Infant Baptism
Do You Understand it?

There is an error that has taken root in a large portion of the Christian Church today.  It is an error that has been with the Christian Church since the second century.  The error is the denial of the validity of infant baptism.
Have you ever been challenged in your beliefs by a person who does not think infants should be baptized?  You may have found it hard to come up with answers to his or her questions.  But God commands us to “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.” (1 Pet 3:15)  As Lutherans, our baptism is a large part of the ‘hope that we have’ in Christ.

So let us, through this seven part Bible study, review the scripture’s teaching of baptism and see why baptizing infants is the proper response of the Christian Church to our Lord’s command to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them … and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded …” (Matt 28:19)

You are encouraged to find a blank page in your Bible and copy many of the scripture references cited in this study onto that page.  In this way, if you are ever called upon to defend your belief about baptizing infants, you will have these passages in a place you can easily find.
A Study of Infant Baptism

Part 1:  Coming to Faith

A proper understanding of baptism requires a proper understanding of how a person comes to have faith.  Is believing and trusting Jesus an action we take after hearing the Gospel, or is the belief and trust we have a gift from God?  Do we “make a decision for Christ” or does Christ make a decision for us?  Consider these passages:

Acts 18:27;   1 Tim 1:14;    Eph 2:8

The repeated teaching that comes from God’s Word is that faith 
comes to a person by God’s ______________________.  That is, God decides who is given faith.  So when the gospel is preached to a large crowd, who in the crowd will believe the message?
 Acts 13:48

Luke 10:22
But when did God decide these matters?
Eph 1:3-14
2 Thess 2:13,14
The question could then be asked, “On what basis did God decide who would some day come to faith?  Did God choose us because he looked ahead and saw something good in us that meant we would deserve to be given faith and saved?”  Let’s study what scripture tells us about this idea:
2 Tim 1:8-9
Titus 3:3-5
Romans 9:6-21

What did Jesus make clear to his disciples?  John 6:64-65
Can you think of examples in scripture of people who were chosen by God, yet did not seem like they were worthy of receiving faith?

What does this tell us about reaching out to the ‘bad’ people of this world?

For what purpose does  God choose to give people faith?

1 Peter 1:2

1 Peter 2:9

John 15:16

Part 2:  Do Infants Need Faith to be Saved?
Those who deny that infant baptism has any value usually also define faith differently than Lutherans do.  They teach that faith is a conclusion we come to after considering the gospel of Jesus.  Therefore, they teach, only a person who is old enough to reason, is old enough to have saving faith.  But in part 1 we saw from Scripture that faith is not a deduction, but a gift from God by his grace alone.

When did Timothy first know the scriptures?  2 Tim 3:15
Those who reject infant baptism usually also ask: “How can infants and young children and the feeble-minded be saved?  After all, they are not able to reason well enough to have saving faith.”

This leads them to a second error -- the idea that children do not need faith to be saved. They teach that although children are born sinful, they are not held accountable for their sins until they reach the age of reason, which they often call the “age of accountability.”
But which passage from scripture do these people quote to show that there is such a thing as the ‘age of accountability?’

Let’s study the scriptures:  
When do unbelievers begin to go astray?  Psalm 58:3
When does sin first cling to us?  Psalm 51:5; John 3:6
How does God regard all people, simply because of our sinful human nature?  Eph 2:3c

What about those who never heard about what God requires? Are they exempt from his anger?  Consider Lev 5:2-4.  Were Old Testament believers exempt from guilt if they broke a law without knowing it?  
Sometimes babies die.  Dare we say God is unfair?  Rom 5:12

Is anyone not held accountable for their sins?  Romans 3:19

What alone makes us pleasing to God?  Hebrews 11:6

Who does Jesus hold up for us as an example of the type of faith all believers should have?  Luke 18:15-17

How is Jesus’ understanding of exemplary faith a comfort to us when we think of those whose mental capacity is such that they cannot express their desire to actively live for the Lord ( e.g. the mentally handicapped, those with dementia, etc.)?

