion into Christ.75 Like the Lord’s supper, it was a mark or badge of the Christian profession and fraternity,76 but it was also a badge and attestation of the divine grace and seal of the divine promise.77 Stressing as he did the divine as well as the human aspect, Calvin could easily refer to the sacrament in terms of its signification, as a spiritual washing and sign of regeneration. The Confessions and the later Reformed theologians concentrated upon the two aspects, covenant and regeneration: thus Knox described baptism as “a holie syne and seale of God’s promesses”,78 and Heidegger entitled it the sacrament of regeneration.


It would be tedious to list in detail the various Anglican definitions, which for the most part followed the same lines. Tyndale, for example, described baptism as a witness, as the bond and seal of the covenant,79 and as “the sign of repentance (or, if they will so have it called, penance), washing and new birth”.80 For Frith it was a token of grace and free mercy, the fountain of the new birth.81 The covenantal aspect found a place even in the King’s Book, and for the majority of writers baptism served as “a testimony to God’s promise”, “a certain pledge of his love”, “a seal and covenant”, “a confirmation and heavenly token”, “an evidence and sealed charter”, “a substantial covenant and agreement”. But it could also be described as “a certain entry by which we are received”, “a cleansing away of sin”, “the fount of regeneration”, “life”, “salvation”, “the forgiveness of sins”, “the power of God to resurrection”. Amongst less common definitions we may mention that of the King’s Book, which equated baptism and justification,82 Cranmer’s reference to baptism as a receiving of the Holy Ghost and putting Christ upon us,83 Becon’s description of it as the seal of righteousness,84 and Whitgift’s as the seal of faith,85 the two latter being combined in Bullinger’s “seal of the righteousness of faith”.86 Jewel quoted Tertullian to the effect that baptism may rightly be regarded as a sacrifice, but his main concern was to refute false ideas of the sacrifice of the mass.87


The definition given in the Article is rather disappointing, as such statements usually are. In an attempt to be comprehensive it seems to fail in precision. But a comparison with the individual descriptions will show that it is not quite so vague as sometimes suggested. Baptism is a sign of profession and mark of difference – this includes rather than refutes the Sacramentarian view. It is also a sign of the new birth – the normal Reformed interpretation. It is an instrument to graft into the church – the idea of initiation or entry. And it is the seal of the divine promise of forgiveness and adoption – as in all the Protestant teaching. The term “instrument” has attracted some attention, but it is not without parallel in Reformation writings abroad.


With regard to the definitions as a whole, three points may be made. First, they all remain within the general tradition of the church. More modern definitions like Quick’s “sacrament of the divine Fatherhood” would have sounded strangely in the Reformers’ ears. The new feature was perhaps the greater insistence upon profession and covenant. Second, the sacrament was interpreted in terms of the word. Just as the word might be described as the word of life, so baptism might be described as the water of regeneration; not as the source or cause, but as the sign and means. Finally, in its full sense the sacrament included the thing signified as well as the sign. That is why the Reformers could give even to the external sign the title of the internal grace, not as itself the reality, but as the sign of the reality. The language of sacramentalism could be used, but in a purified and evangelical sense.


The fact that baptism was classified as the first of the two dominical sacraments inevitably suggested a certain comparison with its sister-sacrament, the Lord’s supper.


The point is not quite so academic as it may appear, for in the sixteenth century the “sacrament of the altar” was accorded a position of absolute pre-eminence in the sacramental hierarchy, as containing not grace only, but the very author of grace.88 It was on this ground that Gardiner objected to Cranmer’s coupling of baptism and the supper in their eucharistic debate.89


But from the very first the Reformers swept away all distinctions of rank between the evangelical sacraments. This was true even of Luther, who in spite of his doctrine of consub- stantiation could find in the two sacraments the one grace of incorporation and a common necessity of faith.90 On the Reformed side both Bucer and Calvin used the doctrine of baptism as an aid to their eucharistic teaching, Bucer with the aim of conciliation,91 Calvin with the desire to arrive at a true doctrine of the presence.92


In England the comparison was taken up by not a few writers, as, for example, Nowell,93 but it was Cranmer who made greatest use of it, and here again for the purpose of reaching a true doctrine of the presence. According to Cranmer, no greater reverence ought to be paid to the bread and wine than to the water, for the presence and “shewing” of Christ are the same in both sacraments.94 The same comparison was used by Ridley and Glyn,95 and in his controversy with Watson, Cheke attempted to prove it from the Fathers.96


There were several interesting discussions of the relationship during the Marian period. Bradford was challenged on the matter by two friars, but he silenced them by quoting 1 Corinthians 12.97 Philpot pressed the comparison as an argument against private masses: “If a priest say these words over the water, and there be no child to be baptized, those words only pronounced do not make baptism. The pronunciation only is not enough, unless the words be therewithal applied to the use, as Christ spoke them. So is the supper.”




Harpsfield: “Nay, that is not like; for ‘Hoc est corpus meum’ is an indicative proposition, showing a working of God in the substance of bread and wine.”


Philpot: “It is not an indicative proposition, but also imperative or commanding: Take ye, eat ye.”


Morrow-Mass Priest: “Many must then be baptized, if the commandment be followed.”





