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Abstract 
 

This dissertation examines the baptismal theology of the United Reformed Church. 

Christian baptism has been a point of tension between churches in the past. The subject 

still continues to raise copious theological and pastoral issues within the denomination 

and the wider church. This paper looks at the origins, arguments for the mode and 

recipients of baptism and gives a Reformed response. It affirms that biblical exegesis 

shows that baptism, though varied in interpretation, is symbolic of purification and the 

rite of initiation into membership of the covenant community and a sign of commitment 

in obedience to Christ. Furthermore, an historical exploration of the Reformed tradition 

coupled with the views of Reformed theologians, giving special attention to John Calvin, 

Martin Luther, Huldrych Zwingli, John and Donald Baillie, Karl Barth, Louis Berkhof, 

P.T. Forsyth, Charles Hodge, John Murray and David Peel, also concludes that there is a 

highly developed covenantal theology which sees baptism not as a mere sign, but also as 

a means of grace. Consequently, this “sacramental” aspect and the question of “baptismal 

regeneration” require debate. Finally, to ensure careful and caring pastoral practice, 

biblical theology is turned into contextual theology and, by establishing that baptism is 

not a major issue that should cause division, this paper provides “reconciliation précis” 

material suitable for future ministry in the denomination.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Exploring Reformed baptismal theology leading towards a credible understanding of baptism in today‟s URC 

 2 

Contents 
 

Abstract.......................................................................................................1 
Contents......................................................................................................2 

1.  Methodology........................................................................................3 

2.  Introduction…………………………………………………………..5  

3.  Views of baptism……………………………………………….…...7 

A symbol picturing identification with Christ 

A sign and seal of the covenant 

A sacrament essential to salvation 

4.  Origins of baptism…………………………………….…………...11  
Purification in the OT 

Proselyte baptism 

John the Baptist 

Baptism in the NT 

5.  Development of baptismal theology and ecclesiology.............15  
The NT Church and infant baptism 

Baptism in the pre-Reformation Church 

Baptism and the Reformation 

United Reformed Church traditions 

Twentieth century developments 

6.  Baptism in contextual practice......................................................26 
  As an necessity  

  The symbolic associations 

  Applying the covenant principle today 

  Does purification symbolism require immersion? 

7.  The efficacy of baptism……………………………………...........33 

8.  Pastoral implications arising from Reformed theology..............41 
Discriminate baptism 

Is baptism a public or private ceremony? 

Baptized children and communion 

Mutual recognition 

9. Conclusions…………………………………………………………49 

Bibliography.…………………………………………………………...52 

Appendices………………………………………………..…………….58 
 

 

 



Exploring Reformed baptismal theology leading towards a credible understanding of baptism in today‟s URC 

 3 

1. Methodology  
 

Before commencing this dissertation I should say a brief word about how I plan to 

proceed. Herein, the terms “infant baptism” and “paedobaptism”, “believer‟s baptism” 

and credobaptism” will be used interchangeably. The United Reformed Church will be 

abbreviated (URC) and also local ecumenical partnership (LEP). Foremost, I am 

genuinely interested in this subject and believe that now is the appropriate time for 

further investigation. Pastorally, as a minister, I need to be fully aware of the issues, 

divergent thoughts, biblical evidence, church history and contemporary practice 

encircling baptism. After all, ministers are theologians and quoting Peel:- 

They do not rest content with repeating Christian tradition or regurgitating 

it in the language of the day; rather they “question the presuppositions on 

which the tradition works”, and then they “reassert its truth” in terms of 

their own experience.
1
 

 

Secondly, so as to help understand why baptism has become “so intellectualized and so 

inaccessible”,
2
 my method is to integrate scripture and church practice from the 

underlying principles of the Reformed tradition:-
3
  

 Baptism is seen as a covenant sign. Circumcision in the old covenant acts as a 

paradigm and shows the basis upon which baptism is dispensed to infants 

(Colossians 2:11-12).
4
  

 

 The covenant principle asserts that there is biblical authority for a credible 

profession of faith by proxy. The position is that children of believing parent(s) 

should be regarded as believers and therefore be baptized (1 Corinthians 7:14).  

 

 Baptism is necessary (Matthew 28:18-20) and “washing” in the name of the 

Trinity marks a new beginning (Romans 6:1-14). The water is regarded as an 

                                                 
1
 D. Peel, [q.v. D. Jenkins, The Gift of Ministry, (London: Faber & Faber, 1947), p. 75.], Reforming 

Theology, (London: United Reformed Church, 2002), p. 248. 
2
 D. S. M. Hamilton, Through the Waters, (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark Ltd, 1990), p. 15. 

3
 Drawing on material from D. K. McKim, Encyclopaedia of the Reformed Faith, (Edinburgh: St. Andrew 

Press, 1992) and McKim, Major Themes in the Reformed Tradition, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992).  
4
 J. Murray, The Collected Writings 2: Systematic Theology, (Chatham: W. & J. Mackay Ltd, 1976), p. 374.  
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outward sign of the presence of the Holy Spirit.
5
 For a believer this will be an 

inward reality. An infant cannot know, but Jesus did not intend to exclude them 

from the kingdom of God (Matthew 19:13-15). 

 

 Total immersion, sprinkling and the pouring of water are all sufficient modes for 

the validity of baptism.  

 

 The religious rite does not cause “baptismal regeneration”, but baptism has a 

certain efficacy attached to it.
6
  

 

 Re-baptism is non-biblical and constitutes a sacrilege, implying that God has been 

unfaithful in His covenant promises. It is a once only act never to be repeated.
7
 

 

Inevitably, such baptismal ecclesiology means this paper is clearly subjective in its 

approach. Nevertheless, I believe that Reformed doctrine allows baptismal distinctions to 

be harmonized and a further imperative of this paper is to exemplify this.  

 

Thirdly, as a rite of passage, baptism remains “a focal point in the life of Christian 

communities”
8
 and is, therefore, “contextualized” by its very nature. Part of my focus of 

study examines the historical roots and baptismal practice of the uniting traditions of the 

URC, considers local church policy, particularly in avoiding indiscriminate infant 

baptism and identifies current pastoral implications arising from the views held over 

baptism.  

 

Finally, although I substantiate the case for covenant theology and mainly relate the 

discussion to paedobaptism, this paper is not about believer‟s verses infant baptism. I 

                                                 
5
 Ephesians 4:5 indicates there is one baptism only and not a second baptism of the Holy Spirit and thus 

anointing with oil as a sign of the Spirit‟s baptism is generally rejected.  
6
 The assumption is made in Acts 2:41 that one must be baptized in order to be a Christian, but we are 

saved by grace through faith, not the act of baptism (1 Corinthians 10:1-13; 1 Peter 3:21).  To some this 

may be offensive. If space permitted I would unpack and balance this with a discussion of the views of 

those who do re-baptize.  
7
 M. Green, Baptism – Its Purpose, Practice and Power, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1987), p. 120.  

8
 R. Hayden, “Believers Baptized: An Anthology”, P. S. Fiddes (ed.), Reflections on the Water 

Understanding God and the World through the Baptism of Believers, (Oxford: Regent‟s Park College, 

1996), p.9.  
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accept that both forms illustrate God‟s own initiative in Christ and require a similar and 

responsible attitude towards Christian nurture. I also agree that a response in faith, 

whether expressed corporately or personally, is an equally valid one within the Church. 

Dulles‟ definition of baptism is appropriate for the rationale of this paper:- 

Baptism is the basic sacrament of initiation, in which a new relationship is 

established between the candidate and the Church. The candidate formally 

embarks on the way to discipleship, and the community commits itself to 

guide the candidate in the following of Christ. In cases of infant baptism the 

parents or sponsors speak for the candidate.
9
 

 

2. Introduction  
 

Baptism has been hotly debated over the centuries. Hayden writes that:- 

…what seemed to be a straightforward incident that marked the beginning 

of the public ministry of our Lord has turned out to be very controversial in 

the life of the church.
10

 

 

Green adds that “our denominational structures have impoverished our understanding of 

baptism.”
11

 Ecumenically, there is still considerable debate. The World Council of 

Churches Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (herein after referred to as BEM), was 

significant in finding areas of common ground between denominations, but BEM, in 

recent years, has had its critics and “for all its qualities, it has an abstract, timeless feel 

about it which, on occasion, misses the historical human reality.”
12

 Baptism remains a 

very delicate and difficult area. For example, the exhausted arguments between 

paedobaptists and credobaptists continue. Among churches the URC is not alone in 

                                                 
9
 A. C. Dulles, Models of the Church, (New York: Doubleday, [1974] 2002), pp. 206 – 207. 

10
 Hayden, p. 9.  

11
 Green, p. 20.  

12
 P. Ballard & J. Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action, (London: SPCK, [1996], 2001), p. 20.  
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offering both believer‟s and infant baptism
13

 and indeed acknowledges the diversity of 

these distinct baptismal practices, stating that the theological basis for both forms is 

“judged to be sufficient, though not total.”
14

 Kidd refers to baptism as “a distressingly 

complex muddle” and indeed:-   

The question facing believers of every tradition…is whether this seeming 

muddle is inevitably destructive or whether it can become creative for the 

vitality of the gospel in our time.
15

 

 

However, in my experience, disputes are also noticeable within local URC 

congregations, as opposed to inter-denominationally. Primarily, I think this is because the 

URC, as Cornick remarks, “has been significantly shaped by its post-Reformation roots 

through Presbyterianism, Congregationalism and the Churches of Christ”
16

 URC 

ministers may, “if their consciences so dictate, choose not to administer one form of 

baptism”,
17

 although each local church is required, by the Basis of Union, to make 

provision for both and members are free to decide which practice to choose for their 

children.  

