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Introduction

      Daniel G. Reid


    
      AS I PREPARED TO WRITE THIS INTRODUCTION, I came across a news story about the dedication of a new baptismal font. The font is described and pictured as an object of stunning beauty, cruciform in shape, oriented on the four cardinal points of the compass, with its “living” water quietly gliding over the font’s dark surface, reflecting the arched ceiling of the church. And it is large enough to accommodate baptism by immersion.

      This font, located in the Anglican Cathedral in Salisbury, England, is the first permanent font to be installed in that cathedral in over a century. Its capacity for immersion might surprise some Baptists or even Presbyterians. Those who know their church history will recall that baptismal fonts of this size have an ancient history in the church, as evidenced in archaeological remains going back to the baptistery in the house church at Dura-Europas of the early third century. The Salisbury font, installed in this centuries-old cathedral, is a reminder of the sacred place of baptism in Christian practice, the beauty that it can inspire, the complexity of its history and, for some, the conflicted practice of baptism in the Anglican Church of post-Christendom.

      While the Salisbury baptismal font evokes tranquility, baptismal waters are not always so! They have also inspired controversy and debate, and even some regrettable chapters in church history. We have all heard the advice not to bring up religion or politics at dinner parties. Too often these conversations do not end well. For those who are accustomed to discussing religion or theology among the mixed company of the faithful, perhaps the advice should be, “No discussing baptism or politics!” Baptism—its subjects, its relation to faith, its meaning and its mode of application—is a topic that the experienced have learned to sidestep to preserve the peace, certainly within the context of evangelical nondenominational parachurch movements.

      The fact that in this book we have three theologians representing three different views gathered around the table to talk about baptism should be an attraction in itself. That we did not feel the need to remove any sharp cutlery from the table and that no fight erupts over these divisive waters is a tribute to their deeper recognition of the “one baptism” of which Paul spoke (Eph 4:5), even if that baptism is refracted through different forms and practices.

      Karl Barth, who during his theological career changed his allegiance from paedobaptism to believers’ baptism, knew life on both sides of the fence. He commented:

      
        An important sign that a defender of infant baptism is certain that his cause has a sound theological basis ought surely to be . . . that he is able to present and support it calmly. . . . But he cannot become irritated in debating with his opponents. If anyone does become irritated, it is a sign that he feels he has been hit at a vulnerable and unprotected point in his position, that he does not have a good conscience in relation to his cause, that consequently he cannot have a good and quiet conscience in relation to his opponents, and that he has to lay about him all the more violently for this reason.1

      

      This, of course, was Barth’s warning to his opponents (now paedobaptists) who might take up cudgels against him! The advice surely applies to parties on any side of the question, and it is a testimony to the “good conscience” and the good arguments of each of the contributors to this book that they commend themselves dispositionally.

      If we would rather avoid disagreeable arguments about baptism on the one hand, a good case can be made that we do not take baptism seriously enough. An Asian theologian recently related to me how some Chinese non-Christians view baptism, telling their sons and daughters that it’s okay to worship or study the Bible with those Christians, but just don’t get baptized! As nonbelievers, they recognize that to be baptized is to cross a river of no return. This perception is strikingly biblical and instructive. Baptism is a serious proposition.

      Nothing neutralizes the best theological arguments for the baptism of infants quite like a congregation’s impulse to focus on the cute antics of the young babies as they are being baptized. On the other hand, sometimes solemnity is improvised and arrives through the liturgical back door. Perhaps the most arresting baptism I have ever witnessed was in a Baptist church where a young man was being baptized. As the boy came up from the water, his father stood up in the congregation and in a loud voice declared, “This is my beloved son in whom I am well pleased!” He was obviously proud of his son, and he was taking the event with utter seriousness; but I was overcome by the dissonance between this echo of the heavenly voice at Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan and this commonplace baptism in the Chicago suburbs.

      More recently, I heard a testimony from a middle-aged woman who had been raised in a nonreligious Jewish family but had married a Christian. She had, with her husband, attended an evangelical Presbyterian church for a decade before she was baptized. Her conversion was a very gradual journey. Over the years, when asked if she had considered baptism, she always responded that she would know when she was ready. Finally, she was ready (coinciding, not incidentally, with the planned baptism of her child). Reflecting on her experience of baptism, she commented that she sensed God’s love poured out on her in the moment of her baptism. I was struck by the seriousness and thoughtfulness with which she took this step of baptism. Baptism was for her a decisive and demarcating event. Despite its Presbyterian setting, it carried Baptistic overtones. Where the rite touches actual lives, surprises sometimes ensue.

      Many, if not most, of the churches in the West operate now in increasingly post-Christian societies. David Wright has argued that our situation is becoming far more like the pre-Constantinian world of the early church.2 For this reason, in addition to the perennial questions this book explores, the time seems ripe for a thoughtful reconsideration of the meaning of this “one baptism” that we profess as Christians in the midst of increasingly non-Christian Western societies. Alert readers will find this theme surfacing from time to time in this book.

      Like so many theological issues, on the surface the practice and meaning of baptism looks like a straightforward question, at least for the Bible-believing evangelical Christian. What does the Scripture say? Well, Scripture says X. Okay then, that settles it.