But Philpot could reply with the scriptural example of the eunuch.98 The same comparison was used by less eminent sufferers like Woodman,99 and Foxe himself quoted a sermon of Aelric in which the two sacraments were treated as parallel.100


The Elizabethans followed the same lines, and they arrived at some curious conclusions. Certain Puritans, for example, claimed that no more than the surplice should be worn at communion, since the communion does not give higher or better things.101 Others argued that deacons ought to administer either both sacraments or none and Cartwright detected a false distinction between the sacraments in the disciplinary ruling upon this point.102 In essentials, however, Anglicans and Puritans were well agreed.


It may be noted that the Reformed use of the comparison was almost exclusively controversial, but behind the polemical application there was a point of real theological importance. The sacraments are different in detail and use, but they are one in essential nature. Both are instituted by Christ to proclaim His redemptive work and to be a means of grace in the church. To create a false distinction between the sacraments is not merely to disturb sacramental theology, but to confuse the whole witness and operation of the Spirit.


Baptism was not in any way subordinate to the Lord’s supper, but it was certainly subordinate to the Gospel itself: that is, not to the word of the Gospel, Holy Scripture and scriptural preaching, but to the promises of God as they are given in and with Jesus Christ. This point was made by Calvin when he maintained that the gift of baptism, adoption, is prior to baptism itself.103 Another way of putting it was to say, as Frith did, that the election precedes the sacraments.104 The fulfilment of a sacramental scheme does not evoke but rather attests the election. It was perhaps for this reason that Tyndale saw a need for preaching as well as baptism,105 for behind both word and sacrament he discerned both the same promise and the same Christ.


Cranmer approached the matter differently, and at a deeper level. For him the Gospel was not merely the covenant or the election, but Jesus Christ Himself. It was the office of both word and sacrament to exhibit Christ, which they did, not by a corporal but by a spiritual presence: “For Christ after one sense is exhibited in all these three, in His word, in baptism, and in the Lord’s supper, that is to say, spiritually”.106 Other Anglicans laid stress upon the primacy of “the promise of eternal joy”, “the free grace and mere mercy of God”, and the divine covenant,107 for, as Rogers made clear, the means of grace are subordinate both to the grace itself and to the Lord of grace.108


A point of no little importance was involved in the discussion, as we may see in the little passage-at-arms between John Smith and Bishop Bonner:




Smith: “I pray you, my lord, show me, are we saved by water or by Christ?”


Bonner: “By both.”


Smith: “Then the water died for our sins. … The water is unto me a preacher, not a Saviour.”109





The position of Smith was in effect the same as that of Calvin, who accused his opponents of “passing by Christ, and fixing their confidence of sanctification on the elements”.110 But the doctrine could be used against the Anabaptists too, for if children are heirs of the Gospel promises, as Philpot and Bullinger argued, they ought not to be refused the sign of the promises, for the Gospel is more than baptism.111 Calvin used much the same line of reasoning when he pointed out that the gift of adoption is prior to baptism.112


The point was comparatively trifling in itself, but great issues were involved. The subordination of the sacrament to the Gospel meant at bottom its subordination to Christ Himself. It meant a subordination of the sign to the thing signified. It meant a subordination of the individual decision of faith to the prior election and salvation of God. The sacrament was a means of grace, but it could not supplant the grace. And that grace was Christ.







(2) Signification


For many years prior to the sixteenth century the detailed meaning of the sacrament of baptism had hardly been considered except in relation to the effects. If the question was raised at all, it could be answered briefly by an enumeration of the spiritual benefits, as, for example, in the comprehensive statement of Cyril of Jerusalem: “Baptism is a ransom for the captives, the remission of sins, the death of sin, the regeneration of the soul, a bright garment, a holy and indissoluble seal, a carriage to heaven, the enjoyment of paradise, the pledge of the kingdom of heaven, the grace of adoption.”113 In both Lombard and Thomas the signification of baptism was closely interconnected with the effects. Baptism did not merely signify, but actually effected a conformity with Christ in His death and burial and rising again.114 The Catechism of Trent contained a short passage in which it brought out the various truths clearly intimated in baptism, but again it saw in the sacrament a means to effect these realities in the individual life.115 The word, matter and ceremonies all helped to portray not merely the inward meaning but also the actual effects of that which was done.116


With the coming of the Reformation there was a noticeable shift of emphasis away from the effects to the signification. The Reformers did not deny an effect, but just as they related the sacrament itself to the word, so they related the work of the sacrament to the meaning. Not without some cause, they complained bitterly of the gross ignorance of the signification of baptism which prevailed under the traditionalist regime. The common people understood that the rite was necessary, but for what purpose and with what meaning they had little or no conception: “They believe, How that the very plunging into the water saveth them, therefore of the promises they know not, nor what is signified thereby. Baptism is called ‘volowing’ in many places in England: because the priest saith, ‘Volo, say ye’.”117 The use of the Latin was a chief reason for the ignorance, for otherwise the service might to a very large extent have been self-explanatory.