 

Secondly, in my opinion, baptism is misunderstood by many Christians. From 

discussions with congregations and ministers I deduce that superstition remains around 

the question of whether baptism is necessary for salvation and there is sometimes 

uncertainty over the correct mode. Furthermore, in the pondering, several URC ministers 

have little appreciation for the affirmations made in the historic confessions and are 

                                                 
13

 Methodists (a much larger denomination) practice and honour both (see their newest service book).  Plus, 

I guess every denomination which baptizes at all would be happy to baptize a non-christened believer. 
14

 The United Reformed Church reply - “Churches respond to BEM”, M. Thurian (ed.), Faith and Order 

Paper 129, (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1986), p. 102.  
15

 R. Kidd, “Baptism and the Identity of Christian Communities”, Reflections on the Water, p. 85.  
16

 D. Cornick, Under God’s Good Hand: A History of the Traditions which have come together in the 

United Reformed Church in the United Kingdom, (London: United Reformed Church, 1998), p. 194.  
17

 “Baptism – Infant or Believer‟s?”, (London: United Reformed Church Faith and Life Dept, 1984), p. 2.  
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unaware of the richness of both sacramental and covenantal theology in the Reformed 

tradition. I agree with Grudem, “that we have lost sight of baptism‟s significance and 

beauty”
18

 

 

 Thirdly, researching baptism has made me aware that both infant and believer‟s 

baptism express a response of faith made within the congregation. Baptism not only gives 

us our individual identity, but also our corporate identity and it defines the Church as the 

covenant community. This strong ecclesiology, I believe, is where the efficacy of baptism 

lies. Thus, in working one-sidedly to the title of this paper, focus is needed here, as “what 

does baptism do?” is the key question that needs to be answered in order to understand 

baptism in today‟s URC.   

 

3. Views of baptism  
 

Christian baptism has its background in the OT acts of ritual purification, as well as the 

Jewish act of proselyte baptism. Since John the Baptist, baptism has been faithfully 

continued by the Church and has been almost universal.
19

 The Salvation Army and 

Quakers reject the ceremony of baptism, but they form a tiny minority.
20

 However, 

baptism remains “a united cluster of distinct concepts and these are not identical in 

meaning or experience.”
21

  

The NT scriptures and the liturgy of the Church unfold the meaning of 

baptism in various images which express the riches of Christ and the gifts 

of his salvation.
22

 

 

                                                 
18

 W. Grudem, Systematic Theology, (Leicester: IVP, 1994), p. 969.  
19

 D. Pawson, Jesus Baptizes In One Holy Spirit, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1997), p. 6. 
20

 Green, p. 16. I think Green sounds very judgmental here. Again if space permitted I would like to know 

why they do not observe the Sacraments. 
21

 D. Watson, I Believe in the Church, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1978), p. 231. 
22

 From the consensus statement of the WCC Faith and Order Commission, Baptism, Eucharist and 

Ministry, 1982. 
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Usually, baptism is interpreted as:- 

 

 (1) A symbol picturing identification with Christ. This is the Baptistic 

position (held by Baptists, Pentecostals, Mennonites) in which baptism is only 

administered (and usually immediately
23

) to believers who personally acknowledge faith 

in Christ. Baptism is only an outward sign of an inward change and full immersion is, 

typically, the only mode (though, for some pastoral reasons, not an absolute
24

), as coming 

up out of the water is a picture of being raised with Christ in his death, burial and 

resurrection (Romans 6:3-6). Subsequently, as baptism is viewed this way, and for 

Baptists especially, it is necessary and they regard baptism as an ordinance rather than 

sacramentally
25

 “in the Romanist sense of conferring grace and producing holiness.”
26

 

Baptism, as Erickson says “does not produce any spiritual change in the one baptized and 

conveys no direct spiritual benefit or blessing.”
27 Most would follow Gee in rejecting 

paedobaptism as superstition “for without faith, baptism becomes sheer mockery.”
28

 

 

 (2) A sign and seal of the covenant. This is the view of Reformed churches. 

The development of covenant theology is particularly associated with Zwingli (1484–

1531) who argued that the parallel between baptism and circumcision in Colossians 2:11-

12 was the basis for infant baptism.
29

 For Calvin (1509-64), baptism is a means through 

which we are clothed and receive new life in symbolic union with Christ (Galatians 3:26-

29). The actual source of regeneration is God himself, not the sacramental element and 

                                                 
23

 C. Buchanan, A Case for Infant Baptism, (Nottingham: Grove Books, 1973), p. 28.  
24

  C. Ellis, “Baptism and the Sacramental Freedom of God”, Reflections on the Water, p. 29.  
25

 Hayden, p. 12.  
26

 A. H. Strong, Systematic Theology, (Valley Forge, Pasadena: Judson Press, 1907), p. 930. “A text widely 

used in Baptist circles for most of the twentieth century.” [q.v. Grudem, p. 966].  
27

 M. Erickson, Christian Theology, (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985), p. 1096.  
28

 D. Gee, Water Baptism and the Trinity, (Missouri: Gospel Publishing House, [not dated], p. 8.  
29

 J. Murray, Christian Baptism, (Philadelphia: Westminster Theological Seminary, 1952), p. 374. 
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those who insist that the baptismal water actually brings about regeneration “pervert all 

order.”
30

 Reformed theology, normally, does not teach “baptismal regeneration” and 

generally denies any sacramental efficacy. Indeed, Zwingli attacks the idea that baptism 

conveys grace.
31

 However, there have been a variety of alternate views on the efficacy. 

Luther‟s (1483-1546) baptismal theology, for example, did not entirely rid itself of the 

Aquinas conception of the sacrament
32

 and “held fast to the doctrine of baptismal 

regeneration.”
33

 Calvin maintained that covenant children were “presumptively 

regenerated”
34

 and appears to accept the sacramental nature of baptism, but understood its 

efficacy as limited to the elect.
35

 But, I would not affirm “baptismal regeneration” as 

subjectively effected. Rather, in writing this paper, I now understand this objectively, as 

baptism‟s efficacy is “regeneration” in the ecclesiological sense. In the observable act of 

baptism a person becomes fully a part of the Church and for Zwingli, the corporate 

meaning is more significant than the individual, “for by it we become members of the 

visible church and it is clearly related to the living of a new life.”
36

 Lastly, Forsyth‟s 

(1848-1921) similar terminology is most helpful for the paedobaptist:- 

Baptism is incorporation, not into Christ, but into the body of Christ with its 

moral, spiritual, social influence on the soul. The child is not given the 

Spirit, but placed where the Spirit moves.
37

 

 

                                                 
30

 D. DeVries, “Calvin‟s Preaching”, D. K. McKim (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to John Calvin, 

(Cambridge: University Press, 2004), p. 117. 
31

 W. P. Stephens, The Theology of Huldrych Zwingli, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), p. 212.  
32

 L. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, (London: Banner, 1969), p. 627. Thomas Aquinas (1224–1274) the 

greatest theologian of the medieval church who established the essential position for the Roman Catholic 

Church‟s understanding of the sacraments. 
33

 M. Luther, Small Catechism (1529), [q.v. in J. Baillie, Baptism and Conversion, (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1964), pp. 22 – 23]. Also see Article IX of the Augsburg Confession (1530). 
34

 Berkhof, p. 627.  
35

 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion 4.1.7 [q.v. D. K. Mckim (ed.), Calvin’s Institutes 

(abridged edition), (Westminster: John Knox Press, 2001), p. 128]. 
36

 H. Zwingli, Questions Concerning the Sacrament of Baptism (1530), [q.v. in Stephens, p. 212].   
37

 P. T. Forsyth, The Church and the Sacraments, (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1996 [London: 

Independent Press, 1949]), p. 225.  
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   (3) A sacrament essential to salvation. According to this belief, baptism is a 

means by which God conveys grace. The Catholic Church sees baptism as initiating 

regeneration – ex opere operato – and essential to salvation which should be given to all 

people (usually in Christening).
38

 The Council of Trent (1545-1563) declared that "if 

anyone says that baptism is optional, that is, not necessary for salvation, let him be 

anathema."
39

 An important scripture for sacramentalists is John 3:5:-“Unless one is born 

of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.” Catholic teaching implies 

that certain Christian virtues are “infused into the soul at baptism”, the stain of sin is 

removed and the gift of the Holy Spirit “makes possible the practice of the Beatitudes.”
40

 

Although, most sacramentalists would agree that it is not the water, but the sacrament as 

established by God and administered by the Church that cancels the guilt of all sins, the 

danger with this view is that baptism is seen as having a mechanical or magical value. 

The benefit, as I see it, of this view is that it is God who is seen as the one who is active 

rather than the believer.  We are all helpless before God and Catholic paedobaptism 

accentuates this. Besides, I can relate to Ott who, although not dismissing the notion of 

“baptismal regeneration”, is careful to explain that baptism must not be interpreted in this 

sense. Rather baptism is “merely an indispensable precondition of the communication of 

grace, the measure of which depends on the grade of the subjective disposition.”
41

 He 

also speaks in terms of the “objective efficacy” of baptism:-  

Even if it be unworthily received, valid baptism imprints on the soul of the 

recipient an indelible spiritual mark, the baptismal character…The baptized 

                                                 
38

 This Latin phrase represents an essential part of Catholic teaching. It literally means “by work 

performed” and it implies that the sacraments work in virtue of the actual activity done. For example, the 

“power” of baptism does not depend on the faith of those participating in it. [see Grudem, pp. 971 – 975]. 
39

 T. M. De Ferrari, “Theology of Baptism”, New Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 1 (Washington: The Catholic 

University of America), 1967), p. 63.  
40

 J. Hardan, The Question and Answer Catholic Catechism, (Garden: Image, 1981), p. 33. 
41

 L. Ott, [J. Bastible (ed.)], Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma, (Rockford, Illinois: Tan Books, 1960), p. 