In the next section we will study how our accountability before God for our sins affects our understanding of baptism.  But first, how does our accountability for our sin also affect the way Lutherans practice God’s other sacrament – his Holy Supper?
Part 3:  The Power of Baptism

Those who deny the validity of infant baptism usually also deny that baptism is a sacramental act.  By sacramental we mean an act that God does, as opposed to a sacrificial act, one done by man.  They may even scoff at what is sacred to us by saying, “How can sprinkling water on a baby’s head save him?”  But let us see what the Word of God tells us:

Rom 6:4

Gal 3:27

Eph 5:26

Titus 3:5b

1 Peter 3:21

Does scripture indicate that baptism is just an outward washing, or that something more is occurring during the baptism?
No wonder then, that Ananias told Saul to “Get up, be baptized, and wash your sins away.” Acts 22:16

One might ask, “How many sins are washed away?”  Is it, just the ones committed up until the baptism ceremony?  Or are all sins, past and future, washed away?  Explain what is implied in regard to this question by each of these passages:
Eph 5:27

Rom 8:1, 33
Rom 5:1-2

1 John 1:7
Part 4:  God’s Covenant with his People
Central to a proper understanding of our relationship to God is an understanding of the covenant (or agreement, or contract) God has made with us.  Although a number of covenants between God and his people are listed in the Old Testament, the one covenant which has a parallel to baptism is the one first made with Abraham.

Genesis 15 describes this covenant. In this account, God promised to make Abraham a great nation (v 5) and to give his descendants the land of Canaan (v 18).  God confirmed his promise by taking an oath when he alone walked between halves of animals (vv 10-17), similar to what both parties of the ancient orient would normally do when they made a treaty with each other.

But Abraham did not walk between the animals.  Abraham promised nothing. The covenant was one-sided.  Only God obligated himself to certain conditions.  Abraham believed God (v 6) and his faithful obedience was his part of the covenant.  As a sign that God had entered into this covenant with Abraham, Abraham and all his descendants were to be circumcised (Gen 17:10-14).

The rite of circumcision was an interesting object lesson for God’s Old Testament people.  It taught several spiritual truths:
How did it teach about original sin, that is, that our sin is passed down from generation to generation?

How did this rite teach that God’s people bring nothing to him which makes them worthy to become his children?

How did this rite teach that the covenant we have with our God is not something we make, but something he alone makes?

Paul explains true circumcision in Romans 2:25-29.  What is the most important part of being under God’s covenant?

How did God show Israel that even though they were under the covenant of circumcision, nevertheless the blessings of eternal life still could be forfeited?

Abraham and all his descendants were circumcised, but not to show others that they had decided to follow Yahweh, the true God.  They were circumcised to show what Yahweh had done for them.  God had circumcised them -- he had put off the old man to let the new man come forth.  In part 5 we will see that baptism parallels circumcision very closely, and that we baptize infants for the same reasons that the nation of Israel circumcised baby boys. 
Part 5:  The Covenant of Baptism

To properly understand how it can be God’s intent that infants be baptized, it is important to realize that baptism replaces circumcision as the symbol of the covenant that God makes with his people.  Read what Paul teaches in Colossians 2:11-12.
How does Paul say being baptized is superior to being circumcised?

The early Church had to contend with people who demanded that circumcision continue as a requirement to being a child of God.  What did Paul reassure the uncircumcised believers?  Phil 3:3
Like circumcision, infant baptism is an object lesson about spiritual truths.  How does infant baptism teach about original sin?

How does infant baptism teach that we bring nothing of our own merit to God?   That is, God must come to us.
As Lutherans, we practice baptism as a one-time act.  If a person later in life falls away from the faith, but repents, and returns to the Lord, he or she is not re-baptized. What does this teach about the covenant God makes with this people?