When the Reformers themselves considered the sacrament, they developed its signification in great detail and with no little power. For them, baptism was a significant sign: the very sign itself indicated the thing signified. And the meaning was of the utmost importance, for it was only as the meaning was understood that the sacrament could have its effect. Signification and effect were again related, but at a new and a deeper level. It was not that the signification merged into the effect, but rather that it was necessary to the effect. The effect itself was produced in and through the meaning.


In the first instance, and at its very simplest, baptism was obviously a ceremony of initiation, a reception into the church which is the society or family of God. This aspect is perhaps clearer in the case of the adult baptisms of the New Testament and the mission field, but infants too are formally received into the congregation by way of baptism. That is why baptism is a sign of entry, and also of the divine covenant.


On the purely human level this initiation was an entrance into the external church, with all the privileges and responsibilities that that entailed. Nowell had this in mind when he spoke of baptism as a “certain entry”,118 and Latimer put it clearly when he said that baptism serves “to know a Christian from a Turk, or a heathen”.119 It was perhaps something of the same thought which underlay the prayer of thanks-giving in the Baptismal Office: “that it hath pleased thee to incorporate him into thy holy church”, and also the expression in the Article: “grafted into the church”: although obviously statements such as these had a wider and a deeper reach. The Anabaptists, with their separatist views of the church, tended to magnify this aspect.


On a higher level the initiation was into the church as the family of God, or the body of Christ. The sacramental entry taught clearly the divine adoption and sonship. Baptism was not merely the historical sign or badge of external church-membership. It was an entry into the people of God. That was why in the Baptismal Order at Zürich prayer could be. offered for incorporation into Christ.120 That was why Calvin could speak of baptism as an “incorporation into Christ, an entry into the divine Sonship”.121 That was why Knox could refer to our being “receyved in baptism into his familie and congregation”,122 and define baptism itself as the “syne of our entrance into the household of God our Father”.123 Bullinger used a sentence very like the English Article: “Baptism is a visible sign and seal of our ingrafting into the body of Christ.”124 In England itself Becon stated the matter almost in the words of the Catechism: “Baptism declareth evidently unto me that whereas before I was an heathen, now I am become a Christian, a son of God, a member of that holy congregation”;125 and again, “Baptism is a continual sign that we be by adoption the sons of God and heirs of everlasting glory”.126


This thought of incorporation or adoption opened up a whole world of theological meaning; repentance and faith on the one side, forgiveness, regeneration and identification with Christ on the other. But behind all these things adoption meant the divine election of grace in Jesus Christ. In the first instance adoption was not by a human decision, but by the divine favour. Baptism, therefore, was a testimony to the grace of God and an assurance of the divine election and promises. The point is important, because it underlies the Reformed defence of infant baptism, and marks off the Reformed understanding from humanistic and Pelagian interpretations.


But the election of God meant the love of God, and baptism could be regarded as an objective assurance of that love. In the words of Becon: “Baptism declareth evidently unto me, that God doth so dearly love and favour me …”,127 or of Coverdale, “In baptism we have an undoubted true token and evidence of the grace of God”.128 In this emphasis the English writers were wholly at one with the Continental, for Luther had found in baptism a constant assurance of the divine favour,129 and Calvin looked upon it as “the outward attestation of the divine benevolence”.130 Many of the confessions and of the later theologians made the same point.131 If baptism was an entrance into the divine family, that entrance was possible only as a work and gift of grace in Jesus Christ. Baptism, therefore, points us to the love of God as the ultimate ground of adoption, and since that love endures, it has the character of a testimony, not to our own faith, which may vary, but to the divine grace which cannot change. The understanding of baptism as a testimony or assurance has rightly been described as one of the great contributions of the Reformers to an understanding of the sacrament.132 It has a particular importance in that it links up baptism directly with fundamental doctrines.


But if baptism assures us of the divine favour in Jesus Christ, it carries with it the further thought of the forgiveness of sins. And if the whole action of baptism suggests initiation, the matter of baptism surely signifies cleansing. It is only as the sinner is cleansed that he can also be received: and both adoption and remission are by the one grace in Jesus Christ. Baptism, therefore, testifies to the inward purgation of the soul by the atoning work of Jesus Christ.


From a very early period, and on the New Testament basis, baptism had always been understood as a cleansing, although in Scholastic and Tridentine theology the stress was upon the effect of cleansing rather than the signification.133 Wycliffe had brought out the point more fully and clearly: “Bodily baptizing is a figure, how mennis soulis shuld be baptisid fro synne both originall and actual. … Baptisme is a tokene of waishing of the soule fro synne … bi vertu taken of Cristi’s deth.”134 It was not greatly stressed by Luther and Melanchthon, who preferred to think of remission in terms of death and resurrection, but the Reformed school constantly referred to baptism as a washing or cleansing. Calvin, for example, in his exegesis of John 3:5 claimed that water means “nothing more than the purification and invigoration which is produced by the Holy Spirit”,135 and in the Genevan Catechism he described water as “a figure of the blood that cleanses”.136 The identification of cleansing with the blood of Christ forms the point of contact between the interpretation in terms of washing or remission and the interpretation in terms of death and resurrection. As Beza put it: The signification of baptism is the aspersion or sprinkling of the death and passion, in remission of all our sins.”137 And Calvin equated the spiritual washing with the new righteousness which we have in Christ.138 In the confessions the external washing in water was usually related to the inward washing by the blood and Spirit of Christ: the common interrelationship of water and Spirit and blood.139 Both in their individual statements and also in their confessions the Anabaptists favoured the same teaching.140


