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    Introduction

      Daniel G. Reid

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  



Believers’ Baptism View
Infant Baptism Response
Sinclair B. Ferguson

PROFESSOR BRUCE WARE HAS GIVEN a vigorous apologia for credobaptism, forcefully stating his conclusion: paedobaptists “are living in disobedience to Christ” (here). It is impossible here to respond with exegetical detail to all the points Dr. Ware makes, but several comments may be made.

Baptism by Immersion

Dr. Ware argues that “the term baptism refers most clearly and naturally to the immersion of a person in water.” Some noted paedobaptists have also held this view, not least John Calvin.49 Four things, should however be noted:

1. The New Testament accounts of baptism neither indicate nor require immersion as the mode except when they are read through an a priori lens. Were baptism by affusion (pouring), it would not require the rewording of any of the relevant passages (e.g., Mt 3:16; Mk 1:10; Acts 8:38).

A similar comment can be made of the teaching of Didache 7:

Baptize “in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” in running water. But if you have no running water, then baptize in some other water; and if you are not able to baptize in cold water, then do so warm. But if you have neither, then pour water on the head three times, “in the name of Father and Son and Holy Spirit.”50



The symbolism here is the washing away of sin. I suspect the Didache itself may have been misread at this point as though baptism in running water, other water, cold water, warm water, by pouring water on the head three times were a
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  Infant Baptism View

    Dual-Practice

    Baptism Response

    Anthony N. S. Lane

  
    SINCLAIR FERGUSON’S ESSAY IS, as one would anticipate, a very able exposition and defense of the Reformed covenant theology approach to infant baptism. Almost I am persuaded—but not quite! If I do not agree with him, it is not because he has stated the case badly but rather because the case itself is (in my view) seriously flawed.

    
      Covenant or Covenants?

      The covenant theology argument for infant baptism relies on the premise that there is only one covenant of grace. Where does Sinclair Ferguson stand on this? He never refers to the “one covenant of grace” in so many words, but he makes repeated reference to the covenant of grace, this covenant being given to Abraham. At the same time, he makes reference to the new covenant in Christ. On the whole his argument is more cautious than many in that he appeals to “the organic unity of the covenants of God” (here) and to the fact that all of the redemptive Old Testament covenants “were made with believers and with their seed—without exception” (here). He takes care not to go beyond the evidence, so it is hard to disagree with what he says. My question, however, is whether this more modest approach, keeping closer to the affirmations of Scripture than many traditional covenant theologians, provides a sufficient basis for the desired conclusions about infant baptism.

      The traditional argument is that infants are included because the new covenant is simply the one Abrahamic covenant of grace. Sinclair Ferguson’s more nuanced claim (if I have understood him correctly) is that a continuity between the covenants points to the inclusion of children. This claim is far more plausible than the traditional one, but at the same yields more modest fruit. One might say that it points to the likelihood of the inclusion of children in the new covenant rather than proving it conclusively.

      Related to this is the broader problem that I have with covenant theology. It takes the covenant theme as an overarching paradigm for the interpretation of Scripture. With the Old Testament this works quite well, since the covenant theme is clearly prominent throughout the Testament. With the New Testament it does not work so well since the covenant theme, though certainly present, does not have nearly as central a role in New Testament theology as in Old Testament theology.

    

    
      Baptism and Circumcision

      Fundamental to covenant theology and to Sinclair Ferguson’s essay is the claim that baptism has replaced circumcision as the sacrament of initiation into the new covenant. There are a number of problems with this.

      First, the New Testament nowhere explicitly links baptism with the theme of covenant. Ironically the link is made with the Lord’s Supper, in all four accounts of its institution—but not with baptism. Sinclair Ferguson attempts to find such a link. The institution of baptism in Matthew 28 “echoes the history of covenantal redemption” (here) and “expresses the fulfillment of all God’s covenant promises” (here). This is certainly a valid exercise in interrelating themes across the Testaments. It falls short, however, of demonstrating an intimate link between baptism and covenant such that the latter is the hermeneutical key for interpreting the former. If that were true, it is surprising that the New Testament writers never make the link.

      The same observations apply to the statement that 1 Corinthians 10:4 and 1 Peter 3:20-21 both refer to Old Testament events of covenantal significance (here). That may be true, but neither Paul nor Peter saw fit to draw attention to the fact. I do not wish to deny any linkage between baptism and covenant. I do wonder why this linkage should be so fundamental to the interpretation of baptism and infant baptism when the New Testament writers fail to make any mention of it.

