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Baptism (Week 5):  Baptism of Infants 
 

1.  Children in the OT are full participants in God’s covenant with Israel including the rites 
of initiation and other liturgical rituals. 

 
•  God’s covenant with Israel embraces whole households.  Infant boys born in Israelite 
households received circumcision, which was the same sign of initiation into the 
covenant that God gave to adult converts to Israel. 
•  Circumcision was a sign of the righteousness of faith (Rom 4:11) and not a badge of 
mere ethnic/political/national identity.  God used circumcision as an image of the 
spiritual work he would do in the hearts of adult and their children (Deut 30:6), so clearly 
the rite of circumcision has a fully spiritual significance. 
•  Infants and other children were baptized in Israel’s exodus through the Red Sea (cf. 1 
Cor 10:1–2). 
•  Infants participated in all the worship celebrations, including sacrificial meals like 
peace offerings (including Passover) and other rituals by which God renewed his 
covenant with Israel. 
 

2.  The NT stands in full continuity with the OT regarding the place of children in God’s 
covenant. 

 
•  The Christian church is the continuing, end-times people of Israel.  Since the church is 
the renewed, resurrected people of the new covenant promised to Israel, therefore the 
boundaries of inclusion remain unchanged unless there is explicit instruction to the 
contrary. 

◦  Jesus is the Messiah of Israel, and thus to be united to Christ as a member of his 
body is to be a subject of Israel’s king and heir of the salvation promised to Israel. 
◦  Baptism into Christ makes one an offspring and heir of Abraham (Gal 3:27–29). 
◦  Christians are grafted into the one olive tree of the Messiah and his people from 
whom unbelieving Jews are cut off (Rom 11:17–24). 
◦  True Jews are those who are circumcised in heart by the Spirit (Rom 2:29).  
This category includes Christians, who are recipients of the Spirit and thus fulfill 
the righteous requirements of God’s law (Rom 8:1–8).  This is the fulfillment of 
the new covenant promise that God made to Israel (Jer 31:31–33; cf. Rom 2:15). 
◦  Christians are a royal priesthood and a holy nation, thus fulfilling the identity 
and mission of Israel (1 Pet 2:9; Rev 1:6; 5:10; cf. Exod 19:6). 

•  Baptism fulfills the function of circumcision in the new covenant:  Those who are 
buried with Christ in baptism and raised with him through faith are those who have 
received the circumcision of Christ (Col 2:11–12).  Since baptism fulfills the same 
function as circumcision, then the recipients of baptism ought to be the same as the 
recipients of circumcision in the OT. 
•  The promise of salvation is made to both believing adults and their children (Acts 
2:38).  Speaking to a crowd of Jews in Jerusalem, Peter explicitly says that the promise of 
forgiveness of sins in Christ and the indwelling of the promised Holy Spirit is “for you 
and for your children and for all who are far off [i.e., Gentiles], everyone whom the Lord 
our God calls to himself.”  In a first-century Jewish context, this inclusion of children 
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would certainly be understood in continuity with the OT pattern of the children of 
believing parents becoming full participants in the redemption found in covenant with 
God. 
•  Household baptisms:  Baptism in the NT is administered to whole households when 
parents believe (Acts 11:14; 16:15, 31–34; 18:8;1 Cor 1:16; 16:15).  The prevalence of 
reckoning belief by household is the same pattern as that of the OT. 
 

3.  Faith in young children 
 
All believers really receive redemptive grace in and through the rite of baptism.  Thus, 
the practical question concerning what we should affirm about the meaning and effect of 
baptism for any particular individual is ultimately a question about faith:  Whom should 
we accept as believers and disciples of Christ? 
 
The biblical pattern teaches that the following categories of people must be accepted and 
treated as believers until there is evidence to the contrary: 
(1)  adults who make a credible profession of faith AND 
(2)  the infant children of believing adults 

 
The following considerations show that we have solid, biblical reasons to accept and treat 
the children of believing adults as believers and disciples of Christ. 
 
•  No revivalist conversion paradigm:  The Bible nowhere teaches that the children of 
believing parents are unbelievers (and to be considered and treated as such) until they 
have a “conversion experience” that mirrors the conversion of an adult.  Rather, the Bible 
everywhere refers to children of believing parents as believers from their earliest days, 
and thus as sons and daughters of God who are his disciples and members of his kingdom 
(and to be nurtured and trained as such). 
•  Gen 17:  God establishes his covenant with Abraham’s whole household (including his 
children) and commands him to circumcise the infant children of his household.  This 
sacramental initiation into covenant membership is a sign of the righteousness that comes 
by faith (Rom 4:11), and thus an indication that God receives the infant children of 
believers as believing members of his covenant people. 
•  Deut 6:1–9:  This is one of the classic biblical texts on the spiritual nurture of children 
in Scripture.  Children are not treated as outsiders but rather as those who confess the 
faith of Israel with their parents and who are trained daily to fear God and follow his 
word in all the daily activities and settings of life. 
•  Ps 22:9–10:  David trusted in God at his mother’s breast and God was his God from the 
time that he was in his mother’s womb. 
•  Ps 71:5–6:  The psalmist has hoped, trusted, and leaned upon God from his mother’s 
womb. 
The presence of these testimonies of infant faith in the Psalms implies that they are not 
the exceptional, rare experiences of a select few saints but rather the normal, ordinary 
way that God works in the lives of covenant children.  Speaking of the way unborn 
children are “awesomely distinguished” as members of God’s people in Ps 139:14,  
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Covenant Seminary professor Jack Collins writes: 
“Is this simply a record of the personal experience of the author?  No: whatever its origin, 
it is now in the Psalter, which means that its primary function is to provide fitting words 
for God’s covenant people to use in their public corporate worship.  The redemptive-
historical setting of this psalm is an era in which virtually all the pious members of the 
covenant people were raised in what we would call believing covenant homes; and this 
psalm is equipping them to trace their experience of God’s intimate love and care right 
back to the time when they were embryos.  The people sing that their relationship with 
God dates from their time in the womb.” 