      In actual fact one’s view of baptism is bound up with other theological and hermeneutical considerations. As David Wright pointed out in a 1994 essay,3 the fact of Christian disagreement over baptism raises unsettling questions about the perspicuity, or clarity, of Scripture. As you follow the arguments set out in this book, take note of what each of these advocates counts as persuasive evidence for his view. Is it strictly a matter of what the New Testament teaches? Or is there a larger context—biblical, theological, historical—that comes into play? And what theology of baptism informs the practice that each advocates?

      The believers’ baptism view, sometimes called credobaptism (credo being Latin for “I believe”) view, is represented by Bruce Ware, a Baptist theologian. He argues that only those who have already become believers in Christ should be baptized and that this baptism should be by immersion in water.

      The infant baptism view, often called paedobaptism (paidos being Greek for “child”), is represented by Sinclair Ferguson, a Presbyterian pastor and theologian. He argues that baptism is the sign and seal of the new covenant work of Christ and is analogous to circumcision, which was the sign of the old covenant of Israel. The biblical continuity between the covenants demands that infants of believers be baptized in addition to those who come to Christ at any age. The mode of baptism is not at issue.

      The dual-practice view is argued by Anthony Lane, who in his essay describes something of his personal story of baptismal experience, a biography that has put him on both sides of the issue. His own assessment of the biblical and historical evidence has finally led him to affirm both adult, or convert, baptism and either paedobaptism or adult baptism as legitimate options for those born into a Christian home.

      These three views do not represent the full range of Christian views on baptism. For example, Lutheran, Pentecostal, Christian Churches/Churches of Christ, Roman Catholic and Orthodox views are not represented. Even for the three viewpoints that are presented, other advocates of these views would have framed the arguments somewhat differently. But there is a good reason for the three views we have chosen. This book assumes that most of its readers will come from mainstream evangelicalism, and the three views represented make up the most common ones encountered in this broad tradition. Quite obviously, this book assumes that the biggest question on its readers’ minds has to do with two significant alternatives: believers’ baptism or infant baptism? It is worth noting, too, that our essayists do agree on the fundamental premise that Scripture is the final authority for informing our view of baptism. So each of these contributors is “on the same page” when it comes to appealing to biblical evidence, and this in turn assures a certain level of coherence in the discussion.

      Admittedly, we face a hazard in presenting the three views of this book. Readers might judge that, at least so far as they are concerned, the argument arrives at a stalemate between infant and believers’ baptism. With a third view available, one that incorporates elements of both of the other views, some readers might naturally gravitate toward the middle road, or “Middle-Lane” (here; cf. here) as Sinclair Ferguson wittily labels it! But this view is not posed as a theological and practical compromise. It is a view that stands foursquare on its own biblical, theological and historical basis. I will leave Bruce Ware and Sinclair Ferguson to bring forth their best arguments against this third option—and Tony Lane to respond in kind.

      This is a book that should work well in a variety of classroom settings, particularly in evangelical colleges and seminaries where many of the students come from churches that proclaim and practice one of these three baptismal views. Students will want to know the best arguments for the practice of their own church tradition, but they will also want to know why other Christians—often including their fellow students—practice baptism differently. This book will do a fine job of introducing them to robust arguments for each view. The critiques by fellow essayists will bring out weaknesses and strengths that are not always apparent. In addition to students of theology, inquiring laypeople will also find this book an attractive introduction to the baptismal practice of their own church as well as that of others.

      Finally, I need to comment on why I, the InterVarsity Press editor responsible to shepherd this project to publication, am writing this introduction. It is not something I ever planned or aspired to write. On this topic I feel like a Suzuki violin student filling in for Itzhak Perlman. These pages belonged to David Wright, who died before this task was completed. David F. Wright (1937-2008) was born in London and educated at Cambridge in classics and theology. In 1964 he began as a lecturer in the department of ecclesiastical history at New College, University of Edinburgh, and in 1973 was promoted to senior lecturer. In 1999 he was awarded a personal chair in Patristic and Reformed Christianity, reflecting his research, which ranged from the Fathers to the Reformation, including Martin Bucer, John Calvin, John Knox and Peter Martyr Vermigli. He also thought long, researched deeply and wrote much on the topic of baptism.

      I think David Wright would have treated us to an introduction that would have been a small classic in itself (“worth the price of the book,” as some like to say), and I was looking forward to it. An experienced and exacting editor, Wright completed his work on the essays and responses in this book prior to his death in February 2008 after a protracted bout with prostate cancer. As far as we can determine, he had not found the energy to tackle the introduction.

      In the essays that follow, you will find references to David Wright’s research and writings on baptism. As a tribute to his work and as a faint outline of the introduction that might have been, it seemed fitting to provide the bibliography (compiled by Anthony Lane) of his work on baptism, which may be found at the back of this book.

      In one of his last communications with me (January 14, 2008) he wrote, “I have never yet in all my numerous writings on baptism set myself to consider on a four-square basis how one tackles the disagreements, and the fact of disagreement itself. It should make for a useful introduction, except that I know my mind is no longer working as sharply as it should.” I would love to hear his perspective now on “how one tackles the disagreements, and the fact of the disagreement itself”! But perhaps one way to do so is through a thoughtful reading and consideration of this book.