330.  
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person is incorporated, by the baptismal character, into the Mystical Body of 

Christ…even one baptized outside the Catholic Church, becomes a member 

of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church.
42

 

 

4. Origins of baptism  
 

Purification in the OT 
 

Ceremonial washings played an important role in Jewish religious life (Numbers 19:7; 

31:23; Psalm 51:2; Isaiah 1:15-16). Contact with unclean things often required washing 

of hands and clothing (Leviticus 15:5-11). Uncleanness and sin were related (Zechariah 

13:1). Moses commanded the people to purify themselves (Exodus 19:10), as it 

symbolized inward consecration. Priests were cleansed by shaving their entire bodies 

(Numbers 8:5-7) and washing was so important that the priest who neglected to do so 

would die (Exodus 30:20). These detailed ceremonies were there partly to make a point 

about sin and redemption, but they also outward signs demonstrating obedience to the old 

covenant. Calvin held the essential symbolism of baptism to be purification
43

 and Zwingli 

formulated his baptismal theology especially in his understanding and use of the OT.
44

 

Although Murray mentions that there is no explicit NT reference which “expressly says 

that baptism represents purification from the defilement of sin”, he concedes that it is, 

“difficult to escape the conclusion that the baptismal water represents indispensable 

purification” and as circumcision symbolized purification from defilement so too does 

NT baptism.
45

 Likewise, Berkhof makes it abundantly clear that this is the Biblical 

emphasis.
46

 

                                                 
42

 Ott, p. 328, 355.  
43

 Calvin, Inst. 4.15.3 
44

 Stephens, p. 194.  
45

 Murray, Christian Baptism, pp. 7 – 8.  
46

 Berkhof, pp. 628 – 629. 
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Proselyte baptism 
 

There is wider evidence to show that the baptismal theology of the NT has its origin in 

the Jewish understanding of proselyte baptism,
47

 which began during the Exile and was a 

common and a familiar ceremony among the Jews.
48

 In the Septuagint, the verb baptizo 

was used metaphorically (i.e. Genesis 7:1; Exodus 14:10-31Daniel 4:23)
49

 and although 

the NT noun baptisma is specifically Christian
50

 and is not used before John‟s ministry, 

there are similarities in terminology, interpretation and symbolism between proselyte and 

Christian baptism.
51

 For example, witnesses were present when this “baptism” was 

administered and acceptance into Judaism through male circumcision was followed by 

washing away all impurities. The Rabbis used to say, “When he has been baptized, he is 

regarded in all respects an Israelite.”
52

 Although some suggest that children born after 

their parents‟ conversion were not baptized, for they were already considered Jews,
53

 

there is indication that proselyte baptism was performed on children.
54

 I consider this 

important for Reformed paedobaptists, as a crucial aspect of the old covenant family, as 

Marcell describes, was its spiritual solidarity:- 

The family forms a collective entity…In God‟s eyes parents and their 

children are one. By divine right parents are the baptized representatives of 

their children; they act for them; they engage in spiritual obligations 

because of them and for them, and also in their name. Such is the order of 

God. It is for that reason that in every case when parents enter into the 

covenant in the capacity of proselytes, they do so together with their minor 

children.
55

 

                                                 
47

 G. R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New Testament, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), p. 26.  
48

 C. Hodge, The Mode and Subjects of Baptism, (Cambridge: Burlington Press, 1966 [first published in 

The Princeton Review, 1861]), p. 3.  
49

 R. E. Whitaker & J. R. Kohlenberger, The Analytical Concordance to the NRSV New Testament, (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), p. 153.  
50

 Watson, p. 227. 
51

 Hamilton, pp. 22 – 23. 
52

 Watson, p. 226.  
53

 R. W.  & H. L. Rice, J. C. Huffstutler, Reformed Worship, (Louisville, Kentucky: Geneva Press, 2001).p. 48.  
54

 Ott, p. 360. 
55

 P. Marcell, The Biblical Doctrine of Infant Baptism, (London: James Clarke, 1953), p. 117. 
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John the Baptist 
 

Therefore, baptism was practiced in Palestine long before John
56

 and there is 

speculative evidence that John belonged to a baptismal sect known as the Essenes whose 

initiation ceremonies, being based upon OT and proselyte ceremonial washings, involved 

cleansing.
57

 John‟s baptism, Allmen suggests, “Was an application to the Jews 

themselves of the baptism of proselytes”,
58

 as “even Abraham‟s descendants needed to 

repent and be baptized in preparation for the approaching Kingdom of God.”
59

 However, 

the baptism that John preached was for repentance and washing away sin,
60

 conceived 

largely on the lines of purification,
61

 but more than a mere ceremony being “pregnant 

with new and more spiritual meanings, eschatological in tone signaling the Messianic 

age. (Luke 3:10-17).”
62

 There can be no doubt that baptism, in the Christian sense, begins 

with John,
63

 who saw his rite in terms of purification and proselyte baptism.  

 

Baptism in the NT 
 

The words baptize and baptism, appear in the NT 92 times in 80 verses. The Greek verb 

bapto means “to dip” and was also used to signify the dyeing of a garment (Luke 16:24; 

John 13:26; Revelation 19:13). While baptizo was still used metaphorically, the basic 

meaning is “to wash” (Mark 7:4; Luke 11:38). It also describes John‟s baptism (Matthew 

3:6, 11, 14, 16). The noun baptisma describes the process of receiving his baptism, but it 

                                                 
56

 Peel, p. 215. 
57

 C. F. Pfeiffer, The Dead Sea Scrolls and the Bible, (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978), pp. 99 - 100.  
58

 J. J. von Allmen, “Baptism” in Allmen (ed.), Vocabulary of the Bible, (London: Lutterworth Press, 

1964), p. 31., also see Rice, Huffstutler, p. 48.  
59

 Berkhof, p. 623.  
60

 Hamilton, p. 20; Peel, p. 215.  
61

 J. V. Bartlet, “Baptism” in M.W. Jacobus(ed.), Funk & Wagnalls Bible Dictionary,(New York: Funk & 

Wagnalls Company, 1936), p. 95. 
62

 Berkhof, p. 623.  
63

 G. W. Bromiley, “Baptism” in W. A. Elwell (ed.), The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Books, 1984), p. 112.  
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can also have a figurative meaning, referring to the suffering of Christ (Mark 10:38; Luke 

12:50). Finally, baptismos implies Christian baptism (Colossians 2:12).
64

 The Gospels 

seem to have been edited so that they begin with Jesus‟ baptism,
65

 as he did not 

commence his ministry until after he had been baptized and identified as the Messiah. So, 

Reformers, such as Bucer (1491-1551) emphasized “that baptism stands at the beginning 

of the Christian life, just as it stands at the beginning of the Gospel.”
66

 Jesus‟ commission 

to the disciples in Matthew 28:18-20 shows that from the beginning the Church has had 

its initiation rite.
67

  

 

Following Pentecost, baptism was the sole means of entry into the Church and early 

practice was rooted in repentance with the water a means of cleansing, as sin was washed 

away and rebirth to a new life took place.
68

 There is also the association with the Holy 

Spirit, but this is not the place to pursue this. Paul‟s baptismal theology is stated in 

Romans 6:1-14; 1 Corinthians 12:12-13; Galatians 3:26-29 and Colossians 2:9-13 (there 

is no detailed exegesis here). Interestingly, he does not picture the ceremony of baptism 

as an essential saving element and uses a symbolic baptismal OT association – the 

“baptism into Moses” – to counter the ceremonial view (1 Corinthians 10:1-4). Similarly, 

Peter‟s reminder of Noah (1 Peter 3:18-22) also presents the flood as a type of baptism 

which symbolizes deliverance from death and destruction, as well as God‟s gracious gift 

of a new beginning. Calvin summarized that these “sacraments of the OT” closely related 

to those of the NT as foreshadowing the full manifestation of Christ.
69

 Later 
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commentators agree, but further suggest that the baptismal imagery was “developed in a 

variety of ways to reflect Christ‟s whole work of salvation and application to us”
70

 

Finally, this reference to Peter‟s baptismal homily, I believe, further illustrates that OT 

purification was related specifically to NT baptism and Morris helpfully adds that:- 

Today, in a parallel to this first great baptism, our baptismal waters signify, 

in a most striking figure, purification, the destruction of the old life and 

elevation to a new life.
71

 

 

5. Development of baptismal theology and ecclesiology 
 

The NT Church and infant baptism 
 

Apostolic history reveals a developing baptismal practice and theology, but with no 

unified picture. Superficially, there appears to be strong evidence which suggests that the 

normal practice was to administer baptism to believers. The World Council of Churches 

statement reads:- 

While the possibility that infant baptism was also practiced in the apostolic 

age cannot be excluded, baptism upon personal profession of faith is the 

most clearly attested pattern in the NT documents.
72

 

 

Yates agrees that any evidence suggesting that the NT baptisms included children is 

implicit at best
73

 and Mackintosh brushes aside the familiar attempts to find evidence for 

paedobaptism in the Lord‟s blessing of children (Mark 10:13-16), in household baptisms 

(Acts 16:15) and where children are described as holy (1 Corinthians 7:14).
74

 Pawson 
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comments that the language of the Gospel is addressed to the individual (John 3:16) and 

becoming a Christian is an individual act. He insists that the “language of the NT 

demands that the baptized be treated as regenerate”
75

 Beasley-Murray agrees that the 

baptismal confession could not be uttered without the candidate “conjoining with humble 

trust a willing submission to the Saviour Sovereign.”
76

 

 

Beginning with Zwingli, Reformed theologians have found good reason for believing 

that infants were baptized in the NT Church. Calvin also records “that there is no writer, 

however ancient who does not regard its origin in the apostolic age as a certainty.”
77

 

Although there is ambiguity surrounding paedobaptism, I see no issue attaching emphasis 

to the place children occupied in the Church (1 Corinthians 7:14; Ephesians 6:1-3; 1 

John 2:12-14). Commentators agree that “baptism is presupposed as normative for the 

acceptance of the faith and entrance into the Church”
78

 and Colquhoun observes that Paul 

addresses children as being “in the Lord” (Ephesians 6:1; Colossians 3:20), implying that 

he regarded them as members of the Church.
79

 Flemington argues convincingly that 

paedobaptism was practiced during the first century on the grounds that the influence for 

it came from Judaism, seeing it as the counterpart of circumcision.
80

 Buchanan is of 

similar opinion that if Christian baptism has any roots in proselyte baptism, then there is 