Almost all the English writers interpreted baptism as in some sense signifying the inward cleansing of the soul from sin. Even Tyndale mentions this aspect,141 and Nowell gives to it a central importance: “As the uncleannesses of the body are washed away with water, so the spots of the soul are washed away (in baptism) by forgiveness of sins.”142 Hooper identified the water of the baptism with the cleansing blood of Christ,143 and Becon related it both to the blood of Christ and also to the purifying Spirit.144 But the inward purgation was clearly understood to be metaphorical, for Cheke and Grindal maintained against Watson that there is no washing in the strictly literal or grammatical sense, i.e., the soul is not a “substance” which can be literally cleansed from defilement or pollution.145


Obviously this whole idea of a baptismal washing linked up with the common conception of a twofold or threefold baptism, the external by water, the internal by the blood or Spirit. From the scriptural point of view, the verse in 1 John 5 underlay much of the work done on this aspect of baptismal interpretation, and there was an evident relationship to the ancient doctrine that martyrdom, or a special work of the Spirit, can supply the lack of water-baptism. Baptism was the external representation of that internal cleansing which is related on the one hand to the death of Christ and on the other to the operation of the Spirit applying that death to the individual.


Cranmer and Ridley both emphasized the fact that the outward washing pictures to us the inward, and Cranmer claimed that the water may be honoured not for what it is but for what it signifies and represents.146 Jewel linked the cleansing work of the Spirit very closely to His activity in regeneration,147 but with Sandys148 he also saw a clear interconnection with the blood: “The signification and the substance of the sacrament is to show us how we are washed with the passion of Christ. … The water doth signify the blood of Christ.”149


Many of the Reformers commented on the peculiar aptness of the divinely chosen matter of the sacrament. This point was made by Knox: “That lyke as water outwardlye doth wash away filth, so by baptism we are cleansed in soul”.150 Bullinger popularized the idea in his Decades: “The very sign resembleth the thing signified. Water cleanseth filth and quencheth thirst. So also it representeth the grace of God when it cleanseth His faithful ones from their sins, regenerateth and refresheth us with His Spirit.”151


The Baptismal Office contained several suggestive phrases in development of the whole thought of cleansing. Prayer was made for the “washing and sanctifying of the Holy Ghost”. Allusion was made to the water and blood which flowed from the side of Christ. And God was requested to sanctify the baptismal water to the mystical washing away of sin. In spite of Puritan objections, these phrases clearly reflect the Reformed conception of a twofold cleansing, and the common interrelating of water, blood and Spirit.


Baptism as a cleansing plainly linked up with adoption on the one side, but on the other it linked no less plainly with the death and resurrection which are the basis of remission. The inward cleansing was a cleansing in the blood of Christ, which pointed away at once to the atoning death of Christ. It was also a cleansing by the Holy Spirit, who is the Lord and Giver of life. Therefore behind the whole conception of cleansing there stood the deeper conception of a dying and rising again which were represented in the baptismal act. With Romans 6 as their starting-point, the Reformers found here their most profound and powerful interpretation.


It must be emphasized that in the first instance this dying and rising again was the dying and rising again of Christ Himself. The symbolism was this. The baptized person was not merely washed in water, but he went under the water and emerged again to a new life. And this act of submersion and re- emerging proclaimed and actualized the basic facts of the Christian Gospel, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that on the third day He was raised again according to the Scriptures.


This understanding was not in any sense new. It had been proclaimed by Paul himself in Romans 6, and passages could easily be multiplied from both the Fathers and the Schoolmen to show that baptism was commonly taken to be a picture of “that baptism wherewith Christ had had to be baptized, and of His joyful resurrection”. Even the Catechism of Trent could see in baptism a reminder of the death and passion of Christ.152


And on the side of reform Wycliffe had drawn attention to this aspect: “And so this water that we ben putte inne is token of Cristis tribulacioun fro his bygynnyng to his deth … the baptising of us in this water betokeneth biriynge of Crist. … Oure takyng up of this water betokeneth the rysinge of Crist fro deth.”153 It is not merely that the water represented the atoning blood of Christ, but that the whole action of baptism represented His death and resurrection. The images are parallel, but they demand a different application of the symbolism and can hardly be developed side by side.


The interpretation was a common one, but it had hardly been worked out with any fullness until the time of Luther. Indeed, Luther was more interested in the picture of our identification with the death and resurrection of Christ than with that of the death and resurrection of Christ Himself. However, he did hint fairly clearly at this aspect as well, for the believer can die and rise again with Christ, only as Christ Himself died and rose again. The criticism of Stange, that at most we can establish only an allegorical or typical connection between baptism and the death of Christ,154 is surely wide of the mark. As Luther saw, baptism is meaningless apart from the death of Christ. And in any case Christ Himself regarded the passion as the true baptism of which the sacrament is the significant sign. Baptism was in fact a proclamation of the objective work of Christ, and not merely a sign of subjective experience. The ground gained by Luther was maintained by the other Reformers, for even the Anabaptists had some inkling of this aspect,155 and Calvin asserted plainly that we are baptized into the death of Christ.156 If there were few specific references in the confessions it was because most of them understood baptism in terms of cleansing and regeneration rather than death and resurrection.