    

  







1
Believers’ Baptism View
Bruce A. Ware



THE CLOSING WORDS OF THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW present some of the most important instructions of the Lord Christ to his redeemed people: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Mt 28:18-20).1 Despite the obvious significance of this dominical commissioning, followers of Christ have entertained both differing understandings and differing practices, particularly of Christ’s command to baptize others. One would have hoped that Christ’s church would uniformly understand and follow just what Christ instructed. Yet the sad fact is that our different views of baptism mean that in all likelihood significant portions of Christ’s church are failing to carry out what Christ has commanded, even if this failure stems from good motives.

In this chapter a case will be made for understanding Christ’s words to mean that those who have believed in Jesus Christ should be immersed in water in obedience to Christ’s command.2 That is, Christ’s imperative here is that only those, but all of those, who have become believers in Christ should be baptized following their conversion to Christ (also referred to as credobaptism) and that their baptism should take place through their immersion in water. The subjects of baptism, then, are believers in Christ and his atoning work. The mode of their baptism is by immersion.

If the argument of this chapter is correct, then it simply is the case that large portions of the church are living in disobedience to Christ, despite the fact that they would deny this is the case and even attempt to defend their own practice of baptizing infants on biblical grounds (also referred to as paedobaptism).3 While we agree to disagree as brothers and sisters in Christ, our disagreement here must be seen by all followers of Christ as sobering, since we cannot but conclude that obedience to our Lord is at stake in our understanding and practice of the baptism he commanded his followers to practice.

In what follows, I will present a summary of the positive case for believers’ baptism by immersion,4 appealing to biblical, theological and historical support. In the process, reference will be made at various points to other Christian traditions, particularly to the Reformed paedobaptist tradition. While contrasts will be noted with that and other traditions, the main burden of this portion of the chapter is a presentation of the positive case for the credobaptist position. Following this summary, two brief commendations will be offered for the practical benefits of believers’ baptism.



Biblical Support for Believers’ Baptism by Immersion


Linguistic argument. First, the term baptism refers most clearly and naturally to the immersion of a person in water, and as such, its very usage argues directly for immersion as the mode of baptism, and indirectly for the application of baptism to those past infancy. The root meaning of the word bapto4 is “to dip,” “to submerge,” “to immerse,”5 or more explicitly, “to dip in or under.”6 The usages of bapto4 in classical Greek, in the LXX (e.g., 2 Kings 5:14), and in the New Testament all evidence this prevailing meaning. When washing or sprinkling are in view, the more common words used are louo4, nipto4 or rhaino4.7 In the New Testament in particular, bapto4 is used only four times, “and only with the meaning of ‘dip.’ ”8 Baptizo4 occurs chiefly in the Gospels for John’s baptism, in the form of immersion, and in the rest of the New Testament for Christian baptism. Oepke notes that the intensified form, baptizo4, is used in the sense of “immerse” from the time of Hippocrates forward in such contexts, for example, of the sinking of a ship in water or of one who drowns in water.9 Clearly the biblical terms for “baptism” have the prevailing meaning associated with immersion.10

Contextual argument. The contextual usage of these terms in the New Testament supports this simple linguistic argument. For example, following Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist, we see Jesus described as coming “up from the water” (Mt 3:16) or “up out of the water” (Mk 1:10). It is noteworthy that a very careful Roman Catholic scholar, John Meier, argues that John the Baptist practiced immersion.


That John’s baptism involved immersion of the candidates’ body is implied by the statement that, after Jesus’ baptism, he “came up out of the water” (Mark 1:10 || Matt 3:16). This supposition is bolstered (1) by the Baptist’s focus on the Jordan River and on Aenon-near-Salim, in which he baptized “because there was an abundance of water there” (John 3:23); and (2) by Josephus’ statements in the Antiquities that John baptized not to cleanse souls but to purify bodies.11



Similarly in the account of Philip baptizing the eunuch from Ethiopia, we read that Philip and the eunuch “both went down into the water” (Acts 8:38), and then both “came up out of the water” (Acts 8:39). Similar accounts can be found in some early church documents closest in time to the New Testament period itself. The Shepherd of Hermas (ca. A.D. 140-155), for example, speaks of some who believed the preaching of the gospel as having descended “into the water, and again ascended.”12 Stander and Louw comment, “Obviously the phrases ‘going down’ and ‘coming up’ are used to focus on the two processes involved in immersion.”13 Clearly the evidence from such accounts favors strongly the notion that baptism was by immersion.

All of the evidence taken together makes a compelling case for understanding the mode of baptism in the New Testament as done by immersion. While this argument relates directly to the question of mode of baptism, it also favors indirectly the idea that the subjects of baptism were not infants.14 We simply do not see either in the New Testament or in the early church any clear practice of immersing infants.15 If it can be sustained that the mode of baptism in the New Testament is immersion, this clearly, then, lends support to the idea that those so immersed were well beyond their infancy. Even if “children” are baptized in the New Testament and in the early church, we certainly must distinguish “children” generally from “infants” specifically. The notion that infants were baptized by immersion simply has no support. That baptism was by immersion, then, fits best, to say the least, with the idea of the subjects of baptism being at least young children and older, while it certainly does not relate to infants.