“a strong presupposition that Christian baptism was given to children with their 

parents.”
81

 Flemington again adds:- 

If children could thus be regarded as members of the Church, then it would 

seem a justifiable inference that they had been baptized, for there is no 
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suggestion in the Pauline epistles that the Apostle knew of any other way of 

entering the Christian community.
82

 

 

Therefore, Pawson is incorrect to say that no evidence can be found for first century 

baptism and any “extra-biblical information, may be of interest, but it is not to be used as 

evidence.”
83

 Actually, I contend that the external evidence, as in the Didache (85–110), 

paints a clearer picture for us. I admit the NT evidence remains circumstantial, but 

Zwingli reiterates:- 

That in outward matters, such as baptism, we must beware of saying that 

something did not happen because it was not recorded…The absence of 

explicit reference to it should not surprise us as – to cite a parallel – it is 

only because of misuse in Corinth that we have a detailed account of the 

Eucharist.
84

 

 

I have no doubt that Christian baptism was applied to infants at the time of Christ and 

early apostles and suggest there is NT “evidence.” Forsyth is slightly more tactful, in 

stipulating that, “whenever the practice began the Church was applying NT principles to 

the “sanctity of the children of the saved”,
85

 but nonetheless the fact that “household 

baptisms” (Acts 16:15, 33; 1 Corinthians 1:16) are mentioned, and that no general 

requirements are given for baptism,
86

 makes it credible that children and infants were 

included. Consequently, I disagree with Barth who paraphrases these accounts as “merely 

a slender rope upon which proof of infant baptism can be established.”
87

 The Greek oikos 

(tr. “household”) never restricted its meaning only to adults. A typical household would 

include children and even household servants were added to the Church on grounds of 
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their master‟s faith.
88

 The foremost authority on this, Jeremias, reminds us that “the 

conversion of the father of the household implies the salvation of the household.”
89

 

Finally, Acts is largely apologetic and shows the advance the Church made by adult 

conversions
90

 which is possibly why the NT is silent on infant baptism, as children who 

were hidden in the bosom of the family could not claim the same degree of attention.
91

 

 

Baptism in the pre-Reformation Church 

 

Irenaeus expresses the dominant view held in the early Church that “Christ came to 

save all through himself; all, that is, who through him are born into God, infants, children, 

young men and old.”
92

 Hippolytus in his Apostolic Tradition (215) describes a practice in 

which children and adults take part. He writes that it is “desirable for children to be old 

enough to speak for themselves”, but allows parents to make promises on their behalf 

“where this is not possible.”
93

 Tertullian‟s writings (196–212), despite protesting against 

it,
94

 suggest that paedobaptism was regular and nowhere does he argue that it was 

contrary to the apostles teaching.
95

 Unquestionably by the third century paedobaptism 

was a normal part of the Church‟s life alongside credobaptism.  
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By the fifth century, as revealed in the writings of the Church Fathers, a complex 

baptismal process of initiation had developed which can only be briefly mentioned here.
96

 

There was lengthy preparation of candidates (in contrast the NT descriptions show no 

catechumenate), with mass baptisms held at Easter, followed by presentation of the 

baptized to the bishop. Hippolytus records that the candidates stood naked in the water 

and were immersed three times
97

 and Peel suggests that the ceremony usually took place 

in the open air, by a river, with the convert being dipped into the water.
98

 Watson agrees 

that immersion was “the norm for most people”
99

 and others further insist that the earliest 

churches had sizeable pools in their baptisteries to make immersion possible.
100

 However, 

in response, the Pliny-Trajan tract indicates that it was illegal for Christians gathering 

together to worship God
101

 and undeniably the persecution of the Church, prior to 

Constantine and the Edict of Milan (313) warranted the need for secrecy. Consequently, 

catechumens were rarely told the locations of the larger meetings. While archaeology has 

revealed that baptisteries did appear by the fourth century
102

 there were actually few 

baptisteries built that were deep enough to immerse the baptized.
103

 Additionally, external 

evidence from the Catacombs suggests that pouring water could actually have been the 

most common method in the early Church.
104

 Finally, the Didache says:- 
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Baptize in running water. But if you have not running water, baptize in 

other water. If you have neither pour water thrice on the head.
105

 

 

 Whatever view we take it is reasonable to conclude that, as two forms of baptismal 

practice co-existed, a measure of flexibility, regarding the quantity of water used, was an 

inevitable development. Doctrinally, Calvin was somewhat agnostic over this issue, but 

stated that baptism “means to immerse, and that this was the form used by the primitive 

Church.”
106

 Conversely, he also acknowledged, what was later confirmed in the 

Reformed confessions that “dipping of the person is not necessary, and baptism is, rightly 

administered by pouring, or sprinkling water upon the person.” (WCF. 28:3)
107

  

 

Controversy arose with the Trinitarian Formula
108

, but, more radically, baptism very 

early came to be understood as an instrumental means of regeneration – ex opere operato 

and Berkhof remarks that “the idea gradually gained ground that baptism works more or 

less magically.”
109 That baptism was performed without question suggests, to Beasley-

Murray, that it was viewed as a means of salvation.
110

 The Church urged people not to 

delay baptism because of the fear that hell and damnation awaited the non-baptized. In 

fact, the necessity to live a sinless life after baptism meant that many postponed it until 

their deathbed. A practice referred to as “clinical baptism.” Moreover, with the 

Augustinian conception of original sin
111

 a further theological basis for paedobaptism was 
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found, as its introduction “was fear – lest the child should be lost in hell.”
112

 Though 

paedobaptists can argue their case from the NT Church this is a convincing argument for 

the practice originating much later. Peel suggests the Church “significantly altered” its 

baptismal practice and theology, as it was the only way to overcome this acute problem, 

acting as a type of “spiritual insurance policy”
113

 

 

 By the eleventh century infant baptism became so much the norm that believer‟s 

baptism almost disappeared from the liturgy and surprisingly, because of the size of 

medieval fonts, immersion predominated.
114

 However, two centuries later “a liturgical 

consequence of considering every baptism an emergency”, due to the sacramental notion 

of regeneration “gaining the upper hand”,
115

 was the replacement of immersion by 

pouring.
116

  

 

Baptism and the Reformation 
 

The sacraments were at the heart of the conflict provoked by the Reformation
117

 and 

baptism became one of the major divisive issues not only separating Protestants from 

Catholicism, but also dividing the Reformers. Luther did not challenge the common 

practice of paedobaptism, but stressed it on Augustinian grounds that baptism forgave 

original sin. Even so, regarding the mode he is clearly conservative explaining, “I would 

have those who are to be baptized completely immersed in the water, as the word says 
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and as the mystery indicates.”
118

 Particularly for Luther, baptism both caused “a gracious 

water of life, a washing of regeneration”
119

 and signified “the sinful birth of flesh and 

blood to be wholly drowned.”
120

 Most of the other Reformers, however, came to see 

purification as the essential sign, not death and resurrection. The Heidelberg Catechism 

(1563) says:- 

Thus, that Christ has appointed the outward washing with water and added 

the promise that I am washed with his blood and Spirit from the pollution of 

my soul, that is, from all my sins, as certainly as I am washed outwardly 

with water, by which the filthiness of the body is commonly washed 

away.
121

 

 

Besides this “washing” may be administered by immersion, pouring or sprinkling. 

Calvin advocated purification symbolism in his baptismal theology where “we are 

washed and purged for our whole life,”
122

 but only presumptively, which Pawson 

characterizes, as to say:-  

...that people are regenerate and reserve the possibility that they may later 

turn out not to have been sounds dangerously like having one‟s cake and 

trying to eat it!
123

 

 

Zwingli went further by distancing himself from any spiritual significance of baptism. 

He agreed with Calvin that it was a holy thing, but did not accept the Lutheran 

sacramental view that when baptism is performed “outwardly a purification is certainly 

performed inwardly”,
124

 seeing it instead as a “mere act of profession on the part of 
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man.”
125

 There is no justification in the outward sign, but it is a pledge of allegiance to 

the new covenant, as circumcision was a sign of faith to the old (Romans 4:11). 

Circumcision, which is clearly regarded as a type of baptism in the NT, was administered 

to infants and, as the old and new covenants are fundamentally one, those children born 

of believing parents are heirs of the promises of God (which may include the promise of 

regeneration). The First Helvetic Confession (1536) states:- 

In this holy bath we baptize our children, because it would be wrong that we 

should exclude from the community of the people of God those born of us 

who through the divine Word are appointed thereto, and whose election is to 

be presumed.
126 

 

United Reformed Church traditions 
 

(1) Presbyterianism. The Westminster Confession (1647), the classic exposition of 

English and Scottish Presbyterian doctrine,
127

 upholds the tradition of both forms of 

baptism and confirms all modes (WCF 28.3-4).
128

 Presbyterians insisted that baptism was 

a covenant sign to be administered to the children of believers. The faith of the parents 

was seen as critical and it was considered a “great sin to contemn or neglect this 

ordinance” (WCF 28.5).
129

 They did not argue that baptism actually confers saving grace, 

but it was hoped, “according to the counsel of God‟s own will, in his appointed time”,
130

 

that children would complete their baptism by making their own profession of faith. 

Therefore, they tended to be Calvinistic in supposing a limited atonement of the elect. 