      Not only does the New Testament never link baptism with the covenant, it also never portrays it as the replacement for circumcision. The only passage that links the two together in any way (Col 2:10-11), does not state that the one has replaced the other. The most convincing evidence that it has not is Paul’s complete failure to mention this in his opposition to the Judaizers. While recognizing other issues were at stake the fact remains that from a covenant theology perspective it is nonsense to suggest that baptized Christians be circumcised. You have already received the sacrament of initiation into the covenant of grace. Circumcision is superfluous. While Paul opposed the circumcision of Gentile believers, he never suggested that Jews should cease to circumcise their children. Indeed he even had Timothy circumcised (Acts 16:3). That is odd if the covenant theology approach is correct. The first occasion known to us where a parallel is drawn between baptism and circumcision comes with Cyprian, two hundred years after Paul.1 If the New Testament position really is that baptism simply replaces circumcision, this silence (in the New Testament itself as well as the intervening years) is odd.

      On the one hand, Sinclair Ferguson states that baptism “functions in relationship to the new covenant in Christ in a manner analogous to the function of [circumcision] in the Abrahamic covenant” and “has the same symbolic significance in relationship to fellowship with God as did circumcision” (here). On the other hand he does not claim that “the two signs are equivalent in every respect” (here), although they “share the same core symbolism” and “point to the same promise” (here). It is true that they are the sacraments of initiation into the old and new covenants respectively. It is also true that a considerable degree of continuity exists between the two covenants, though by no means all will concede the extent of continuity claimed by covenant theology. It is also true (and acknowledged by Ferguson) that there is a significant degree of discontinuity between the two covenants—and I would say a greater degree of discontinuity than is conceded by covenant theology. The upshot of this is that it is not illegitimate to draw parallels and make comparisons between circumcision and baptism. Still, it is not safe to draw theological conclusions about baptism from such comparisons unless these are also supported by the testimony of the New Testament.

    

    
      Theology of Baptism 

      My problems with Sinclair Ferguson’s essay lie as much with the theology of baptism as with the specific issue of infant baptism. After all, I agree with him that the baptism of babies is a legitimate option for Christian parents, even if I do not base that argument on an appeal to the covenant or to circumcision. I agree with Sinclair Ferguson, and with Calvin,2 that many of the Baptist arguments against infant baptism would, if true, apply equally against infant circumcision, which clearly was commanded by God. But I am unhappy with the theology of baptism found in his essay, which in many ways seems distant from the New Testament.

      First, key to the argument is the claim that baptism is “a sign and seal of the covenant of grace” (here, here). It is not just that this claim is made, but rather that it functions as the controlling paradigm for the interpretation of baptism. The terms sign and seal recur in no less than four of the headings for section two. What is remarkable about this is that section two is titled “Baptism and the Biblical Testimony.” Yet nowhere in the Bible is baptism expressly linked to the covenant. Nowhere is baptism referred to as either a sign or a seal. Sinclair Ferguson admits as much, but claims that while “these features are not explicitly attributed to baptism, each is evidently [sic!] true of it” (here). Now I would not wish to affirm that baptism has no connection at all with the new covenant, and I would not wish to deny that it is appropriate to use the word sign or seal in relation to it. But when these ideas, not found in the New Testament, are used as the controlling framework for the exposition of baptism, we are left wondering how faithful the ensuing picture is to the New Testament doctrine of baptism.3 I am not against systematic theology, the interrelating of doctrines drawing on both Old and New Testaments; but systematic theology always faces the temptation of forcing the biblical material into an alien framework. In this case I see the doctrine of baptism being pressed into a framework that originates not from the clear and direct statements made about baptism in the New Testament but from doctrines of covenant and circumcision that in the New Testament are never explicitly linked with baptism. It is not that these ideas have no part at all to play in the understanding of baptism but that we have no grounds for making them the controlling paradigm for the doctrine.

      Related to this is the imposition of another category foreign to the New Testament. Following Calvin and the Reformers, Sinclair Ferguson links baptism with the Word. Doing this enables him to claim that the “proper” function of baptism (as of the Word) is to display and portray God’s grace (here). He affirms the same with a rich variety of language. Baptism “points” (here, here, here, here, here), “symbolizes” (here, here), “signifies” (here, here, here, here, here, here, here) and “proclaims” (here). This theme owes much to Reformed theology, little to the New Testament. In the latter baptism is paired not with the Word but with faith. Why? Because for the New Testament writers, the prime function of baptism is not to “portray” grace but (together with faith) to receive it. That is why they (unlike Sinclair Ferguson) do not stress (or even mention) the idea of baptism as a sign or symbol.

      The instrumental role of baptism in receiving salvation ought not to need stating, but this aspect of New Testament teaching has been so widely suppressed in most (not all) evangelical teaching that it is worth quoting some passages in full. These all portray baptism not as a symbol pointing to something but as having a role in the reception of salvation—not of course in opposition to faith but together with it.