Instruction and practice of baptism in the New Testament. Every New Testament instruction or command regarding baptism, and every clear instance of baptism that we see in the New Testament, relates to the baptism of those who have repented of sin (John’s baptism) and come to faith in Christ (baptisms from Pentecost forward). In other words the strongest support from New Testament evidence favors the position of believers’ baptism. Clearly the baptism of John the Baptist was a baptism for those who had repented of sin in anticipation of the Messiah’s coming (Mk 1:4-8). Such baptism, with the subjects confessing their sin and responding to John’s call for repentance (Mk 1:4-5), simply cannot align with infant baptism. These subjects of baptism, rather, are fully aware of the state of their souls and hence follow John’s command to prepare for the Messiah’s coming (Mk 1:8).

The Matthean Great Commission text, likewise, commands followers of Christ to “make disciples” (aorist imperative, mathe4teusate) through the dual means of “baptizing” them and “teaching” them (both present participles) all that Christ has commanded them. This, likewise, seems to indicate that those baptized are also able to be taught—hence, they are at least young children or adults, but not infants. Concerning the question of the subjects who are in view here as being baptized, Andreas Köstenberger comments:


Jesus’ command to his followers to make disciples of all nations and to baptize and teach them clearly presupposes that the recipients of baptism and teaching are of sufficient age and maturity that they can consciously choose to be baptized and be instructed in the principles of the Christian faith. Even advocates of infant baptism such as Daniel Doriani acknowledge that “[d]oubtless, the conversion of adults is on Jesus’ mind in Matthew 28:18-20.”16



Despite his admission that adults were on Jesus’ mind, Doriani suggests further that “combined with the faith of an adult convert, or with the faith of parents in the case of an infant, baptism both signifies and mediates a relationship with Jesus.”17 In fact, says Doriani, nothing in the Matthean text excludes infants, and certainly even “God in his grace can regenerate a child from the earliest age, even in conjunction with baptism itself.” He continues, “wise parents tell their children about their [infant] baptism.”18

Köstenberger takes note of these claims and provides some apt responses. First, Doriani’s claim that baptism mediates a relationship with Jesus combined with the faith of parents simply has no basis in the text. Rather these are converts who have responded personally, are baptized, and are taught. Second, the suggestion that God can regenerate “a child from the earliest age” is very problematic, since it seems to imply baptismal regeneration. Third, the suggestion that baptism is a means of teaching children is not what Jesus says. Rather those who are baptized are then taught all that Jesus commanded; Jesus is not suggesting that they later be taught about their infant baptism. Last, to Doriani’s claim that nothing in this text excludes infants, Köstenberger replies that nothing in Matthew suggests that infants ought to be baptized. While children may be capable of coming to faith and being taught the commands of Christ, this is not true of infants; hence Jesus’ words here do not apply to infants.19

Beyond what we learn from John’s baptism and Jesus’ Great Commission, we find that the rest of the New Testament so links water baptism with newness of life and the reception of the Spirit, that the most compelling understanding of the subjects of baptism identifies them as believers. The book of Acts alone presents several clear instances of believers’ baptism, and often links their water baptism to their newness of life in Christ and to their reception of the Spirit. The following list includes these texts from Acts, noting (by the use of italics) the relation in each text between prior belief and subsequent baptism:


Acts 2:38-39: Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself.”

Acts 2:41: So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls.

Acts 8:12-13: But when they believed Philip as he preached good news about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and women. Even Simon himself believed, and after being baptized he continued with Philip. And seeing signs and great miracles performed, he was amazed.

Acts 8:35-38: Then Philip opened his mouth, and beginning with this Scripture he told him the good news about Jesus. And as they were going along the road they came to some water, and the eunuch said, “See, here is water! What prevents me from being baptized?” And he commanded the chariot to stop, and they both went down into the water, Philip and the eunuch, and he baptized him.

Acts 9:18: And immediately something like scales fell from his eyes, and he regained his sight. Then he rose and was baptized.

Acts 10:47-48: “Can anyone withhold water for baptizing these people, who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” And he commanded them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they asked him to remain for some days.

Acts 16:14-15: One who heard us was a woman named Lydia, from the city of Thyatira, a seller of purple goods, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to pay attention to what was said by Paul. And after she was baptized, and her household as well, she urged us, saying, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come to my house and stay.” And she prevailed upon us.

Acts 16:32-34: And they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house. And he took them the same hour of the night and washed their wounds; and he was baptized at once, he and all his family. Then he brought them up into his house and set food before them. And he rejoiced along with his entire household that he had believed in God.

Acts 18:8: Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, believed in the Lord, together with his entire household. And many of the Corinthians hearing Paul believed and were baptized.

Acts 19:3-5: And he said, “Into what then were you baptized?” They said, “Into John’s baptism.” And Paul said, “John baptized with the baptism of repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that is, Jesus.” On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.

Acts 22:16: And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name.



While some would want to appeal to the “household” baptisms among these passages from Acts as evidence of infant baptism, I will argue below that these texts provide no compelling evidence for such a view. Rather what these texts testify to over and over again is that baptism follows the reception of the gospel and faith in Christ. Examples of believers’ baptism, then, are explicit and plentiful, establishing the New Testament pattern that saving faith precedes and grounds Christian baptism.