The Anglican Reformers followed closely the teaching of the Continentals in this respect. In the main they saw a picture of the death of Christ by implication rather than directly. “We are baptized to believe in the death of Christ, and to die with him”, as Tyndale put it;157 or in the words of Becon, “Baptism doth declare unto me that I am buried with Christ”.158 There was a similar incidental reference in the Lutheran Cranmer’s Catechism, but the Reformatio Legum was more explicit: “By our going under the water and rising again out of it, the death and burial of Christ are commended to us, and his raising again and restoration to life.”159 In the Abbey disputation which took place shortly after the accession of Elizabeth, this aspect was emphasized by the Reformed party. As living sermons of the death and resurrection of Christ, the sacraments bring before us that which has been done on our behalf as well as represent to us that which we ourselves have to do.160 As Cooper was later to put it, “baptism is primarily a representation of death”,161 and Hutchinson is even more explicit: “It is a figure of the death of Christ.”162


It might be objected that the Reformers were simply reading into the ecclesiastical rite an interesting but imported and artificial significance. Even on the historical level, however, the objection can hardly be sustained, for as practised by the Jews and in the Mystery religions baptism has always had some connotation of death and renewal. On the evangelical level the objection has even less ground, for the sacraments cannot be understood in isolation from the whole message and witness of the Gospel, and the Gospel is the Gospel of reconciliation by the life and death and resurrection of the Incarnate Son. The story of the divine work of redemption is therefore drawn out from the sacrament rather than imported into it.


But the sacrament is a picture not merely of the atoning work of Christ, but also of the entry of the believer into that work. This was, of course, a main insight of Romans 6. The argument of the passage is this: Submersion beneath the baptismal water represents an identification in faith with the death and burial of Christ, and re-emergence an identification in faith with His resurrection. For a proper enacting of the sign it seems that a full immersion is required, as Luther emphasized, but the placing of the baptized person under the water does partially at least fulfil the sign.


The theme of identification with the death and resurrection of Christ clearly underlay the great service of adult baptism in the early days of the church, when conversion was a most definite and meaningful step from the pagan to the Christian life. It was implicit in all the older theology, although in the Middle Ages the emphasis came to rest more upon regeneration than resurrection. Wycliffe had seized clearly and fully upon this aspect of the sacrament: “The baptising of us in this water betokeneth … how we ben biried with him fro synne that rengneth in this worrld. Our takynge up of this water betokeneth … how we shulden rise goostli in clennesse of newe life.”163 But it was only with the new realization of the need for personal repentance and faith which came with the Reformation that the force of the symbolism could again be understood and the idea expounded with greater fullness and clarity.


It was Luther, of course, who gave prominence to this meaning of baptism, and he related it directly to his evangelical understanding of sin, repentance, and faith in Christ. For Luther, baptism was first of all a destroying of sin, a drowning of the old man and his sinful works.164 The old Adam was plunged beneath the baptismal waters and done away. But baptism was also a rising again of the new man, the man of faith who is fashioned after the likeness of Christ and able to do works of righteousness which are pleasing to God.165 Baptism, therefore, signified a spiritual death and resurrection, a death and resurrection which are fulfilled in faith. By faith the baptized are dead already to sin, and have entered already upon that new life which is in the grace and power of Jesus Christ.


A possible criticism of Luther’s exposition is that the very richness of his perception introduced into it a certain confusion of the imagery.166 This is particularly the case in his interconnection of the water and death. On the one hand, submersion in the water is referred to as a death in sin, the water representing the sin which overwhelms and destroys us. But on the other hand, it is referred to as a death to sin, the water representing the death by which sin itself is destroyed. Yet the contradiction is more apparent than real, for one of the lessons which Luther clearly perceived and taught is that sin is self-destructive.167 It overwhelms the man of sin, but because man can rise to a new life in Christ, who died for sin, its ultimate fate is simply to destroy itself. A discrepancy has also been noted in Luther’s conception of the baptismal renewal, for in some works he identified it with the giving of the new name, in others with the re-emergence from the water.168 But once again, there was no necessary or essential contradiction.


The Lutheran understanding of baptism found favour with the Anabaptists, who naturally equated the baptismal death and resurrection with their adult repentance and faith. To quote the words of Grebel, “Scripture tells us that baptism signifies … that we are dead and ought to die to sin, and that we should walk in newness of life”.169 The Council of Schlatten had a similar statement in its conclusions,170 and the Dutch Anabaptists pointed out that in baptism we are buried with Christ in the font.171 But the Reformed school also took up the point. If he did not press it Zwingli referred to Romans 6,172 and Calvin found in the baptismal sign an assurance “that we are so united to Christ as to be partakers of all His blessings”.173 Calvin was careful to relate this teaching to the Protestant understanding of justification. By faith, we die and rise again in a moment,174 but in discipleship we have to enter into the death and resurrection of Christ progressively: “Baptism indeed tells us that our Pharaoh is drowned and sin mortified … but only so as not to have dominion over us.”175 Beza, too, described baptism as “the mortification and sepulture, or burying of our old man”,176 and the Genevan Catechism explained the symbolism in detail: “A figure of death is set before us when water is poured upon the head, and the figure of a new life, when, instead of remaining under the water, we only enter it for a moment as a kind of grave out of which we instantly rise.”177


