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 idea that baptizing an infant is a useless custom, of no value to the baby being baptized..
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 tells 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 Peter 3:15)  As Lutherans, our baptism is a large part of the ‘hope that we have’ in Christ.

This eight part Bible study reviews the scripture’s teaching of baptism to 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 …” (Matthew 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.  Then, whenever you are called upon to defend your belief about baptism, 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 includes a proper understanding of how a person comes to have faith.  What do the scriptures tell us?  Is believing and trusting Jesus an action we take after hearing the Gospel, or is the belief and trust we have given to us from God?  Consider these passages:

[Paul] greatly helped those who through grace had believed. Acts 18:27.   The grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. 1 Timothy 1:14.   For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.   Ephesians 2:8.
We see from what God says in the passages above that faith comes to us by God’s grace as a gift.
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, as we read in Ephesians 1:4 -- [God] chose us in [Christ] before the foundation of the world.  Paul also wrote to Timothy that God saved us “not because of our works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began.”  1 Timothy 1:9.
Scripture teaches that we have faith, not because of our decision to be God’s children (John 1:13), but because of his decision to put his Word in our hearts, and to be our God. (Jeremiah 31:33)  We cannot say that we have chosen Christ, rather, he has chosen us (John 15:16).  And why did he choose us?  Not because of anything good that we had done, 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 Peter 2:9), and who would be obedient to his Son Jesus Christ (1 Peter 1:2).

We cannot take credit in any way because we have faith.  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 in Scripture God tells us that:

 “From birth the wicked go astray, from the womb they are wayward and speak lies.”   Psalm 58:3

“We [are] by nature objects of wrath.”  Ephesians 2:3c
“Without faith it is impossible to please God.”  Hebrews 11:6

“If a person [sins], even though he is unaware of it, he has become unclean and is guilty.”  Leviticus 5:2-4

“[The law was given] so every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God.”   Romans 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, even from the time of conception (Psalm 51:5). The fact that we are sinful just by being human makes us objects of God's wrath.  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.  The Leviticus passage above tells us this.  [Indeed, this is the reason we do not practice 'open' communion (offering the Lord's Supper to anyone who comes forward for it).   Scripture warns us that anyone who does not recognize the body and blood of the Lord  as he eats and drinks the Lord's Supper is eating and drinking in an unworthy manner, and is guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord (1 Corinthians  11:27,29).  So we are careful to not distribute communion to everyone sitting in the pews.  We instruct our people before offering them the Lord's Supper, and encourage them to examine themselves before receiving the Supper.  If they don’t understand the sacrament they receive, they may take it in an unworthy manner, and they will be held accountable for what they have done.]
The next time someone tells you that infant baptism is unnecessary, share with them the five passages cited at the start of this section. They probably know that because of our disobedience in the Garden of Eden, every person sins, but they probably need help understanding that every person, including an infant, is guilty before God.  The whole world is held accountable to God for its sin.  Nowhere does it say that infants are exempted.  And since only where faith is found is God pleased, infants, too, need faith to be saved.

If you have a friend or colleague who believes that young children do not need baptism because they have not yet reached an “age of accountability,” ask them to show where the age of accountability is spoken of in Scripture. When they admit that there is no such passage, remind them that the Bible tells us to "not go beyond what is written"  (1 Corinthians 4:6) by teaching man-made doctrines.

Clearly, infants need the gift of faith in order to be saved, just like adults do.  We know faith comes from hearing the message of Christ (Romans 10:17), we know we are given new birth through the word of truth (James 1:18), and we know that the word planted in us can save us (James 1:21), but what about infants who do not understand the spoken word?  Part 3 cites passages that show that the washing of baptism is powerful.  It is a means – that is, a method -- that God uses to give an infant faith.
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.  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”  1 Peter 3:21

Christ cleanses the Church “by the washing with water through the word.”   Ephesians 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 God's faithful) were saved by the great Flood as it washed away all traces of the evil old world, we are also 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 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 as the child is taught and believes 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.  Scripture commands us to make disciples by “baptizing...and teaching them to obey” (Matthew 28:19,20).

Part 4:  Baptism and the Covenant of Circumcision

The Old Testament rite of circumcision was 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.  So it is with sin.  Even though believing parents are cleansed of their sins, they cannot prevent passing original sin on to their children when the children are born.

A one-week-old baby boy was circumcised.  At this age it is recognized that the child brings nothing to God which makes him worthy to become God’s child.  Rather, God came to the child and placed him under his covenant when he was circumcised.
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, he was only circumcised once.  After all, God had done nothing wrong when the person fell away, God did not have to make the covenant again.  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 a magic ticket to heaven, either.  Many who were circumcised as infants later showed by their lives that their hearts were uncircumcised (see Leviticus 26:40-45, also Deuteronomy 10:16).  Circumcision had value only as long as a person continued in the obedience of faith (Romans 2:25-29).
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 see that baptism parallels circumcision very closely, and that we baptize infants for the same reasons that the nation of Israel circumcised baby boys.  Baptism is the sign of the new covenant God makes with us today (Jeremiah 31:31).
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:
11 In [Christ] you were also circumcised with a circumcision not performed by human hands. Your whole self ruled by the flesh was put off when you were circumcised by Christ,  12 having been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through your faith in the working of God, who raised him from the dead.  Colossians 2:11-12
And to the Philippian believers, who had been baptized, but not physically circumcised, Paul says “It is we who are the circumcision.” (3:3), showing baptism replaces circumcision.
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 sinful, and needs the washing of regeneration that baptism is.