What did Jesus say that shows that baptism is not a magic ticket to heaven?   John 8:31

Some Christian groups baptize believers into their particular denomination, meaning that some believers have been baptized several times, as they have gone from church to church.  But what do these passages tell us about baptism?

1 Cor 12:12-13

Eph 4:4-5 

Part 6:  The Command to Baptize and the Method
A few days before he ascended to heaven, Jesus commanded his followers to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them...and teaching them to obey” (Matt 28:19-20) all he had commanded them.  What did Jesus mean by “all nations”?  Are infants to be included in this command?

Since there are no passages in scripture which forbid the baptizing of infants, the only opposition to this practice comes from human reason, sinful as it is.  Let’s review the ideas that come from our human reason, and the teachings that come from scripture, regarding:
How we come to faith

Whether or not infants are sinful

Whether or not baptism has power.

Critics of infant baptism often say there are no examples or commands in scripture regarding the baptism of infants.  But consider these examples:

 Acts 2:38;    Acts 16:15;    Acts 16:33;    1 Cor 1:16

In any of these accounts of baptizing, is there any mention of baptizing some but not others, or of only baptizing the adults?
In any account, do we read that Paul required everyone in the household to make a decision for Christ before being baptized?

What saying did Paul and Apollos have which kept their teachings focused on the scriptures, and not on human reason?  1 Cor 4:6

In light of the passages we have considered, which group goes beyond what is written in scripture – we, who baptize infants, or they – who insist that since no infant is recorded as being baptized,  therefore we should not baptize infants?

Another criticism that is often leveled at Lutherans is that we sprinkle babies instead of immersing them.  It is interesting that those who claim baptism has no power to wash away sins, are nevertheless insistent that baptisms must be done by immersing the believer totally or they are not valid.

But the Greek work for ‘baptize’ means ‘wash,’ that is, to clean something using water.  It does not have to mean immerse totally under the water.  Otherwise this word could not be used for cleaning dining couches, as is done in many ancient copies of Mark 7:4.

Immersing a person under the water during baptism is a good object lesson however, teaching the spiritual truth that in baptism we are ‘buried with [Christ]’ and ‘raised with him’ to eternal life (Col 2:12), but this method is an object lesson, and not a command from God.  To maintain the teaching that baptism is a washing of rebirth (Titus 3:5), Lutherans wash the head of the person being baptized.

Part 7:  Remember your Baptism!

The fact that we have been baptized should be a great comfort to us.  In baptism, our God has promised us many good things.  Name a few of these promises, mentioned in these passages:

Phil 1:6

1 Cor 1:8

1 Cor 10:13

Rom 8:38-39

Heb 13:5-6

When we tell a person who is facing temptations to remember his or her baptism, we are reminding them of our powerful and loving God, who is faithful to keeping all that he has promised to us.  We are reminded that our salvation depends on him, not on us.  We are weak, but he is strong.  

As we are reminded that we are his children through baptism, we have the strength to resist temptations and remain in the true faith to the end of our lives.

Summary and deeper commentary on the Bible study:
Part 1:  Coming to Faith

A proper understanding of baptism requires a proper understanding of how a person comes to have faith.  Is believing and trusting Jesus an action we take after hearing the Gospel, or is the belief and trust we have a gift from God?  We see from what God says in Acts 18:27, 1 Tim 1:14, and Eph 2:8, that faith comes to us by God’s grace.
Faith is not a conclusion we arrive at by deductive reasoning.  Faith is a gift which God gives to those whom he chose before the world began (Eph 1:4).  Paul also wrote to the Thessalonians that God chose us “From the beginning…”   2 Th 2:13,14
Scripture teaches that we have faith, not because of our decision to be God’s children (Jn 1:13), but because of his decision to be our God. (Jer 31:33)  We cannot say that we have chosen Christ, rather, he has chosen us (Jn 15:16).  And why did he choose us?  Not because of anything good that we had done (2 Tim 1:9; Deut 9:4-6), but purely out of his mercy (Titus 3:5).  He chose us that we might become his people, a holy nation who would declare his praises (1 Pet 2:9), and who would be obedient to his Son Jesus Christ (1 Pet 1:2).