The Anglican statements all bore clearly the imprint of Luther. This was particularly the case with Tyndale, whose writings often read like free translations or adaptations of the works of Luther.178 Tyndale identified baptism primarily with repentance: “Baptism is a sign of repentance signifying that I must repent of evil, and believe to be saved therefrom by the blood of Christ.”179 But the baptismal repentance was more than an inward and individual experience. It was an identification with the redemptive action of Christ Himself: “The plunging into the water signifieth that we die. And the pulling out again signifieth that we rise again with Christ into that new life.”180 The same thought was tersely expressed by Frith: “We are dead with Christe from syne, we are risen with Christe from our synes.”181


There is evidence that this Lutheran understanding took deep root in England even during the earlier and tentative period of the Reformation. It found utterance not only in the book The Summe of the Holye Scripture, from which many heretical propositions were extracted and condemned by Warham,182 but also in the Book of Ceremonies,183 and even in the King’s Book, which had a reference to Romans 6.184 Rather strangely, the catechisms of Edward’s reign hardly mention it, and the Article speaks only in terms of regeneration. But the teaching was popularized in Cranmer’s Catechism,185 and there was a full exposition in the Reformatio Legum.186 The Prayer Book, like the Reformed orders of Zürich, Geneva and Scotland,187 had many forceful passages on the theme, especially in the prayer of thanks-giving after baptism, and in the exhortation to the godparents: “That as He died, and rose again for us, so should we who are baptized, die from sin, and rise again unto righteousness.” The same line of thought was preserved in the seventeenth-century collect for Easter Even.


The individual theologians did not all have an equal interest in the interpretation, although in one way or another all of them referred to mortification and regeneration. Thus in Hooper we find only the one brief reference: “Baptism is a sacrament or sign … that the baptized creature should die from sin”,188 and Cranmer spoke only of the spiritual regeneration signified in baptism,189 rather after the manner of Bullinger’s Decades.190 In Sandys,191 Jewel,192 and Rogers,193 there are similar short allusions to “the new spiritual birth”, “the resurrection to a clean life”, and “the new birth of Christ”, but without any detailed exposition.


Becon, on the other hand, made a great point of this aspect of the sacrament. He found in baptism an objective testimony to our spiritual renewal: “Baptism doth declare unto me that I am dead unto sin … that I have crucified the old man and put off the old Adam, that I am buried with Christ. Baptism preacheth unto me not only the mortification of the flesh, but also the vivification of the spirit, that I should put on the new man, walk in a new life.” Elsewhere he described baptism as “a token of our regeneration,194 of the mortification of our flesh, of our burial with Christ, of our resurrection unto new life”.195 Amongst the Elizabethans Cooper may also be singled out for notice. He was not a theologian of eminence, although the Marprelate Tracts gave an unwelcome notoriety to his conduct. In his attack upon the private mass he showed that the external sign of baptism is given the name of its internal signification, the Apostle Paul describing it as a death and burial.196


There can be no question that the Anglican Reformers shared the common Reformation understanding at this deeper Pauline level. The impulse came mainly from Lutheran sources, but in this as in so many other matters there was no essential difference between the Lutheran and the Reformed view. Indeed, there was no actual opposition to the teaching of tradition, for the Reformers simply made explicit something that was for the most part only implicit in the accepted teaching. If there was a difference at all, it was mainly a difference of emphasis. The Reformers gave prominence to the signification, the traditionalists to the effect. But on neither side was the emphasis exclusive.


A final point may be briefly mentioned. The suggestion has been made that perhaps the apostle Paul took over his interpretation of baptism from the Mystery religions, applying it to a simpler and more straightforward rite practised by the original disciples. But this was a possibility which quite apart from its historical merits or demerits the Reformers could not even consider. And in principle they were surely right. For it is not merely that they accepted the plain letter of the Bible, or that they knew for themselves the soul-shattering experience of Paul. It is rather that they perceived the centrality of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ to the whole Gospel as it is foreshadowed in the Old Testament and actualized in the New. Behind the Pauline understanding there stood the very core of the evangelical message, the Messianic baptism in the self-offering of Jesus Christ on the Cross. To that extent, even on historical grounds, the Reformed view cannot be treated simply as an allegorical or mystical reinterpretation in terms of extraneous beliefs and practices.


Baptism, therefore, was the sacrament of conversion or regeneration, the action of dying to sin and rising again to righteousness. And that death and resurrection was the work of a moment. But just as justification could not be separated from its outworking in daily conduct, so the action of baptismal regeneration could not be separated from the process of baptismal renewal. Baptism was the sacrament of the new birth, but it was also the sacrament of the new life. It spoke of the beginning of the Christian life, the end of the man of sin and the beginning of the man of faith. But it also spoke of the continuance of the Christian life, the putting off of the old man and the putting on of the new. The symbolism was still the same: a death and a resurrection. But the application was now to the whole life of the believer from the first day to the last. Baptism had in fact a meaning which could never be exhausted in this life.