The role of Confirmation was considered important, but it was not seen as a rite in which 
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the baptismal vows were confirmed, nor a conferring of the Holy Spirit, but rather as a 

confirmation of the baptized person by God.
131

   

 

 (2) Congregationalism. The Savoy Declaration‟s (1658) chapter on baptism 

matches the Westminster Confession exactly.
132

 However, Congregational understanding 

of baptism was linked more closely to Matthew 28:19-20. They were generally Arminian, 

believing in general atonement and since God calls everyone then no individual was 

excluded. Baptism comes before teaching, in the Great Commission, “So there should be 

no [age] limits put on it.”
133

 Congregationalists were much more open to evangelistic 

opportunities to those outside the gathered church and baptism was regularly offered to 

infants of non-adherents.
134

 

 

(3) Churches of Christ. Thomas Campbell‟s (1763-1854) Declaration (1809) 

outlined a literal obedience to the scriptures. This led, among other things, to an 

understanding of believer‟s baptism as essential for both church membership and 

salvation. He remained silent on paedobaptism,
135

 although his son, Alexander, 

considered the parallel between baptism and circumcision to be a weak argument. He 

asserted that the NT practice linked baptism to the conversion of believers‟ responding to 

God‟s grace and was for the remission of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit. Infants‟ 

capacity to sin is dormant and until they have actively sinned there is no need for them to 
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be baptized. This was seen as a logical consequence of the Reformers‟ emphasis on 

justification by faith.
136

 

 

Twentieth century developments 
 

It is impossible in a short space to give an adequate account. Suffice to say that in 

Reformed circles, Barth‟s views were significant. Despite a Lutheran background, he 

claimed infant baptism to be “profoundly irregular” and an “ancient ecclesiastical error”, 

stipulating that “nowhere is it prohibited by scripture, but nowhere is it permitted or 

commanded.”
137

 But even Barth resonates Reformed ethos that “the grace of God is 

revealed most clearly in the baptism of infants who cannot believe, yet are included in the 

covenant of grace.”
138

 Even though he became fervently anti-paedobaptist, he admits that 

the strongest argument for it is always:- 

That it is a remarkably vivid depiction of the free and omnipotent grace of 

God which is independent of all human thought and will, faith and 

unbelief.
139

  

 

In the Congregational and Presbyterian Churches paedobaptism was accepted as normal 

practice, but there was mounting concern over apparent indiscriminate baptism. Ministers 

were often faced with difficult decisions as to who should be baptized and what the basis 

was for refusing baptism. Some refused to baptize the children of non-members. Others, 

providing parents were prepared to answer the prescribed questions, accepted children in 

view of Jesus‟ attitude in Mark 10:13-16.
140
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In the 1960s the Presbyterian Church of England introduced a “Service of Thanksgiving 

for the Birth of a Child”, as an alternative (though not as an equivalent) to baptism. This 

was welcomed by ministers who believed in outreach to all families, but at the same time 

believed that baptism should only take place where parents were committed to the life of 

the local church and could make a profession of faith by proxy on behalf of their 

children.
141

 In 1957 the Churches of Christ introduced a “Service of Thanksgiving for 

Childbirth and the Dedication of Parents” so that church member parents could recognize 

their new responsibilities in the context of worship. By 1969 a version of the service had 

been published for non-members and it eventually became customary to receive into 

membership those baptized as infants not by re-baptism, but by a simple profession of 

faith.
142

 URC baptismal liturgy follows the structure of historic Reformed rites with the 

covenant of grace idea prominent throughout the 1989 Service Book. 

 

 6. Baptism in contextual practice 

 

As a necessity 
 

There is no suggestion that Christ ever baptized anyone (John 4:2), but he commanded 

his followers to be baptized (Matthew 28:18-20). This command is reinforced by his own 

baptism in order to fulfill all righteousness (Matthew 3:14-15) and to identify himself 

with the sinners he had come to save (Isaiah 53:12). In paraphrasing Green:-  

The NT does not spend a lot of time speculating about baptism. It makes it 

plain that the early Christians obeyed their Master and went about actually 

doing it.
143
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Baptism is taken for granted by Paul and “the allusions to baptism in his letters assume 

that all other Christians had been baptized.”
144

 To become a member of the Church 

believers had to repent and be baptized (Acts 2:37-41; 8:12-17; 16:29-34; 18:7-8; 25-26; 

19:1-7) and therefore it is more accurate to view the Church as a baptismal community,
145

 

as without baptism a believer did not enter the primitive community of faith.
146

 The 

baptism ceremony included a confession of faith and witness by the candidate (Acts 8:37; 

16:31).
147

 These confessions, “the kerygma in action”,
148

 grew into creeds. Baptism 

depicted the inner meaning of what God had done and how people were brought within 

the sphere of the Gospel‟s saving influence.
149

 The confession of faith by a credobaptist is 

a public testimony to the reality of their salvation. Equally, the covenant principle directs 

believing parents to do the same on behalf of their children. Gee writes that “the duty and 

privilege of baptism is a matter of delight to fulfill and refusal to be baptized should be 

regarded with severity.”
150

  

 

Needless to say, I am aware that some think the value of baptism can be argued more 

positively than obedience alone. Nevertheless, baptism is an act of obedience, 

commitment, and proclamation, symbolizing identification with Christ and is still the 

manner of entry into the Church today. I quote Green again that “it cannot be thought of 

as an optional extra, nor can it be repudiated altogether.”
151
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The symbolic associations 
 

Denominational differences and divisions over the meaning and practice of baptism are 

a legacy of the Reformation, but “few, if any, are concerned to oppose the contention that 

baptism is a beautiful symbol.”
152

 I have already highlighted the three main views 

(symbol, sign, and sacrament) and, as White says, “Each tells us what is experienced or 

intended to be experienced in baptism.”
153

 I  have shown that in Reformed churches the 

essential symbolism, entirely reasoned from scripture, is purification, cleansing from sins 

and incorporation into the covenant community, but these are by no means the only ones 

found in the NT. Fiddes, for instance, ponders deeper and identifies other motifs 

connected with water, other than cleansing (i.e. birth, conflict, refreshment).
154

 Hamilton 

reasons that baptism speaks “not just of purification, but of atonement, of the 

reconciliation of creature and creation to God.”
155

 Finally, not discussed here is the 

eschatological meaning of baptism. 

 

 I do not deny any of this intended symbolism and particularly appreciate the 

connection between water, birth and new life (John 3:5). Furthermore, in some sense all 

churches appreciate that the different images are never in opposition and “frequently they 

overlap; always they complement each other.”
156

 In point of fact, I suggest that the 

following URC statement is very “complementary” in acknowledging the different 

baptismal associations:- 

Baptism unites us to Christ and to all that God accomplishes for all people 

and all time. In baptism we are buried with Christ and are raised with him 

to new life; our sins are washed away, and we are brought into the covenant 
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of grace; we receive the Spirit to equip us as members of Christ‟s body, the 

Church.
157

 

 

 Although I plainly recognize the different associations, Dillistone comments that:- 

It is one of the most urgent tasks of our day to find a way of allowing 

symbolism to exercise its power within the Christian community at the 

deepest level of the human psyche.
158

 

 

 I consider Reformed emphasis on purification (regardless of the quantity of water used) 

effectively helps answer the question of – “What does baptism do?” I admit bias here, but 

in a denomination which baptizes more infants than adult believers it seems meaningless 

to speak of baptism in Romans 6 terminology, since the ceremony is rarely understood as 

life-transforming:- 

There is often little sense that the child is going through an important 

initiation which marks that child for life…or that the child has entered into 

the death and resurrection of Christ.
159

 

 

Infant baptism, as practiced by the URC (as well as other Protestant groups) is related to 

covenant theology and it is “simply a mark by which those who receive it are dedicated to 

God.”
160

  Purification, is not, as Baptists propose “something purely accidental”,
161

 or 

“out of harmony with the NT itself.”
162

 My consistent position is that in baptism the 

external washing is only expressive of internal cleansing from sin. In endorsing 

Hamilton‟s suggestion that, “baptism cannot be understood except in terms of water, and 

the powerful vivid imagery which water evokes”
163

 and Fiddes, who draws attention to 

the, “deeply embedded human sense of a need to be purified at every level of our 
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being,”
164

 I maintain that purification symbolism equally provides an answer for the 

credobaptist, as it also serves as a symbol of their inward spiritual condition and 

participation in the covenant.  

 

Applying the covenant principle today 
 

I go along with Watson that much of the confusion surrounding baptism arises from a 

lack of understanding covenant theology.
165

 Berkouwer also writes that, “Failure to 

appreciate the significance of the covenant has often led to the rejection of infant 

baptism.”
166

 Lastly, it has been remarked that Reformed theologians:- 

Think out their doctrines of regeneration in terms of men and women 

coming to Christ by conscious decision in maturity and then try to fit infant 

baptism into that scheme.
167

 

 

After diligent research I categorically refute this using Calvin‟s statement that “baptism 

should be offered to infants since it is something owed to them”
168

 and Forsyth‟s line 

“that they are in God‟s grace, because by Christ‟s work they are meant to be there.”
169

 It 

is God‟s frequent pattern throughout the OT to save the children of those who believe 

(Genesis 7:1; Joshua 2:18; Psalm 103:17). Jewish and Gentile children belonged with 

their parents to the covenant. For that reason, as baptism is the circumcision of the NT, 

we should infer that:- 

A child born into a Christian home is in a true sense a Christian child from 

birth – ab utero. Such children are “holy to the Lord” They are within the 

Covenant.
170
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Those in the URC who favour the baptistic position separate the two covenants, 

implying, along with Beasley-Murray, “that there is no clear definition between baptism 

and circumcision”
171

 and therefore this means a “discontinuity of the role of their 

initiatory signs.”
172

 Others agree that there is a parallel between baptism and 

circumcision, but only metaphorically, used to describe union with Christ
173

 I 

acknowledge that there are strong passages on which Baptist opinion is based (Mark 

10:38-39; Luke 12:50). However, one can also agree with Moo that there is no evidence 

in their key Romans 6 text to suggest this symbolism.
174

 Beasley-Murray‟s stance is that 

“someone should come to baptism rather than be brought”,
175

 but Jeremias sees a 

challenge in Acts 2:38f to have children baptized
176

 and I agree that “not only are little 

children perfectly eligible, but they are far more fitted than grown-ups for admission into 

the kingdom.”
177

 

 

That the URC endorses infant and believer‟s baptism is not contradictory and the 

validity of both forms has been shown. Though, I believe that it is inconsistent to require 

congregations to make provision for both, but not require its ministers to administer them.  

The rights of conscience allow that no particular minister shall be 

compelled to administer baptism in a form to which s/he `has a 

conscientious objection‟. They do not allow that a congregation may 

declare one exclusive form of baptism.
178
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Does purification symbolism require immersion?  
  