We cannot take credit in any way because we have faith today.  We cannot say “I found the Lord on such-and-such day.”  We do not have in our hymnal the song “I have decided to follow Jesus.”  Nowhere does scripture teach us that we actively come to faith -- that is, come to faith because of our own actions.  Rather, the Holy Spirit is active upon us, and has enabled us to come to the Father (John 6:65).  As scripture says:

“And all who were appointed to eternal life believed.” Acts 13:48
Part 2:  Infants need Faith to be Saved

Those who reject infant baptism usually also reject the idea that anyone who cannot reason – infant or feeble-minded -- cannot be held accountable for sins he or she commits.  But God tells us that:

 “From birth the wicked go astray”   Ps 58:3
“We [are] by nature objects of wrath.”  Eph 2:3c
“Without faith it is impossible to please God.”  Heb 11:6
“If a person [sins], even though he is unaware of it, he has become unclean and is guilty.”  Lev 5:2-4
“[The law was given] so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God.”   Rom 3:19

The scriptures cited above speak against any idea that a child’s sins will not be counted against him until he is older.  The wicked were wicked already in the womb.  Our very nature is sinful (Ps 51:5; John 3:6). Our natural inclination is to do evil (Gen 8:21).  God is angry with us from the moment of our conception – this is what he means by telling us we are by nature objects of his wrath.  Death results from man’s sin (Rom5:12; 6:23), and since babies also die, they die as a result of their sins (Ez 18:4).  Only when God finds faith in the heart of a person is he pleased.

Nowhere is there even a hint in scripture that being unaware that something is sinful will absolve us of its guilt.  (Indeed, the reason we practice close communion is that we are warned that anyone who does not recognize the body and blood of the Lord (1 Co 11:29) as he eats and drinks is eating and drinking in an unworthy manner, and is guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord (1 Co 11:27).)  This is why we do not distribute communion to everyone sitting in the pews.  We instruct our people before offering them communion.  If they don’t understand the sacrament they receive, they will still be held accountable for what they have done.

The next time someone tells you that infant baptism is unnecessary, share with him the five passages cited above. He probably knows that because of our disobedience in the Garden of Eden, every person sins, but he probably needs help understanding that every person, including an infant, is guilty before God.  The whole world is held accountable for its sin.  Nowhere does it say that infants are exempted.  And since only with faith is God pleased, infants, too, need faith to be saved.

And don’t be afraid to ask him or her to show you where the Bible teaches about the “age of accountability.”  When he admits that there is no such passage, remind him that we are warned not to go beyond what is written in scripture     (1 Cor 4:6) by teaching man-made doctrines.
This ‘age of accountability’ was invented by people who assume that only adults have a strong enough faith for salvation, and goes hand in hand with the idea that we must ‘choose Christ.’  But Jesus holds up the trusting hearts of little children as the example for adults to imitate (Luke 18:15-17).
Clearly, infants need the gift of faith in order to be saved, just like adults do.  Part 3 cites passages that show that the washing of baptism is a means – that is, a method -- that God uses to give us faith, and therefore, it is the means whereby God comes with faith to a child who is not old enough to understand the Word of God.
Part 3:  The Power of Baptism

Those who deny the validity of infant baptism usually also deny that baptism is a sacramental, that is, an act that God does, as opposed to a sacrificial act, one done by man.  But the Word of God tells us that:

“[God] saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.”  Titus 3:5

The Flood “symbolizes baptism that now saves you”  1 Pet 3:21

Christ cleanses the Church “ by the washing with water through the word.”   Eph 2:25,26

From these passages it is clear that baptism has power.  The Holy Spirit washes our sins away as he baptizes us.  Just as Noah and his family, and indeed all mankind was saved by the great Flood as it washed away all traces of the evil old world, so we are saved by baptism as it washes away our sinful past and we are declared righteous in God’s sight.  We are cleansed as we are baptized, so that we are holy and presentable to our husband Jesus, who has bought us with his own blood.  And because faith in Jesus is necessary for there to be forgiveness of sins, at our baptism we were also simultaneously given the gift of faith.