Consider also Paul’s references to baptism in both Romans 6:3-4 and Colossians 2:12. In both cases the appeal to baptism intends to signify precisely these believers’ death to their old life and their regeneration and conversion to newness of life. The sign of baptism is a sign of new life, the very symbolism of a believer’s baptism by immersion. Their being dipped under the water signifies their death in Christ, and their being lifted out of the water signifies their newness of life in Christ. Only baptism by immersion provides the symbolism of dying to the old and being raised to new life in Christ.20

Unless one holds that baptized infants are regenerated and become recipients of the Spirit and new life in Christ, their infant baptism fails in its function as a sign of an objectively true spiritual reality. Indeed Paul rules out infant baptism in Colossians 2:12, for he says that this new life becomes a reality “through faith.” Faith is not possible for infants. Faith is based on understanding, since Paul says that “faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Rom 10:17). For baptism to function truly as a sign of regeneration, conversion and new life by the Spirit, the one baptized must have experienced inwardly the spiritual reality which baptism so beautifully portrays. Schreiner comments:


We have, then, compelling grounds to reject infant baptism. We have seen consistently that those who are baptized have been regenerated by or received the Spirit (Tit 3:5; 1 Cor 12:13). It is difficult to see how the reception of the Spirit could be predicated of infants since the Spirit is received by faith (Gal 3:2, 5) and infants do not exercise faith. Moreover, the Spirit leads believers to a transformed life, so that they bear the fruit of the Spirit instead of the works of the flesh (Gal 5:16-26; cp. Rom 8:1-17) and it is not easy to see how one can speak of infants being transformed by the Spirit. In Rom 6:1-14 and Col 2:11-15 those who are baptized are said to be dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.21



A clear reading of these Pauline texts shows the unmistakable link between water baptism and Spirit baptism, or between the baptism of a believer in water and the spiritual reality of conversion and transformation that has occurred in the believer’s life. Only if one wishes to defend baptismal regeneration can one rightly associate infant baptism with these spiritual realities. The most natural and clearest reading of these texts supports the position that the subjects of baptism are believers. The sign of baptism corresponds to the reality of spiritual conversion that has already taken place in their lives.

What is true for Paul is also true for Peter. First Peter 3:21 makes especially clear that baptism is linked with the faith of the one baptized. It reads, “Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.” While baptism in itself, seen merely as an act which cleanses the outside of the body, does not save in and of itself, baptism which expresses an appeal to God for forgiveness through the death and resurrection of Christ is salvific. The NIV reads, “pledge of a good conscience toward God” in place of the ESV’s “appeal to God for a good conscience.” Most commentators favor “appeal” over “pledge.”22 In either case the one being baptized is taking some action toward God. Such action rules out infant baptism. As Schreiner comments:


what is said here does not fit with infant baptism, for infants cannot appeal to God for a good conscience or pledge to maintain a good conscience before God. Peter exalts the work of Christ in saving his people, but that work produces an effect in the consciousness and life of the believer. The teaching of 1 Peter on baptism, then, fits with the notion that baptism was not applied to infants.23



Both Peter and Paul see baptism as a sign of the renewal of life that comes through faith in Christ. For the sign (baptism) to be administered, the reality (new life in Christ by faith) must have first taken place. Belief, in short, precedes and grounds the legitimacy of baptism.

Absence of nonbelievers’ baptism in the New Testament. Not only does every New Testament instruction or command regarding baptism and every clear instance of baptism that we see in the New Testament relate to the baptism of believers, the New Testament also offers no clear and unmistakable instance of nonbelievers’ or infant baptism. These two points together are important to grasp. If all of the New Testament evidence shows baptism as being connected with those who exercise faith, and no instance can be shown otherwise, it would seem that an extraordinary burden of proof would lie at the feet of those who would propose that infant baptism is, nonetheless, biblical and supportable.

Of course many have proposed seeing infant baptism indicated in various places in the New Testament, and so we must consider these and evaluate whether infants in fact are in view. Some cite the household baptism of the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:33), for example, as a likely example of infant baptism. On learning that Paul and Silas had not fled the jail when they had opportunity, the jailer, filled with fear, fell down before them and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30). The account continues:


And they said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.” And they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house. And he took them the same hour of the night and washed their wounds; and he was baptized at once, he and all his family. Then he brought them up into his house and set food before them. And he rejoiced along with his entire household that he had believed in God. (Acts 16:31-34)



Concerning this text and its relevance to infant baptism, Bryan Chapell comments:


The account of the baptism of the Philippian jailer’s household is particularly instructive because of the precise description supplied by Luke, the writer of Acts. Luke says that all of the jailer’s household was baptized (Acts 16:33), but then he uses a singular verb to describe who rejoiced and believed in God that night (Acts 16:34). The jailer himself believed (singular verb), and his whole house was baptized. Sadly this important distinction in the account is not reflected in some of our modern translations (see the English Standard Version for an excellent translation). As a result, some assume that the entire households were baptized in the New Testament because everyone in them believed the gospel. While this is not impossible, it is unlikely that all those households consisted only of those who were old enough to make an intelligent faith commitment. Further, the assumption that everyone in those households must have made a faith commitment does not take notice of the careful distinction that Luke makes between those who actually believed and those who were baptized.24



Since this is the strongest of the “household” accounts appealed to by advocates of infant baptism, it should be examined closely. Chapell is correct to observe the use of the singular verbs in Acts 16:34, i.e., it was the jailer who is said to have “rejoiced” (3rd singular, aorist, middle, indicative of agalliao4) and “believed” (perfect, active, participle, masculine, nominative, singular of pisteuo4) in God. And, yes, his whole household was baptized (Acts 16:33). However, Chapell omits several other pertinent observations about this text, ones that clearly lead to a very different conclusion than what Chapell has suggested.