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 is not a magic ticket to heaven.  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.  (Matthew 28:19-20)  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 (Revelation 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.  In the Old Testament, God brought children into his covenant using circumcision.  In the New Testament era, God brings children into his covenant using baptism.
As Jesus himself said:  “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.”
After considering all what scripture says on this matter, it should be clear that there is no reason to exclude infants from baptism.  Paul understood this.  He baptized the whole household of Lydia (Acts 16:15), the entire family of the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:33), and the household of Stephanas (1 Corinthians 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 “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, ... for the forgiveness of your sins. ... The promise is for you and for your children ... for all whom the Lord our God will call.” Acts 2:38,39.  The Greek word for children which he used is τέκνοις, which means little ones, not the more general word for descendants.  "The promise is for you and your little ones."
Part 7:  The Method of Baptism
Christian denominations which reject infant baptism generally also teach that sprinkling a person with water does not constitute a valid baptism.  They teach that only total immersion under the water makes a baptism valid.  But is this what scripture teaches?

First of all, there is no place in Scripture that spells out the correct method of baptism.  We have examples of people being baptized, but no clear description of how the baptism was done.

Those who say that immersion is the only acceptable method make the claim by citing examples where it is said that people went "down into the water" to be baptized, (like Acts 8:38)  or came "up out of the water" (like Matthew 3:16) after the baptism.  But these phrases describe the baptism, they do not prescribe the method of baptism.  Plus, these examples do not describe immersion, for rivers and lakes are lower than the road or path, and people will go down into the water even if they are going there simply to wade in the water.  It is just as likely that baptisms were done by wading into the water and pouring water over the head of the person being baptized.
It is helpful to examine the various ways the word for baptism is used in the New Testament, and to realize it is used for actions which are not immersions.  The New Testament was originally written in Greek.  The word used for baptism there is βαπτίζω.  If we look at the places in the New Testament where βαπτίζω is used, we can understand the meaning of this word better.
Certainly, in most instances, the word βαπτίζω is used in to describe an action where immersion is possible.  However, not all.  Consider these three examples:

Mark 7:4.  There the NIV reads "[the Pharisees] observe many others traditions, such as the washing of cups, pitchers and kettles."  The word translated "washing" is the word βαπτισμοὺς, baptisms. Each of these utensils can be immersed  However, many early manuscripts also add "and dining couches."  Now, if dining couches can be baptized, then baptism does not have to mean immersion.  Instead, baptism is a ceremonial washing.

Luke 11:38.  There the NIV reads "But the Pharisee, noticing that Jesus did not first wash before the meal, was surprised."  The Greek word for wash used here is  ἐβαπτίσθη.  A more literal translation would be "noticing that Jesus did not baptize himself before the meal ..."  Here too, the word for "did baptize" has the meaning of a ceremonial washing, not an immersion.  The Pharisee was not surprised that Jesus did not immerse himself before the meal, he was surprised that Jesus did not go through a ceremonial washing before the meal.
Hebrews 9:10.  There the writer uses the term βαπτισμοῖς, which the NIV translates as "ceremonial washings."  That is, ceremonial washings are called baptisms.  But what ceremonial washings are being spoken of in the context of Hebrews 9:10?  Verse 7 describes how the High Priest would enter the Most Holy Place with blood -- the blood of a bull or of a lamb.  According to Leviticus 16:15-17, the High Priest sprinkled the blood on the Ark of the Covenant.  So in this passage, sprinkling of blood is called a baptism.  

To summarize, in the New Testament, the Greek word for "to baptize" or "baptism" is not used in a way that requires immersion as its meaning.  A baptism is a ceremonial washing.  A baptism can be performed by sprinkling or by pouring water over the one being baptized, or by immersing the person.  To claim that all uses of the word 'baptism' in the Bible describe immersions is simply not true. 

Part 8:  Remember your Baptism!

The fact that we have been baptized should be a great comfort to us.  As baptized believers, 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.”  Philippians 1:6

“He will keep you strong to the end,  1 Corinthians  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 Corinthians 10:13

“[Nothing] in all creation will be able to separate us from the Love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Romans 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 pastor.  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?’”   Hebrews 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 empowered by the Holy Spirit to live for him.  But with gentleness and respect (1 Peter 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.”   Deuteronomy 7:9
"And now, what are you waiting for?  Get up, be baptized, and wash your sins away, calling on his name."  Acts 22:16
      (This booklet has been prepared for your spiritual growth as part of the ministry of Grace Lutheran Church of Manitowoc, WI.  If you have questions or comments, you may contact us at gracelutheran@tm.net  or phone 920-682-7377)
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