But we must be careful not to think of baptism as nothing more than a sacrificial act.  Baptism is not something we do merely to show others that we have faith in Jesus.  Baptism is something done by the Holy Spirit through the Word of God.  This is why we are careful to instruct parents and sponsors when they bring a child to baptism that it is only through the Word of God that baptism has its power.  Only through the Word of God can the child stay cleansed of its sins.  It is a mockery of this sacrament when parents who themselves do not hear or read the Word of God and have no intention of bringing up their child in the Word, nevertheless bring a child to a church to be baptized.  We are commanded to make disciples by “baptizing...and teaching them to obey” the commands of God (Mt 28:19,20).
Another error about baptism is the one taught by the Roman Catholic Church, which is that baptism only washes away past sins.  But Scripture teaches that the faith we receive at baptism puts us into a state of ‘peace with God’ (Rom 5:1).   Therefore, we no longer fear his condemnation  (Rom 8:1,33).  We are considered blameless and free from accusation   (Col 1:22), and presentable to Christ as his virgin bride (Eph 5:27).
Part 4:  Baptism and the Covenant of Circumcision

Circumcision is an interesting way to teach the doctrine of original sin, for no matter how many previous generations had been circumcised, each new generation was still born the old way, and needed circumcision.  We too can do nothing to prevent ourselves from passing original sin on to our children.

A one-week-old infant was circumcised.  At this age it is recognized that the child brings nothing to God which makes him worthy to become God’s child.  And this is how it really is, for God comes to us and saves us, it is not we who have something good in us that makes us turn ourselves to God.

Circumcision was a one-time act.  No matter how many times a Jew would fall away from the Lord, repent, and come back to him, only once was he circumcised.  God did not have to make the covenant again.   After all, God had done nothing wrong when the person fell away.  The covenant made with that baby boy on the eighth day of his life was still valid when he repented and turned back to his Lord.

But circumcision was not an absolute guarantee to heaven, either.  Many were those who were circumcised as infants but who later showed by their lives that their hearts were uncircumcised (see Lev 26:40-45, also Deut 10:16).  Circumcision had value only as long as a person continued in the obedience of faith (Rom 2:25-29).
In part 5 we see that baptism is a renewal of the covenant of circumcision, and infant baptism is the proper expression of God’s covenant with us.

Part 5:  The Covenant of Baptism

In the New Testament we read that circumcision has been replaced by baptism as the symbol of the covenant God makes with us. Paul makes it clear that baptism is superior to circumcision because Christ himself is active (Col 2:11&12)
In another place Paul says to believers who had been baptized, but not physically circumcised, “It is we who are the circumcision.” (Phil 3:3)

Like circumcision, infant baptism witnesses to our original sin.  For no matter how many generations of Christian ancestors a child may have had, he is still born an object of God’s wrath, and needs the washing of regeneration of baptism to become his child.

Like circumcision, infant baptism witnesses that it is God who baptizes, and God who saves. An infant brings nothing of his own merit to God.  God must come to him.

Like circumcision, baptism is a one-time act.  If a person later in life falls away from the faith, but repents, and returns to the Lord, there is no need to re-baptize him or her. God has not broken the covenant, and God does not have to make it over again.  The covenant God made with that child at baptism is still valid.

Like circumcision, baptism’s blessings are for the faithful who continue in faith.  The power of baptism comes from the Word of God.  We must remain in his Word, and live by it, in order to receive the blessings of the covenant God has made with us.  As Jesus says:

“If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.”  John 8:31

Part 6:  The Command to Baptize

A few days before he ascended to heaven, Jesus commanded his followers to “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them...and teaching them to obey” all he had commanded them.  What did Jesus mean by “all nations”?  Are infants to be included in this command?