First, Paul and Silas are said to have spoken the word of the Lord both to the jailer himself and also “to all who were in his house” (Acts 16:32). Since Luke mentions here that the word was spoken to all in the house, one might assume from this that all were able to understand the speaking of that word. In other words this detail would suggest that if there were children in the jailer’s house (which we are never told explicitly, but it is reasonable to assume), they were likely not infants. Since all heard the word spoken, the most likely inference is that all were capable of understanding what was spoken.

Second, Acts 16:33 states the baptism of the jailer also by use of a singular (“and he was baptized at once,” where “baptized” is third singular, aorist, passive, indicative of baptizo4). Luke follows this statement with an elaboration indicating that not just the jailer alone was baptized, for he was baptized, “he and all his family.” This picks up on Luke’s focus on the jailer himself. Luke’s account likely flows out of the fact that the jailer asked the question, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30). Luke’s entire discussion of this account puts stress on the jailer, while adding that his family is included in this offer of salvation. Both Acts 16:32 and Acts 16:33 show this pattern of focusing on the jailer but then including the household as well.

Third, Acts 16:34 continues the same pattern of description; the focus remains directly on the jailer and his actions, but those in his house are also involved. In light of this, Chapell’s account of this verse is somewhat misleading since his description of this verse omits Luke’s inclusion of the mention of the jailer’s household. The reader will recall that Chapell had said, “The jailer himself believed (singular verb) [Acts 16:34], and his whole house was baptized [Acts 16:33],” Luke making a careful distinction “between those who actually believed and those who were baptized.” But the grammar of our text suggests something different from what Chapell indicates. As we have seen, in Acts 16:33 the jailer is said to be baptized (singular), followed by the elaboration, “he and all his family,” indicating that both he and the members of his household were baptized. In Acts 16:34 (NASB), something of the same pattern is evident. Here the jailer “rejoiced . . . having believed in God,” to be sure.

The verse also includes a phrase (in Greek, it is a single term, panoikei) between the singular verbs “he rejoiced” and “he had believed.” The ESV renders the Greek term “with his entire household.” Yes, Luke states explicitly that the jailer rejoiced, having believed in God. Luke also includes another word that indicates that the jailer did so along with all of those in his house. Whether the phrase “with his entire household” goes with “rejoiced” or “believed” is difficult to say. F. F. Bruce comments, “Here the adverb [panoikei, “with his entire household”] may be taken grammatically with either e4galliasato [“he rejoiced”] or pepisteuko4s [“he having believed”]; in sense it probably goes with both.”25 If the “household” phrase goes only with the rejoicing, this would exclude infants who would be incapable of comprehending what had occurred in order to rejoice. Or if the “household” phrase goes with believing, clearly this would indicate that all in the house were of an age to understand and believe the gospel. If Bruce is correct and the “household” phrase goes with both the rejoicing and the believing, we have strong reason to dismiss the notion that the jailer’s household included infants.

What makes the most sense here is that in Acts 16:34 the same pattern of focusing on the jailer while including his household continues. The offer of salvation is given to the jailer specifically while including also his house (Acts 16:31). Paul and Silas spoke the word of the Lord specifically to the jailer, but included with him were all who were in his house (Acts 16:32). Then the jailer was baptized (singular verb), he along with all of his family (Acts 16:33). Finally, he rejoiced and believed in God, along with his entire household (Acts 16:34).

What seems clear, then, is that while Luke focuses attention on the jailer who asked initially how he could be saved, he includes in each succeeding step both the jailer himself (as the focus) and all of his house. Included in this, then, is the notion that as the jailer believed and rejoiced, so did his whole family with him believe in God and rejoice. Commenting on the use of this text by paedobaptists, Robert Stein aptly states, “It is highly selective, on the one hand, to include infants in the baptism of the ‘entire family’ of the jailor and then, on the other hand, to exclude them from the ‘entire family’ that believes and rejoices in their new faith (Acts 16:34). This would be a clear case of special pleading.”26 So it would seem.

Fourth and finally, even though it has been shown that Chapell’s interpretation—that the jailer alone believed yet all in his household were baptized—should be rejected, it is worth pointing out one interesting and somewhat troubling implication of Chapell’s view, should it be taken seriously and applied. Unless Chapell is prepared to say that the jailer was the only person older than infancy in his family, that is, that all the members of his family were infants and only infants, then one ends up with a very odd situation. Let’s say, for example, that the jailer’s household included his wife and a teenager or two. If the jailer alone believed, yet all in his household were baptized, this would mean that his unbelieving wife and unbelieving older children were baptized on his (and his alone) belief and salvation. I wonder if Chapell would recommend this practice in paedobaptist churches today.

When the father of an unsaved home comes to faith in Christ, would it be pastorally correct to urge on him the baptism of all who are in his house, including his wife and adult children still at home? What this shows is further reason for thinking that Chapell has simply missed the obvious meaning of this text, all in order somehow to see infants as part of the jailer’s household, which, recall, the text never says. The most likely reading of this account is that as the jailer heard and believed the gospel, so too his whole family heard and believed the gospel. As a result, he and his entire household of believers were baptized. Assuming that the jailer’s household included infants simply does not work in this text.