      
        And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (Acts 2:38)

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

        We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life. (Rom 6:4)

        For in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. (Gal 3:26-27)

        Having been buried with [Christ] in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead. (Col 2:12)

        Baptism . . . now saves you. (1 Pet 3:21)

      

      All of these passages portray baptism as (not in isolation but together with faith) the means by which we receive the gift of salvation, including forgiveness, union with Christ and the Holy Spirit.4 This coheres with the pattern of fourfold initiation that I describe in my main essay, whereby becoming a Christian involves repentance, faith, baptism and reception of the Holy Spirit. Because (as we see in Acts) these all came together, the New Testament writers were not embarrassed to attribute salvation to baptism as well as to faith.

      Salvation is received by the faith that expresses itself in baptism and by the baptism that is an expression of faith. Of course, attributing this power to bring salvation to baptism separate from faith is an abuse of the New Testament. It is just as surely an abuse of the New Testament to attribute such power to faith in isolation from baptism. In affirming that “one becomes a Christian at baptism” (here) the early Fathers were following the pattern of Acts. To the extent that they may have separated baptism from faith, they departed from that pattern. The New Testament attributes efficacy to believing baptism, not to unbelieving baptism.

      Ferguson appears to be pulled in two directions on this question. On the one hand he lays stress throughout on the fact that baptism is a sign and symbol. On the other hand it is not a “bare sign” but “points to and communicates” Christ’s presence (here). Ferguson leaves no room in his account for the New Testament idea of baptism as receiving Christ, since this is “enjoyed only through faith” (here). The nearest he comes to baptism as receiving is in his rather tortured expression that both baptism and the preached word are “means by which the Spirit can and does communicate to receptive faith the divine blessings the signs signify” (here).

      He only states that baptism is more than a bare sign by teaching that it has a “rich objective significance” (here), not by recognizing that baptism plays a role in the reception of salvation.

      Today we face the problem that Western Christians have for centuries separated faith and baptism and treated them as alternatives. Do we become Christians by faith or baptism? This question would have puzzled New Testament Christians, who would have replied that it is by the faith that expresses itself in baptism and by the baptism that is an expression of faith.

    

    
      Infant Baptism

      But what of children? I object not so much to Sinclair Ferguson’s affirmation of infant baptism as to the means by which he justifies it. He demonstrates a continuity between the covenants and shows how in the Old Testament “divine covenants in redemptive history were made with believers and their seed—without exception” (here). There is a “continuity of administration” (here) that points to the baptism of infants.

      The weakness of the covenant theology case at this point is that, as Ferguson himself affirms, God’s grace is “differently administered” in the two Testaments (here). Women were not circumcised, but they are baptized. Also, the old covenant was not just with a family but with a nation, and in this post-Constantinian age no one seriously denies that this has changed. The people of God in the Old Testament were an elect nation, while the people of God in the New Testament form not an elect nation but the elect from all nations. Thus even were we to concede that in Old and New Testaments there is only one covenant of grace, that baptism does simply replace circumcision and that baptism is the sacrament of initiation into the new covenant, important differences remain in administration which affect the question of who receives baptism. Given these differences, it is far from inevitable that children will be baptized because they were circumcised.

      I do admit that the argument from the continuity of the covenants serves at the very least to give plausibility to the concept of infant baptism and indeed to impose a burden of proof upon those who would exclude it. On its own, however, I see it as offering less than conclusive proof. I am not persuaded that it demands (rather than permits) the baptism of infants. Nor were the early Christians so persuaded, since they accepted (so I have argued in my main essay) the validity of delaying the baptism of Christian children.

      A final thought. The early Fathers clearly believed that baptism did something, which is why they took care about whom they gave it to. This has been compared to the bestowal of nationality.5 Perhaps baptism could be compared to a Christian passport. Circumcision can certainly be viewed in many ways as a passport—and one which, unlike modern passports, cannot be stolen and does not need renewing every ten years, though it is more embarrassing to be required to produce it! Circumcision can be seen as the token of citizenship in the people of God. Baptism is also the means of entry into the people of God (Acts 2:41) and has always been seen as such by Jews and Muslims. It is not when a Jew or Muslim talks about believing in Jesus, but when they are baptized, that they are seen to have turned from their previous religion and joined the Christian community. Baptism played the same role for the early Christians in New Testament times and beyond, serving as the point of entry into the people of God. Regarding the baptism or nonbaptism of children, this might be compared to the way in which children sometimes have passports of their own, sometimes travel on their parents’ passports.
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