After considering in parts 1 through 5 of this paper what God teaches about baptism, the answer should be obvious.  When we come to faith, it is not we who make a decision to choose Christ.  Our faith is a gift.  Christ chooses us.  Why should we withhold baptism from an infant until he can make his own decisions?  When he is old enough to make his own decisions, he will not decide on his own to follow Jesus.  Whether as an adult or as an infant, it is the Holy Spirit who must come to a person.  And he can and does choose to give saving faith to infants as well as adults.

All people need faith to be saved.  Nowhere does scripture say that infants are exempted because their reasoning powers are not as developed as those of adults.  We may look at an infant, and see it as pure and sweet and innocent.  But God, who searches the heart (Rev 2:23), sees the child as it really is -- sinful, deserving damnation, and needing conversion.  Let us not allow our human sentiments to twist God’s Word and our understanding of it!

Baptism has the power to wash away sins and give life to those who are dead in their sins.  Since infants are born dead in the eyes of God, they also need the washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit which God accomplishes through baptism.

Baptism corresponds to the Old Testament rite of circumcision.  Infants are brought to baptism for the same reasons that Old Testament baby boys were circumcised.  Through this act, God brings children into his covenant of love.

After considering all what scripture says on this matter, it is clear that there is no reason to exclude infants from baptism.  Paul understood this.  He baptized the whole household of Lydia (Ac 16:15), the entire family of the Philippian jailer (Ac 16:33), and the household of Stephanas (1 Co 1:16).  There is no record of Paul asking each individual in each household to “make a decision for Christ” before he would baptize them, as many churches do today.  No, Paul understood baptism to be the way God comes to us with his covenant of mercy and forgiveness.  Nowhere in scripture does God forbid us to baptize infants.  Nowhere are we told that infants have less of a need for baptism than adults.  Only if we base our understanding on human reason rather than the sure Word of God do we come to a conclusion that baptism is for adults only.

Notice that Peter made no exceptions when he told his 3000 listeners to be baptized.  He said  “ The promise is for you and for your children ... for all whom the Lord our God will call.” Acts 2:38,39

Part 7:  Remember your Baptism!

The fact that we have been baptized should be a great comfort to us.  In baptism, our God has promised us many good things.  A few of these promises are:

“He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”  Phil 1:6

“He will keep you strong to the end”  1 Cor 1:8

“God is faithful, he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear.  But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” 1 Cor 10:13

“[Nothing] in all creation will be able to separate us from the Love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Rom 8:38,39

These are wonderful promises, given to us to help us through the troubles we experience in this life.  So when you are having difficulties, when you feel forsaken, when you feel unable to live up to the high standards of your calling as a disciple of Christ, remember your baptism!

And what is most important to remember about our baptism?  Not the pretty white blanket we were wrapped in, not the names of our sponsors, not even the water that was sprinkled on us by a minister.  The most important part of our baptism is that God came to us and made a covenant with us that day.  He washed our sins away and promised to be with us always and to strengthen us in every trial in this life. As he says:

“‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.’  So we can say with confidence, ‘The Lord is my helper, I will not be afraid.  What can man do to me?’”   Heb 13:5-6

Many Christians point with pride to the time when they “made their decision” to follow Jesus, when they responded to an altar call and dedicated their lives to Christ.  And we can certainly rejoice with them that they too have been brought into the forgiving grace of Jesus and are empowered by the Holy Spirit to live for him.  But with gentleness and respect (1 Pet 3:15), let us not be ashamed to point to our baptism day, when God came to us and saved us.  And let us be eager to share with them how he has kept us in the true faith from that day right up to today.

“Know therefore, that the Lord your God is God;  he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love him and keep his commands.”   Deut 7:9
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