I do not think it is necessary to spend too long discussing this question. Baptism is 

strongly connected to the covenant and by its use of water is related to the purification 

rites mentioned above, but as the water is only symbolic, baptism is valid irrespective of 

the quantity used. Barth pointed out that it was questionable even in the NT whether 

baptism was always by immersion. Although there were many pools in Jerusalem, it is 

difficult to see how 3,000 were baptized at Pentecost.
179

 To my mind, it is easier to see 

how this took place if sprinkling or pouring were used. Also, I think it is unlikely, for 

example, that the Philippian jailer and his family were fully immersed (Acts 16:25-34). It 

was night and again sprinkling was more likely (I actually think that the water was 

probably drawn from the same source that washed Paul and Silas‟ wounds). Generally, 

Baptists insist the NT pattern is immersion in and emergence from the water,
180

 appealing 

to bapto meaning “immerse.”
181

 Certainly, Philip appears to have immersed the Ethiopian 

(Acts 8:38), but Berkhof‟s exegesis proposes a stronger suggestion that the Greek eis can 

mean “to” as well as “into”, implying the verse could read, “they both went down to the 

water.”
182

 Grudem objects by saying that Berkhof indiscriminately mixes examples of the 

Greek, arguing that rhantizo means “to sprinkle” and “if any NT authors wanted to 

indicate that people were sprinkled with water this word would have been used.”
183

 

However, Kidd is less certain reasoning that, as there is variety with baptismal 

symbolism, so we should also expect diversity with the practices and “nowhere does the 
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NT give a description of a baptismal rite.”
184

 Likewise, Buchanan says that “it may be 

argued that submersion is appropriate, and even preferable, but it cannot be shown that it 

is a requisite.”
185

  

 

I concur with Kidd and Buchanan that on careful examination of every instance, it 

simply cannot be proved that immersion was ever used in the NT, or the early Church for 

that matter. I have shown that baptizo does not always mean “immerse.” NT references to 

OT ceremonial washings use baptizo to describe them and it is certain that these washings 

were by sprinkling (c.f. Hebrews 9:10 & Numbers 8:7; 19:13-21). Robertson dismisses 

this as speculative, but he also makes a great deal of the symbolism of dying to sin and 

rising to new life in Christ.
186

 Though it is it a very important symbol, the Reformed 

emphasis, nevertheless, remains on the motif of cleansing inherited from the OT to 

express the forgiveness of sin. Thus, sprinkling or pouring is a sufficient mode for 

expressing this (Ezekiel 26:35).
187

  

 

7. The efficacy of baptism 
 

Ellis observes “the differences begin when it is asked: what does God do in 

baptism?”
188

 I think he is right, as there are a variety of issues relating to this question. 

The one, however, that causes interesting debate in Reformed circles is, “whether baptism 

is necessary for salvation?” Startlingly, as I discovered in my research, even in local URC 

congregations, the superstition that lies behind the prompting of this question is prevalent. 
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Yes, some people really do still believe that the non-baptized (including babies) go to 

hell! Some observe, what France calls, “the strongly realist language of the NT about the 

saving significance of baptism.”
189

 I agree that the record in Acts seems to imply that 

baptism and conversion were part of the same experience
190

 and John 3:5 and 1 Peter 

3:18-21 seems to bind them together, but disagree with Allmen‟s view that “a great deal 

of exegetical acrobatics is needed to deny the link.”
191

 I cannot enter into detailed 

argument here, but Christ did not say “he who is not baptized will not be saved” and I do 

not believe that scripture makes this association. Moreover, Peter‟s baptismal homily 

guards against any view that would attribute - ex opere operato - to the physical 

ceremony itself (salvation here refers to the ark, not the waters).
192

 I have maintained the 

force of purification symbolism throughout and reiterate there are no grounds for 

believing that baptism by itself makes a person a Christian,
193

 as baptism “does not confer 

the grace which it signifies.”
194

 The Christian life begins at conversion, not baptism. 

 

 I regard the Pentecostalists‟ understanding of baptism most helpful here. While 

Pentecostals also reject any mechanical transfer of grace, baptism can, given certain 

suppositions, be regarded as a means of grace.
195

 Interestingly, exploring Reformed 

theology has revealed that a saving efficacy to baptism is also claimed. The Augsburg 

Confession (1530) demonstrates that Lutherans related baptism to salvation and the 

dominant thinking was that “baptism is causative and not simply cognitive.”
196

 However, 
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Luther largely remained a dissatisfied Catholic, so it is not that surprising to find his 

support for “baptismal regeneration.” Conversely, Zwingli declared that “the external 

baptism of water cannot effect spiritual cleansing”
197

, as only an inward Holy Spirit 

baptism could do this. The idea of baptism representing a covenant sign is fundamental to 

Zwingli‟s understanding and he quotes Hebrews 9 “as evidence that bodily things do not 

purify the conscience.”
198

 Barth calls Zwingli‟s limitation of a sacramental dimension to 

baptism as being “strangely flat and cold.”
199

 Calvin repudiates Zwingli here too. For 

Calvin, baptism “was not a cause of salvation, but a sign of salvation”,
200

 with prevenient 

grace being at its centre, as God‟s initiative always precedes faith. Confusingly, Calvin 

also states that for baptized babies “the seed of repentance and faith lies hidden within 

them” and they “will grow into “greater zeal for renewal” when they reach an age of 

understanding.
201

 To me, this is explicitly extending a saving efficacy to baptism.  

 

Furthermore, this inconsistency is also in the Westminster Confession, the foundational 

theological document of Presbyterianism, which also teaches that the efficacy of baptism 

“is not tied to that moment of time wherein it is administered”, but may become effective 

later. (WCF 28.6).
202

 This is not far short of “baptismal regeneration”, in my opinion. 

Though, I must add a proviso: the sacramental nature of baptism depends on the necessity 

of faith and Calvin‟s baptismal theology is more balanced than perhaps indicated here, 

with the doctrine of election playing a key role. Baptism was an effectual means of 

salvation, but it did not guarantee salvation.  Equally the Westminster Confession teaches 

there is no guarantee of regeneration and the efficacy only applies to those who trust in 
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Christ for their salvation (Galatians 3:26-27) (WCF. 28.1,6).
203

 Nevertheless, I have been 

genuinely surprised to discover that the heritage of the URC implies future spiritual 

rebirth may occur and this sacramentalism warrants further discussion. 

 

Lusk writes that “baptismal regeneration” has been a moving target in Reformed history 

and adds it “may be orthodox or heretical; but we must ask precisely what the speaker 

means when he employs the terms.”
204

 Without going beyond anything found either in 

scripture or the Reformed confessions, I believe in an efficacious baptism, but my focus 

is to delineate between the objective and subjective. I could argue, biblically, that the 

John 3:5 warning of risking the kingdom if one is not baptized applies to all ages and the 

Reformed view of baptism is contrived and failing its fundamental principle of Sola 

Scriptura. But, I do not believe that everyone who is baptized has become “a new 

creation” (2 Corinthians 5:17). The Reformed view does not eliminate the necessity of 

personal repentance and faith. Nevertheless, the tradition shows affirmation to a form of 

“baptismal regeneration” which, I believe, we have downgraded today. Perhaps the URC 

needs to reflect on this. Why are the Confessions seen by many as documents of purely 

historical interest, but having no status as doctrinal standards in today‟s church? In his 

book on the Westminster Confession, Heron gets to the heart of the matter:- 

The Confession only deals with matters considered important in the 

seventeenth century…Indeed some of its statements would be generally 

considered in the URC as simply mistaken.
205
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I agree with this in part, as some of our modern doctrinal issues are not dealt with 

satisfactorily in it. Of course, the other great Reformed principle of Ecclesia Semper 

Reformanda - the church should be continually “reforming” – has its part to play too, but 

should we relinquish aspects of our heritage so easily, especially when they reflect 

important theology? Bullinger‟s Second Helvetic Confession (1561) gives one of the 

fullest explications of sacramental theology in all of the Reformed tradition. It states that 

“by baptism we are ingrafted into the body of Christ.”
206

 Similarly, the Westminster 

Confession asserts that the purpose of the sacraments is “to put a visible difference 

between those that belong unto the church and the rest of the world.” (WCF. 27.1).
207

 I 

maintain this is where we should describe baptism “as an instrument of grace”
208

 rather 

than “an appointed means of grace.”
209

 I have come to believe that URC baptismal 

theology and ecclesiology would be richer in reaffirming this “lost” efficacy that so was 

clearly there during the Reformation. Later developments in the tradition minimized the 

objective sacramental efficacy in favour of the subjective covenantal sign. Vander Zee is 

right when he points out that “baptism is a sacrament of identity. It confers a new identity 

on us…Consequently we must always understand baptism in its ecclesial context.”
210

  

 

The focus of this section is to establish “baptismal regeneration” does not necessarily 

mean what Reformed ethos takes it to mean and suggests the ecclesiological dimension 

more appropriately shows “that baptism is a channel through which salvation is 
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realized.”
211

 Baptism is an act of the church and even when administered to infants is 

efficacious for the church. Consequently, there is nothing unorthodox in describing 

incorporation into the church, “outside of which there is no ordinary possibility of 

salvation” (WCF. 28.1),
212

 in terms of “baptismal regeneration.” Fear of this terminology 

has, Leithart writes, “made Protestants reluctant to attribute any efficacy whatsoever to 

baptism.”
213

 But, the idea of “ecclesial regeneration” is not a new claim. Forsyth focuses 

on the church itself being the new creation at baptism, regarding paedobaptism as “its 

praise and promise round the child for its own regeneration.” Furthermore, baptism is not 

a domestic, but an ecclesiastical occasion and is “not there primarily for the individual, 

nor for the family, but for the Church, to confess before God and man the Word of 

Regeneration.”
214

 Calvin also confirmed the corporate nature of faith, speaking of the 

church as the mother of believers:- 

Baptism is the sign of the initiation by which we are received into the 

society of the church, in order that, engrafted in Christ, we may be reckoned 

among God‟s children.
215 

 

This principle is accepted by credobaptists and paedobaptists alike. Furthermore, as 

baptism should always take place in the context of faith,
216

 I agree with Murray that “it is 

not necessary to distinguish between the efficacy of baptism, as it applies to adults and as 

it applies to infants.”
217

 Elsewhere, he says that:- 
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Just as the integral part of believers baptism is not just the momentary 

experience, but life-long growth into Christ, so the same is true for those 

baptized in infancy…
218

 

 

For Catholics, like Ott, the “objective efficacy” is seen in “the power of the sacramental 

rite” and where faith is lacking, it is “replaced by the faith of the Church.”
219

 Though, 

clearly this view advocates indiscriminate baptism. Buchanan‟s point, that this “removes 

all credible boundaries from the visible church” and makes it “hard for the church to be 

the church”,
220

 is worth remembering, as evidently URC churches regularly baptize 

children of non-believing parents too. (Appendix A). And yet the Reformers entire 

argument, as Peel says, “Presupposes that children being baptized are the children of 

practicing Christians.”
221

 Luther argues that “infants are aided by the faith of others, 

namely, those who bring them for baptism.”
222

  

 

At this point the question becomes, “What does baptism do to those who are baptized?” 