These statements in the psalter are not speculation or personal recollection of fetal 
experiences (!) but rather inferences from God’s revelation in the covenant itself. 
 
•  Luke 1:41:  John the Baptist leaps for joy in the presence of Jesus even while he is still 
in the womb of his mother.  This is irrefutable proof that even the youngest children are 
capable of responding to God in a genuine spiritual relationship with him. 
 
•  Matt 18:1–14 (and parallels: Mark 9:33–37; Luke 9:46–48): 

◦  The humble faith of young children is the very paradigm of genuine Christian 
faith in Christ (vv. 3–4).1 
◦  Whoever receives one of these children receives Christ himself (v. 5).  They are 
bearers of Christ’s presence and described in the same language as Jesus’ own 
apostles (cf. Matt 10:40–42).  The way we treat the youngest and most vulnerable 
members of the covenant people of God is how we treat Christ himself. 
◦  The children of the covenant are “little ones who believe” in Christ (v. 6). 
◦  Whoever causes children within God’s people to sin will suffer the most severe 
wrath of God (v. 6).  Thus, God considers children of the covenant as believers 
that he cherishes and protects as his own. 
◦  Children of the covenant have angels who minister as their special 
representatives before the face of God himself (v. 10), and God has such an 
intense, personal care for each covenant child that he would leave the 99 to go in 
search of the one who is lost (vv. 12–14). 

  
•  Matt 19:13–15 (and parallels: Mark 10:13–16; Luke 18:15–17) 

◦  These children are very young children brought to Jesus by parents who desire 
Jesus’ blessing.  In other words, these are not just any children but rather children 
of the covenant people of God.  The passage in Luke clarifies that some of these 
children were even infants (v. 15).   
◦  In contrast to the disciples who want to ignore the children or keep them away, 
Jesus insists that they come to him.  He welcomes them into his presence to bless 

                                                 
1  The essence of faith is not intellectual knowledge and understanding (which comes later with growing 

maturity) but rather response of trust and dependence upon God in personal relationship.  Infant faith is possible 
because infants can and do have personal relations with other people from their earliest days.  If infants can learn to 
recognize and respond to  their own parents in loving dependence as parents communicate their love to them 
through signs and symbols of speech, gestures, and physical embrace, then surely infants can respond likewise to 
God as he communicates his love to them through his Spirit in signs and symbols of baptism and other ministries of 
the church (including the love and care of their parents).  For more explanation of the nature of infant faith, see Peter 
Leithart, “Do Baptists Talk to Their Babies?” http://www.biblicalhorizons.com/rite-reasons/no-47-do-baptists-talk-
to-their-babies/  

http://www.biblicalhorizons.com/rite-reasons/no-47-do-baptists-talk-to-their-babies/
http://www.biblicalhorizons.com/rite-reasons/no-47-do-baptists-talk-to-their-babies/
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them in a very tangible way as lays hands on them.  Obviously Jesus considered 
this tangible ministry to children to be important even though these children were 
not old enough to understand a great deal intellectually or to articulate much of its 
meaning in their own words. 
◦  The kingdom of God belongs to such children (v. 16), i.e., they are full 
members of God’s kingdom and to be treated as such by being given access to 
Jesus’ presence along with those who are older.   
◦  Jesus makes even infants (Luke 18:15) the paradigm of the right way for people 
to “receive the kingdom of God.”  Whoever does not “receive the kingdom of 
God like a child (infants in Luke’s context) shall not enter it” (Luke 18:17).    (In 
the near context, those who “enter the kingdom” are those who believe in Christ 
and become heirs to “eternal life” in “the age to come” (Luke 18:25, 29–30). 

 
Conclusion 
 
God tells us that the children of believing adults ordinarily begin their life of faith from their 
earliest days, and the biblical norm is that covenant children are believers who grow in their faith 
from the womb and never know a day when they did not believe in the Lord.  While we do not 
have complete knowledge of everything there is to know about the faith and heart of any 
individual (whether child OR adult), God teaches us to think and act in faith on the basis of what 
he has revealed to us.  On the basis of God’s faithful, trustworthy promises about his relationship 
to our children, we have solid biblical reasons to conclude the following: 

 
(1)  We ought to receive baptized children as believing members of God’s people and 
treat them accordingly.  With respect to baptism, this implies that we ought to believe 
that infants are recipients of the grace that God offers in Christian baptism (union with 
Christ in his death and resurrection, bestowing of the Holy Spirit, forgiveness of sins, 
adoption into God’s family, etc.).  We would need compelling evidence to the contrary to 
alter this judgment of any baptized child (or any baptized person in general). 

 
(2)  We ought to teach baptized children (along with all baptized adults) to claim biblical 
promises about baptism for themselves AND therefore to live a life of ongoing, 
persevering repentance and faith that always grows and matures.  This is the baptismal 
life to which all Christians are summoned in their baptism. 