In spite of his preoccupation with the doctrine of justification, Luther maintained a fine sense of proportion at this point. In his Sermon on Baptism he showed a clear grasp of the ethical signification of the sacrament: “The whole of this life is a spiritual baptism which continues until death. He who is baptized is sentenced to death. The spiritual birth and the increase in grace and righteousness begins truly in baptism, but it goes forward until death, and indeed to the last day.”197 He made the same point in the Smaller Catechism: “Baptism signifies that the old Adam in us, with all sins and evil lusts, ought to be drowned by daily sorrow and repentance, and that a new man should daily come forth, and rise up, living eternally before God in righteousness and holiness”.198 Luther worked out this theme with great power. He saw in baptism a call to discipline, fasting being a means to further the work of baptism by the mortification of the flesh. Baptism was also a key to the understanding of suffering, for the tribulation of a Christian was another means to further the baptismal mortification: “Thus it follows that baptism makes sufferings, and even death itself, useful and helpful.”199 In the light of baptism, an early death was a blessing for the Christian believer: “The shorter the life, the more rapid the fulfilment of baptism.”200


On the Swiss side there was hardly the same depth or originality as with Luther, but the ethical challenge of baptism was clearly perceived. Zwingli described baptism as a pledge which engages us to live according to the rule of Christ.201 Calvin went deeper, and saw that “we are baptized for the mortification of our flesh, which is begun in baptism, is prosecuted every day, and will be finished when we depart from this life to go to the Lord”.202 Similar passages could be quoted from the Genevan Catechism203 and also from the liturgy of Knox, which claimed that regeneration “stands chiefli in these two points, in mortification, that is to say, a resisting of the rebellious lustes of the fleshe, and in newness of life, whereby we continually stryve to walk in that pureness and perfection wherewith we are cladd in baptisme”.204 The Anabaptists shared the same insight, as we may see from the writings of Grebel,205 the articles of Schlatten,206 and the Dutch Corte Instrucye.207


In England Wycliffe had been teaching as early as the fourteenth century that baptism “techith us how we shulden live here so”: seeing that “sin is dead” “we shulde kepe us fro synne after.”208 Instructed by Luther, Tyndale revived this understanding in the early days of the Reformation, finding in baptism a call to die with Christ,209 and seeing in affliction a means to baptismal mortification: “Tribulation is our right baptism.”210 It was in this sense that baptism could be identified with the whole process of penitence, and “the mortifying of our unruly members and the body of sin.”211 But this meant that baptism was a call to serious and life-long warfare: “We have enough to do all our life long to tame our bodies, and to compel our members to obey the Spirit, and not the appetites; that thereby we might be like unto Christ’s death and resurrection, and might fulfil our baptism, which signifieth the mortifying of sin, and the new life of grace.”212


There was a steady emphasis upon this ethical connotation during the period of Lutheran infiltration. We find it not only in writers like Frith,213 but also in such varied productions as the Summe of the Holye Scripture214 and the King’s Book.215 Perhaps the most forceful statement of all was in the so-called Cranmer’s Catechism, which was of course the translation of a Lutheran work: “For baptysme, and the dyppyng into the water, doth betoken that the olde Adam, with al his synne and evil lustes ought to be drowned and kylled by daily contrition and repentance: and that by renewynge of the holy gost we ought to ryse with Christ from the death of synne and to walke in a neu lyfe.”216


Naturally the later Reformers did not all lay the same stress upon this aspect. Cranmer and Ridley never even mentioned it, but then they never wrote on baptism as such. The same is true of such writers as Calfhill, Sandys, Hutchinson and even Coverdale. Jewel preferred to expound baptism in terms of cleansing, as also did Bullinger in the Decades. Rogers had to follow the Article, and he did not find any scope for the development of this theme. Of the others Nowell made a brief reference to baptism as the sacrament of mortification,217 and Hooper argued that the baptized must die from sin, which includes the process of obedience as well as the act of faith.218 Becon was more explicit. As he saw it, baptism was the sign of mortification and vivification. It was a clear summons to battle. It reminded us “that we ought valiantly to fight against the Devil, the world and the flesh, to mortify all unclean lusts, to die unto sin, and to rise again new men”.219 Latimer as the preacher of righteousness felt most strongly the ethical force of baptism, and he too saw in it a challenge “to wash away the old Adam, and to put on Christ, to receive him with a pure heart, and to study to go forward in all goodness, according unto his will and commandment”.220 But perhaps the clearest expression of all is to be found in the Liturgy. We have already alluded to two of the passages which make this general point, the prayer of thanks-giving and the exhortation, but in addition we may cite the sentence-prayers before administration, the prayer of reception, and the concluding words of the exhortation, which demand a “continual mortifying of all our evil and corrupt affections, and daily proceeding in all virtue and godliness of living.”