The Reformed faith places strong emphasis on initiation and church membership. The   

URC recognizes that:-  

When baptism is administered at an age of responsibility, upon profession of 

faith, those baptized enter at once upon the full privileges and responsibilities 

of membership. When baptism is administered to infants…they are placed 

under the nurture of the Church…
223

 
 

The sacramental aspect brings infants into this new environment. The Church itself, as 

the body of Christ, in the power of the Holy Spirit, is God‟s chosen channel of grace. 
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Every time an infant is baptized, moreover, the Church testifies that she is a 

community where the weak and helpless may find security, where the 

broken and ill may find brotherhood.
224

 

 

However, covenant privilege always entails covenant responsibility. Becoming a church 

member, for a believer, means belonging in a relationship with a group of like-minded 

Christians (Hebrews 10:24-25) and from this assembled unity comes spiritual strength 

(Matthew 16:18; Acts 2:1-4). Baptized infants have joined the church, but only at the age 

of accountability, and personal profession of faith, will they “enter upon the full 

privileges and responsibilities of membership.”
225

 Indeed for Baptists, as for Catholics, 

the church is the company of the baptized and it should see, in the words of Forsyth, “that 

what is begun in baptism is completed in vital membership.” Forsyth also mentions how 

the “loving Church of grace” is meant to “surround the growing life with a Christian 

atmosphere of sympathy and instruction.”
226

 Baillie enhances this saying:- 

And it is through the faith and love of the Church…directed upon the 

child…using the effective symbolism of baptism, that the grace of God 

reaches the scarcely conscious child.
227

 

 

 By supporting the recovery of the catechumenate, Beasley-Murray modified his 

position, suggesting that Baptist churches “should consider acknowledging the legitimacy 

of infant baptism.” Especially, he says, “If focus was placed on initiation, that is, the 

whole process of leading individuals to Christ and into the church.”
228

 Of course, parents 

should endeavour to live up to their promises made at baptism. Likewise every church 
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must guard and take seriously its responsibility for the nurture of baptized children. As 

Forsyth concludes baptism‟s effect is not “on the child but on childhood”:- 

The child is affected much more by the acting Church than by the act of the 

hour, through (the Church‟s) influence on him as a social milieu and as the 

body of Christ…
229

 

 

I have shown that baptism‟s efficacy is best understood objectively, in the context of 

“ecclesial regeneration.” In the URC baptism is a corporate decision (see below) with the 

congregation making promises on behalf of the individual.
230

 The corporate faith of the 

church is significant, but the church is responsible in ensuring that only believing parents 

“present their infant seed for baptism as the sign and seal of the covenant of grace.”
231

 

Then, along with the parents, the church has an obligation to Christian nurture. Here, the 

efficacy is instrumental, with baptism becoming effective through the Word. In baptism 

the covenant sign is given first, with the teaching coming after, just as in the OT 

circumcision is given before faith. However, the efficacy is also conditional, because “if 

these conditions are not fulfilled the baptismal promises will not be fulfilled.”
232

 In this 

way baptism may be said to work ex opere operato. 

 

8. Pastoral implications arising from Reformed theology 

 

Discriminate baptism 
 

Each local URC must ensure “that teaching about both convictions is available, and to 

formulate a policy for its baptismal practice.”
233

 The decision to baptize an infant should 

not (as my enquiries revealed) be the minister‟s alone. The policy should be decided by 
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the Elders and endorsed by the Church Meeting, with the minister having the everyday 

task of implementing it. Paedobaptism, for the reasons explained in this paper, only 

makes sense if the parents are believers. Zwingli recaps that “from infant baptism certain 

consequences follow: we need instruction in Christian doctrine…and children are obliged 

to live in a Christian way.”
234

 Pre-Reformation, paedobaptism was largely a response to 

infant mortality. Post-Reformation, it was seen by Lutherans, Presbyterians, Anglicans 

and Methodists in terms of the covenant argument. This theology, significant in both the 

Westminster and Savoy statements, emphasizes the circumcision – baptism parallel and 

as teaching followed circumcision (Deuteronomy 31:12-13), so must Christian nurture 

also follow baptism (Ephesians 6:4). Peel agrees that if we remove such nurture then “the 

rug is pulled from underneath the feet of the infant baptist traditions.”
235

 Barth equally 

adds:- 

An inadequate order and practice of baptism can obscure its nature, order, 

power and meaning can dull and render difficult the understanding of it. 

There can be no doubt this has happened and still happens.
236

 

 

I could not agree more and I advocate a return to more discriminate baptism. 

Difficulties in congregations can arise with some seeing baptism as an evangelistic 

opportunity to the un-churched. In my experience, an open policy allows wider contact 

with those outside the church, but often this “Christening evangelism” does not help 

people commit themselves to Christ, or join the church and cheapens the ceremony. With 
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Christenings becoming routine, we seem to have forgotten, “that the denomination does 

not use baptism simply as a means of church recruitment.”
237

  

 

Limited enquiries undertaken 
 

I researched four URC congregations in the district, including one in an LEP. (Appendix 

A). Each had leaflets answering some of the popular questions about baptism, but with the 

exception of the LEP, no “official” policy template.
238

 Except in rare difficult cases, the 

obligation was on the minister to make the decision. Therefore, I concluded that churches 

rarely questioned infant baptism and considered any formal policy to be irrelevant. Two 

churches operated a more “ad-hoc” policy, but as the children they were baptizing largely 

belonged to partial or non-adherents, this had little impact on church growth. One had a 

more restrictive strategy, baptizing infants providing the parents completed a preparation 

course before booking a date for the baptism. Finally, the LEP church operated a much 

stricter discipline and had more requests for believers‟ baptism with, significantly, some 

adults asking to be re-baptized. In all cases the importance of preparation and post-

baptism pastoral care were accentuated, but the overall impression was that none were 

adequately guarding against the practice of indiscriminate infant baptism. This very 

delicate and difficult area is, I believe, where reform is still needed. 

When infant baptism is practiced in an indiscriminate way, it is hardly 

surprising that churches which practice adult baptism find it difficult, if not 

even impossible, to acknowledge the validity of infant baptism.
239
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Towards formulating a baptismal policy 
 

Formulating a policy is essential, albeit a pastoral nightmare! Prior to starting this 

dissertation my resolute opinion was that every URC should operate a closed baptismal 

policy (offered only to members‟ children). But is this practical theology for today? What 

happens when parents who are not church members, but regular adherents want their 

baby baptized? What role does paedobaptism have in helping people (especially those on 

the fringes) feel part of the congregation? What is the response to the grandparents of 

baby X, whom having been members for decades, request baptism on behalf of the 

parents who do not attend church? I suppose it could be argued they are the sponsors, but 

these questions “show the difficulties involved in the subject and the need for caution 

against undue dogmatism.”
240

 

 

 Although, outreach and pastoral care must not override doctrinal integrity, 

nevertheless:-  

Theology requires a continual process of interpretation that constructs new 

visions of Christian faith and practice from resources provided by Scripture, 

tradition, reason, and experience in the context of contemporary cultural 

challenges.
241

 

 

Having consulted the wider views of theological thinking concerning baptism and 

having far greater appreciation for contextual theology some of my assumptions have 

shifted.
242

 Problems around the thorny issue of membership and declining church 

attendance have made me realize that a closed policy is not the answer. It is vital that the 

Church continues its witness and it “must always understand the gospel in relation to the 
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changing cultural contexts in which it lives.”
243

 As a minister I am reluctant to baptize 

children whose parents are not willing to keep their promises to God,
244

 but others in the 

congregation, in opening up baptism, see effective evangelism. The conciliar polity of the 

URC allows local churches to make their own decisions (within confines of Assembly 

resolutions and the Basis of Union). It is not just the minister‟s rule, but the church‟s 

strategy. I maintain that a coherent baptismal policy helps provide compromise and 

sustain harmony. 

 

An achievable policy 
 

I stated above supporting discriminate baptism and believe this can be achieved through 

a restrictive policy. I have shown that children of Christian parents should be baptized
245

 

and agree with Forsyth that baptism “should not be administered except where the 

circumstances permit a reasonable belief that the child will be reared in Christian 

nurture.”
246

 I still maintain that it is clearly wrong to baptize other children out of 

necessity. Thanksgiving and dedication is more appropriate and should principally be 

offered to children of unbelievers, ensuring parents understand that this is not baptism.
247

 

However, I also accept that “the question of whose children are to be baptized cannot be 

settled satisfactorily in a scholastic fashion.”
248

 Therefore, provided that the parents are 

themselves baptized, show commitment to the local church and attend baptism 
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preparation courses, I can support baptizing their child even if their relation to the 

covenant is negligible. Although this will not fully avoid haphazard baptisms, it 

inevitably reduces them. (Appendix B). Murray would totally disagree as “those who are 

not in the covenant with God cannot claim any of the rights and privileges which belong 

to the covenant.”
249

 In response I simplistically suggest that children are not responsible 

for the faith of their parents and although Psalm 103:17-18 and Mark 10:13-16 are not 

specifically related to baptism, they clearly reflect the biblical approach. In closing, this 

“half-way” covenant is not new to theological debate and, in my opinion, a restrictive 

policy does not distort Reformed baptismal practice. To a certain extent it helps to 

maintain the integrity of the sacrament in the face of aggressive secularism:- 

Semper reformanda is a declaration that the process of reforming is never 

complete and each new generation has more work to do, new insights to 

bring, fresh challenges to face, unheard voices to take into account – 

especially as we seek to sit together under the Word of God.
250

 

 

Is baptism a public or private ceremony? 