None of the other “household” passages in the New Testament fares better for infant baptism than Acts 16:25-34. Though they mention along with a convert his or her household—for example, Cornelius and his household (Acts 10:48), Lydia and her household (Acts 16:15), Crispus and his household (Acts 18:8), the household of Stephanas (1 Cor 1:16)—there never is specific mention that infants were among those in the household who were baptized. To assume that there were is simply to add to what the text says. Further, some texts indicate the same kind of “household” faith as we saw in Acts 16:32-34 (e.g., “Crispus . . . believed . . . together with his entire household”—Acts 18:8). In any case, having seen in Acts 16 how implausible it is that infants were among the jailer’s household, and this in the one text that affords us the most detail and explanation, it simply cannot be sustained from the New Testament that these household texts rightly support infant baptism.

Can infant baptism be seen or rightly inferred from elsewhere in the New Testament? In Strawbridge’s Case for Covenantal Infant Baptism, two passages (not yet mentioned) in particular received regular attention from various contributors, and the Scripture index confirms the regularity with which these are referenced. These seemingly “favorite” texts for supporting infant baptism are Acts 2:38-39 and 1 Corinthians 7:14. In light of the strength with which appeal is made to these, some comment is required.

First, regarding Acts 2:38-39, Joel Beeke and Ray Lanning assert that the promise Peter mentions is “rhetorical shorthand for the covenant of grace, which embodies the promise of salvation that he calls upon his hearers to embrace.”27 Further, they note that when Peter says, “unto you, and to your children,” Peter “included children in Acts 2:39 on account of the content and structure of God’s covenant fellowship with his people ever since the days of Abraham.”28 The relevance of this understanding for infant baptism is significant. They explain:


We have to remind ourselves that the multitude who heard Peter’s sermon on Pentecost was Jewish. It included Jews from Palestine, proselytes, and dispersed Jews from other parts of the Roman Empire and beyond. The Old Testament was all they had of the Holy Scriptures. As they listened to Peter preaching from those Scriptures (twelve of the twenty-two verses of Peter’s sermon in Acts 2 contain quotations from the Old Testament), they could have understood his words in only one way—as a reference to the promise in God’s covenant and the fact that that promise extended not only to believers but to their children as well. To interpret Acts 2:39 in light of the New Testament Scriptures, which did not yet exist, as do many Baptists, is to engage in hermeneutical error and can only lead to a serious misrepresentation of the mind of the Spirit.29



Some responses are needed. First, it seems doubtful that the “promise” to which Peter refers in Acts 2:39 (“For the promise is for you”) is meant to take his hearers back to the Abrahamic covenant per se. No doubt all that is happening at this time, with the coming of the Messiah and the pouring out of the Spirit, all relates directly to the fulfillment of God’s original promise to Abraham that through him (i.e., through his seed, Messiah) all the nations would be blessed. Indeed this certainly is in the background (evidence for this seems to come from Is 44:3 and Gal 3:14). But the “promise” of Acts 2:39 is more specific or more narrow than this. Surely in Acts 2:39 Peter is simply referring to the very promise that he has just stated in Acts 2:38. That is, he had said to those listening, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). Does it not stand to reason that when Peter continues, “For the promise is for you,” he has in mind the promise he has just given his listeners in his preceding statement? In other words, Peter wants his listeners to know that the promise of the long-awaited indwelling Holy Spirit (cf. Is 32:15-20; 44:1-5; Ezek 36:26-32; and, of course, Joel 2:28-32, quoted by Peter in Acts 2:16-21), who had just been poured out at Pentecost, could also be theirs if they would but repent and be baptized.

The promise then is the promise specifically of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit of which Peter just spoke, not merely and more generally a continuation of the promise of the Abrahamic covenant per se. This is supported further by Jesus’ statement to the anxious disciples in Acts 1:4-5: “[Jesus] ordered them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father, which, he said, ‘you heard from me; for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now’ ” (italics added). So surely the promise that Peter conveys in Acts 2:39 is the very promise Jesus had given to them, that is, of the indwelling Holy Spirit who would come upon those who trust in Christ.

Second, Peter states that this promise is “for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself” (Acts 2:39, italics added). The fact that Peter does not stop with merely saying, “the promise is for you and for your children,” but adds also, “and for all who are far off,” shows that he does not have in mind some supposed continuation of the sign of the Abrahamic covenant in which the children of believers are the recipients of the sign of the covenant (now, infant baptism in place of circumcision).

The promise extends far beyond the children of believers, to all who are far off. So either the covenant of grace, now signified through the sign of baptism, should be applied to the children of believers and to all people everywhere, or it is the case that this simply is not what Peter means. Clearly what Peter means here is that the promise of receiving the indwelling Holy Spirit through repentance and faith in Christ is a promise that is just as much for your own children (as they repent of their sin and trust Christ) and for all people everywhere (as they repent of their sin and trust in Christ) as it is for you, that is, those listening to Peter preaching on the day of Pentecost. This does not suggest then that we should baptize our infants but rather that we should share the gospel with them, as we should with all who are far off (cf. Acts 1:8), so that they learn and know that they too can receive this promised gift through repentance and faith.