At this point, again, there was nothing essentially new in the reformed interpretation. What the Reformers said was implicit in all the earlier writings. But they did say it with a new force and freshness. And they saw clearly the link between the ethical and the evangelical aspects. Baptism was a challenge, but it was not a challenge in the void. It was a challenge on the basis of the divine act of redemption in Christ. It was a challenge that the new life which had been begun with Christ in faith should be continued with Christ in obedience. It was a challenge that the identification with Christ which had begun in the new birth should be continued in the new life. And that meant penitence, suffering and even death. At the deepest level, baptism enabled the Reformers to understand and even to affirm the afflictions which come upon us in this life. Baptism was a repetition of the Cross, an entry into the death and resurrection of Christ. And although that entry could be effected in a moment, in faith, it called for a life-long self-crucifixion in obedience and discipleship.


But however sincerely the challenge was accepted, the repetition or entry could never be completed in terms of this life. Its completion demanded death as well as tribulation. And in the last analysis that death had to be physical as well as spiritual and moral. The Christian life began with the act of faith, it continued with the process of daily renunciation and consecration, but it could be consummated only with the final replacement of the temporal by the eternal. The meaning of baptism extended, therefore, to the very end of the life of the Christian on earth and to its fulfilment in the new life in heaven. There could be no final identification with Christ apart from the death of the flesh and the participation in His resurrection. As the Tridentines put it: “Baptism gives no obscure intimation of eternal life also.”221 The signification of baptism was not only evangelical and ethical: it was also eschatological.


Luther again was the thinker who opened up this theme and developed it with the greatest daring and profundity. Already he had shown that the process of mortification and renewal can never be completed during life on earth, but now he went further: “The meaning of baptism, the death or drowning of sin, can never be fully worked out in this life, only with the death of the body and complete dissolution.”222 As the sign of our death and resurrection with Christ, baptism exhausted itself only with the final agony of death and the joy of the resurrection. And there was no contradiction between this eschatological aspect and the ethical, as some writers have tried to maintain.223 From the very first, baptism spoke of the irruption of the world to come into the present sinful world. Even with the act of faith the baptized passed from the temporal order to the eternal. The ethical challenge was simply a call to realize in terms of the temporal order that which already is by faith, and one day will be by sight. The consummation involved a literal dying to sin, but, as Luther saw, in the gracious providence of God even death had become in Christ a servant and not an enemy or master. Death was the result of sin, but it was also that which destroyed sin. It had no bitterness in itself: death was bitter only because sin is not willingly destroyed. And when its work was completed, when sin was finally destroyed in the body, the way was opened up for the fullness of resurrection: “Sufferings and death cannot but help forward the work of baptism … sin does not die willingly, and that is why it makes death so bitter and terrible. But merciful and mighty is God, for sin brought death, and with its own work it is itself destroyed.”224


This eschatological understanding of baptism underlay the whole Reformed interpretation, but it never appeared again with quite the same depth or power as in Luther. Zwingli hardly referred to it at all, and there are only scattered references in the works of the Anabaptists.225 Calvin had in mind the Lutheran teaching when he pointed out that “the work of baptism will only be finished when we depart from this life to go to the Lord”,226 but he did not develop the theme as Luther had done, and the confessions for the most part ignored it. The same is true of the English writers, who in spite of their dependence upon Luther and their interconnecting of baptism with tribulation and death seldom linked up the sacrament unequivocally with the final dissolution and resurrection. There are in fact only five passages in which the eschatological significance emerges with any clarity. One of these is in Cranmer’s Catechism,227 which is not strictly an Anglican writing. A second is in the writings of Becon, in which he related baptism to the divine covenant: “If thou will believe and be baptized, he will give thee everlasting life freely.”228 The approach here is obviously quite different from that of Luther, although it brings out the same eschatological bearing of baptism. A third is the incidental remark of Cranmer, when in quite a different connection he asked: “What Christian man will say … that baptism representeth not unto us the high state of our glorification, and the perfect redemption of our bodies in the general resurrection? “229 A fourth is the claim of Hutchinson that “Christian men were baptized over dead men’s graves, in the primitive church, in token that the dead should rise again”.230And the last is the clear and forcible petition in the post- baptismal thanks-giving, that as the baptized person “is made partaker of the death of thy Son, he may also be partaker of His resurrection; so that finally, with the residue of thy holy church, he may be an inheritor of thine everlasting kingdom.”


It is a matter for regret that more attention was not paid by some writers at least to this interesting aspect of baptismal signification. There was no breach of reformed solidarity at the point. The truth probably is that for the Reformers regeneration, justification and sanctification were the controverted and controversial topics. About the eschatological meaning of baptism there could be little quarrel with anyone, for not even the most rabid sacramentalist could pretend that baptism effected already a literal dissolution of the body, and resurrection to glory. From the evangelical standpoint, however, the suggestions of Luther have an outstanding value. They open up the way to a genuine understanding of suffering and death, at any rate in the life of the Christian. It is, therefore, all the more unfortunate that in post-Reformation theology the disruptive and seemingly interminable Pœdobaptist controversies have blocked the way to advance along these more interesting lines, and that in England, at least, a reviving sacramentalism has again concentrated attention upon the effect of baptism rather than the meaning. The opportunity of a thorough weighing of the eschatological bearing has so far never recurred.
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