As baptism involves the use of a visible element, it requires an observable action
251

 and 

since it is the sign of entrance into the Church then it seems appropriate that:- 

It be done within the fellowship of the church wherever possible, so that the 

church as a whole can rejoice with the person being baptized and so that the 

faith of all believers in that church might be built up.
252

 

 

In the URC baptisms normally take place during Sunday morning worship. In infant 

baptism parents are asked to make a public statement of their faith and to promise to 

bring their child up in the faith and fellowship of the church. In believers‟ baptism those 
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to be baptized make a public statement of faith and promise to play their part in the life 

and work of the church. The infant or believer is generally then baptized either by 

sprinkling, pouring water, or immersion. Naturally, I can think of situations where private 

would be appropriate. For example, a family of a visibly handicapped child, who have not 

yet come to terms with the “staring” by everybody else. Here, I would suggest a few 

representatives of the congregation / elders would be sufficient.  

  

Baptized children and Communion 

This issue is far from settled, but increasing numbers of churches are allowing children 

to take Communion. BEM raises this debate. Most Protestants would agree that only 

those who personally believe in Christ should participate in the Lord‟s Supper. Some 

would argue that, ordinarily, only those who have been baptized should participate.
253

 

Calvin adamantly rejected infant communion,
254

 but my reasoning is that if children have 

been given the sign of baptism, it is wrong to deny them the sign of Communion. 

Certainly a more recent opinion says:- 

We cannot be a whole community unless children play a full part, nor can 

children develop in their discipleship unless they participate and belong in a 

meaningful way to a community of people of all ages committed to one 

another on the pilgrim journey.
255

 

 

Once again, the URC‟s conciliar nature allows local churches to decide this matter for 

themselves. I think that the Lord‟s Supper is an important component of all-age worship 

and participating in it can help children to grow in faith. Of course “there should be no 
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distinction made in the way baptized or un-baptized children are treated,”
256

 but 

restrictions cannot be avoided, as “Communion is regarded as the most significant act of 

the church family”
257

 and those baptized belong to the church family.
258

  

 

Mutual recognition 

 

Believer baptists and those who practice infant baptism should reconsider 

certain aspects of their practices. The first may seek to express more visibly 

the fact that children are placed under the protection of God‟s grace. The 

latter must guard themselves against the practice of apparently 

indiscriminate baptism and take more seriously their responsibility for the 

nurture of baptized children to mature commitment to Christ.
259

  
 

The URC has shown that the different baptismal theologies and practices can co-exist 

and LEPs show how the issues can be explored leading towards reconciliation and unity 

between denominations. Ecumenically, the URC expects “that both understandings of 

baptism will be held together in mutual respect.”
260

 Recently, Baptists have put forward 

the case for “reconciled diversity and a plurality of baptismal practices” suggesting that 

the word “baptism” should be dropped in ecumenical statements in favour of the term 

“initiation.”
261

 Yet, although churches are increasingly recognizing one another‟s 

baptismal practices the question concerning the quantity of water was still a contentious 
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issue in the LEP I researched. The Baptists stipulated that “a large quantity of water was 

needed”
 262

  whereas, given that the water is only symbolic of purification, the URC did 

not regard this as important. Also, the issues of re-baptism and the relationship of baptism 

to membership caused difficulties. Therefore, I concluded that in this context baptisms 

are always viewed as denominational rather than ecumenical. Whatever importance is 

attached to the symbolism, in working ecumenically perhaps partnership churches need to 

draw attention away from the water and focus instead on the pulpit and “the washing of 

water with the Word” (Titus 3:5). I believe that, in the context of evangelism, this is the 

central challenge facing LEPs today.  

 

9. Conclusions 
 

This dissertation has shown, quoting Beasley-Murray that:- 

While Eph. 4.5 states that there is only „one baptism‟, there is in the church 

today „two baptisms, one for infants and the other for confessors of 

faith‟.
263

 

 

Sacramentalists advocate Christening seeing baptism as essential to salvation. Baptists 

chiefly see it as a symbol picturing the believer‟s identification with Christ in his death, 

burial and resurrection. Reformed Christians accentuate the symbol of purification, the 

sign of one‟s commitment to the covenant and faith by proxy. It has become clear to me 

that the debate will continue as there are powerful arguments and objections on all sides.  

I have come to appreciate wider aspects of baptismal meaning and have modified my 

covenant theological views supporting, for example, a more “practical” policy on infant 

baptism. This research has allowed me to articulate my beliefs against the variety of 
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views held on this subject and I feel more confident in knowing the position I hold. 

However, this analysis has only been brief. I admit that in several areas of the discussion 

there has had to be a degree of generalization and additional research is necessary.
264 

Nevertheless, in working towards an understanding alongside the abstract of this paper:- 

 

 Baptism is a sign, symbolizing purification and belonging to the NT covenant and 

is clearly in accordance with the example of circumcision set in the OT. It is fair 

to say the biblical picture of baptism is inclusive, not exclusive and there are 

strong arguments for covenant theology. Although the NT gives no explicit 

indication that unbelieving children of believing parents were baptized I believe 

external evidence shows that the Apostolic Church baptized infants.  

 

 People do not need to go “deliberately, nor even consciously, through the waters 

to be drawn into the mystery and miracle of deliverance in Christ.”
265

 However, 

Jesus‟ grace in allowing the thief to enter heaven without baptism (Luke 23:40-

43) does not invalidate God's requirement of it. Baptism is an ordinance and 

therefore necessary. 

 

 The URC honours both forms, believing that both patterns are rooted in God‟s 

initiative. “Paedobaptism emphasizes God‟s prevenient grace is always prior to 

man‟s response and credobaptism rightly stresses the importance of faith.”
266

 I 

agree that “a sympathetic assessment of the arguments reveals that there are 

significant points to be conceded to each side,”
267

 but re-baptism is non-biblical 

and must not be practiced. 

 

 Biblically there are no hard and fast rules as to the method of baptism. 

Consequently, baptism is rightly administered by immersion, pouring or 

sprinkling water upon the person. The Greek word for baptism in the NT is 

sometimes ambiguous in its usage. Those who insist that baptism is not valid 

without immersion are making an incorrect assumption as all three modes satisfy 

the meaning of baptizo. 
 

 Baptism is a communal celebration establishing and “there should be none but 

public baptisms”,
268

 enjoyed by the participation of the whole congregation. It is 

clear in scripture that it is meant as initiation into the covenant family. 
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 A restrictive baptismal policy guards against indiscriminate baptisms. However,  a 

“half-way covenant”, as suggested in this paper, requires that parents are willing 

to show commitment to the local church (i.e. in baptism preparation), must be 

prepared to confess faith in Christ and are willing to place their child under the 

nurture of the Church. 

 

 My view is that the Reformed position allows the distinctions to be harmonized. 

The URC has made it possible for each side of the argument to be held together in 

a dual policy which was heralded as an ecumenical breakthrough. This 

achievement “is an example for other churches to follow as they seek ecumenical 

fellowship with other Christian congregations.”
269

 

 

 Finally, the historic confessions show a developed objective baptismal efficacy 

and infant baptism, as Peel says, “Will only be efficacious in a congregation 

which enables children to grow up as an integral part of the Church.”
270

 

Understanding baptism as a rite of incorporation cuts through the debate about 

“baptism regeneration” and gives us a rich and practical theology.  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A 
 Baptism (cradle roll) statistics 2000 – 2005  
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Appendix B 
XXX URC Baptismal Policy  

Approved by Elders and endorsed by Church Meeting  

 

Infant Baptism 
This applies to all parents (members / non-members) seeking the baptism of their child. 

 

1. Baptism application forms must be obtained, completed and returned at least 6 

weeks prior to the to the date of the baptism. The Minister then will contact the 

parents to arrange a time to meet and discuss the baptism. 

2. The parents must have been baptized. 

3. The parents / god-parents (if applicable) of the child will be required to attend a 

baptism preparation course to explore what baptism means and to understand the 

promises made in the service. For the second or subsequent child this is normally 

a single session refresher course.  

4. The parents of the child will be required to attend Church for a period of 4 weeks 

prior to the date of the baptism. 

5. A Church Friend will be appointed to the child and will be present when the 

parents and the Church make their baptismal promises. It is the duty of the 

Church Friend to maintain pastoral relations with the family, to show, in all the 

ways which occur to them, through their friendship, the friendship of Jesus and 

the Church. 

6. Baptisms should take place at morning worship. “Private” baptisms will only be 

considered under special circumstances. 

7. There is no fee, but parents should consider making a gift to the Church as a 

thank-offering.  

8. The certificate of baptism will be presented at the next appropriate family service 

with parents expected to attend.  

 

Believer Baptism 

 
1. Baptism application forms must be obtained, completed and returned at least 6 

weeks prior to the to the date of the baptism. The Minister then will contact the 

candidate to arrange a time to meet and discuss the baptism. Candidates will be 

expected to attend a baptism preparation course. 

2. For adults who have been baptized as a child, the Church offers a service of 

renewal of baptism vows without water. 

3. For adults who have not been baptized before, the Church offers baptism by 

sprinkling, pouring, or immersion (can be arranged).  

Service of Thanksgiving 
 

1. For the parents who feel unable to attend Church, baptism preparation course, or 

make the baptismal vows for any reason, the Church offers a Service of 

Thanksgiving. This is similar in format to the baptism service but without 

godparents and promises.  