Third, the last phrase of Acts 2:39, “everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself,” also argues against the use of this verse to support infant baptism. The fulfillment of this promise will occur, says Peter, in all of those—all of those children of the hearers, and all of those who are far off whom God will call to himself. In other words, God will not fail to give this promised Holy Spirit to all of those whom he has elected and so will call efficaciously to himself. Hence, while the offer of this promise can rightly go to all people, including all children of believers, the fulfillment of the promise will be in the lives only of those whom God calls to himself. Not all of the children, necessarily, nor all of those who are far off, necessarily, will actually receive what is offered them in the promise. But be assured: all of those children, and all of those far off, whom God calls—all of them will receive this promised gift. Given these three observations about this text, it seems abundantly clear that Peter’s reference to children here has no relation whatsoever to some supposed practice of infant baptism as the continuation of the sign of the covenant to Abraham.

Another text cited often in support of infant baptism is 1 Corinthians 7:14. This verse reads, “For the unbelieving husband is made holy because of his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy because of her husband. Otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy.” Commenting on this text, Bryan Chapell says:


Few verses in Scripture more forcefully indicate that God communicates his grace to children while they are in the household of a covenant parent. Scripture does not contend that an adult who has turned from his parent’s faith can presume to receive the eternal salvation promised through Abraham’s covenant, but, while children remain under the authority of a believing parent, they are represented covenantally by that parent’s faith.30



Also relating 1 Corinthians 7:14 to infant baptism, Richard Pratt suggests,


Interestingly enough, in 1 Corinthians 7:14 this concept of sanctification is applied, not only to unbelieving spouses, but also to the children of such marriages. . . . Until Christ returns in glory, it is not only permissible and helpful, but also necessary, to speak of certain people as consecrated or sanctified to God by their close associations with the people of God and with the activities of true believers. For this reason, it is quite appropriate to speak of the children of believers as sanctified or consecrated by their involvement in the more external aspects of life in the new covenant, even though they may not be regenerated. So the internalization promised in the new covenant by no means proscribes the baptism of infants.31



The paedobaptist argument here is rather indirect and complex: since children are considered holy by virtue of living in the home of a believing parent, they are considered participants within the new covenant, though they may not yet be regenerate. As such they should rightly participate in the sign of the covenant, baptism, and so their infant baptism should be seen as legitimate, as it is applied to these unregenerate participants of the new covenant. In responding to the use of this text in support of infant baptism, it should be observed first that the text says nothing about baptism, infant or otherwise. A huge theological leap is being made here from the stated “holiness” of these children to implying their place in the new covenant and then further implying the legitimacy of their infant baptism. So much is assumed in this argument that can be challenged. As the text stands, there simply is no direct statement about baptism.

Second, Paul speaks of the unbelieving spouse in the same way as he does of the children living in the home of this believer. That is, both the unbelieving spouse and the children in this home are considered “holy” by virtue of their being in a home with one believing spouse/parent. If the stated holiness of the children indicates their place in the new covenant, would not paedobaptists have to say that the same is true of the unbelieving spouse? If not, why not? But if so, would not the sign of the covenant—baptism—rightly be administered to this adult as well? Whatever is concluded about the holiness of the children should in turn be concluded about the holiness of the unbelieving spouse.

Third, is it not likely that Paul’s point is much simpler and more straightforward than the complicated argument made by paedobaptists? Paul is admonishing the believing spouse in a marriage not to leave or divorce when his or her spouse is an unbeliever (1 Cor 7:12-13). To support this admonition, he then states in 1 Corinthians 7:14 that the unbelieving spouse is “made holy” by the ongoing presence in the home of the believer.

Clearly, Paul is not saying that this unbelieving spouse is saved because he or she is married to a believer (cf. 1 Cor 7:16). Nor is he saying that the unbelieving spouse is part of the new covenant. Rather he is simply saying that the presence of the believer in the home causes any unbeliever in the home, whether a spouse or children, to be “set apart” to gospel witness and to the possibility of salvation due to that witness, which would come to an end if the believing spouse were to leave.

He continues in 1 Corinthians 7:15 to say that if the unbelieving spouse leaves anyway, despite the attempts made by the believing spouse to bear witness to the gospel, then there is no more that can be done. But the believer should stay, if the unbeliever is willing to live in this “mixed” relationship, for who knows whether the unbelieving spouse might be saved (1 Cor 7:16). The children in this context are simply added because they too are “set apart” to this same gospel witness by the ongoing presence of the believing parent in the home. It is a far stretch from this simple understanding to the more elaborate view of covenant participation and legitimacy of infant baptism, none of which is either implied by the text or needed to understand Paul’s meaning in this text.

We have, then, no clear examples in the New Testament of the practice of infant baptism, while instead we have observed that all instances of New Testament baptism are of believers. It is no wonder, then, that David Wright wrote in 1987 that “among New Testament scholars the view is increasingly widespread that infant baptism was not practiced in the New Testament Churches,”32 and more recently that “an emerging majority view among New Testament scholars” is “that infant baptism cannot be confidently claimed to be apostolic. . . . The core conviction of Baptist theology, that the New Testament attests faith-baptism as the norm, is now more widely accepted than at any time since the fourth century, i.e., prior to Augustine.”33 Indeed the case for believers’ baptism stands uncontested when one examines all of the relevant evidence from the New Testament.
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