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Baptism—Children of God’s Promise

Why do we baptize the children of believers?

by Steven Cooper
In the Bible, two things are said about being in relationship with God:

1. When adults believe, God assures their salvation with a physical sign.

2. This sign is also given to the children of those who believe.

Genesis 17:7,10   And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your children after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your children after you.   This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your children after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised.

God’s covenant with Israel started with Abraham.  God sealed his covenant with the sign of circumcision.  In Genesis 17 God said 10 times, “My covenant is with you and your children after you.  I will be your God and you will be my people.”  10 TIMES!  “To you and your children, to you and your children, to you and your children…”

For 2000 years (Genesis 17 happened around 2000 BC) God’s sign was put on adult believers and their children.  After 2000 years, Jesus came and established a new covenant.   When that new covenant was sealed with the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, God guaranteed the inheritance of the new covenant with a physical, tangible sign. 

Acts 2:37-39  They were convicted and cried out to Peter, “What should we do?”  And Peter said to them.  “Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you’ll receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  For the promise is for you and for your children…”

In v39 Peter quotes Genesis 17!  After 2000 years, God is still the same God.  Even today, 4000 years later, he’s still the same. 

1. When adults believe, God assures their salvation with a physical sign.

2. That sign is also applied to the children of those who believe.

Baptism does not guarantee salvation, but it shows God’s commitment to the children of believers.  Baptism shows that they will grow up in relationship with Jesus (1Corinthians 7:14).  It also shows that we cannot save our children, but we can raise them to believe and love Jesus.  As parents and as a congregation, through baptism we commit to raising them in the nurture and instruction of the Lord (Ephesians 6:4). 

Ephesians 6:1-4—Are Children Part of God’s Covenant Family?

New Testament Proof for Infant Baptism

by Steven Cooper

Ephesians 6:1-4 is an incredibly strong textual argument for infant baptism. Both the instruction to children and the instruction to parents prove that in the New Testament, the children of one or more Christian parents were considered part of God’s covenant family. If they are part of God’s family, then they should be given the sign of the Covenant. Which means they should be baptized.
What’s interesting is that these are verses that EVERY church knows and would quote and teach its parents and children—even churches that don’t believe that children are part of God’s covenant family until AFTER they make their own profession of faith. See how the details of these verses make it abundantly clear that this was the teaching of the Apostle Paul and the early church. 
The Instruction to Children
Ephesians 6:1-3 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 2 "Honor your father and mother" (this is the first commandment with a promise), 3 "that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land." 
Obey “in the Lord.” This means that they are “in the Lord.” They are united to Jesus and so they should receive the sacrament that demonstrates this union. Reading the rest of Ephesians helps you understand all that the phrase "in the Lord" means. Paul uses this phrase over 25 times in 6 chapters. 

In verse 2, Paul quotes the 5th commandment, which was part of the covenant between God and his people in Exodus 20. This means that they are in covenant with God, and so the sign of the covenant should be applied to them. 

The Instruction to Parents
Ephesians 6:4 Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.
The discipline and instruction of the Lord means “the Lord’s discipline and instruction.” Hebrews 12 makes it perfectly clear that the Lord disciplines his CHILDREN. He doesn’t discipline those who aren’t his children. This means that if parents are to raise their children with God’s discipline and instruction, then parents are to treat children as though they are God’s children. God’s children are part of his family. God puts his name on his children and his covenant sign. 
These verses clearly indicate that children were considered part of God's family. They were in the covenant, and so they should be given the new covenant sign of baptism.
What's as important and maybe even more important is that this means that Christian parents should raise their children in the gospel, helping their children to grow in their experience of the blessings that they have from Jesus.
Discipline Proves that Children Are Part of God’s Family

Hebrews 12:5-11—New Testament Proof for Infant Baptism

by Steven Cooper

How do we raise our children? Ephesians 6:4 says to raise them in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

What is the discipline of the Lord? Hebrews 12 is one great place where this concept is fleshed out. Verses 5, 7, 8, 11 use this word "discipline." 

Heb 12:5-11 5 And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you as sons? "My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor be weary when reproved by him. 6 For the Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives." 7 It is for discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons. For what son is there whom his father does not discipline? 8 If you are left without discipline, in which all have participated, then you are illegitimate children and not sons. 9 Besides this, we have had earthly fathers who disciplined us and we respected them. Shall we not much more be subject to the Father of spirits and live? 10 For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best to them, but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness. 11 For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it.

One thing that strikes me is that while I am seeking to raise my kids with God's discipline, I realize that in the process of me disciplining my kids, God uses that process to discipline ME! That resets the whole process when I think that God wants to use the process in my life to make me like him as much as he wants to use it in my kids lives to make them more like him. That's huge.

Verses 6-8 shows that the discipline of the Lord is an affirmation of adoption. The one being disciplined is a child of God. That's good news. God only disciplines his own children. So if you're being disciplined, remind yourself that this is a sign of God's love and care for you.

When this passage from the Bible is combined with Ephesians 6:1-4, it is irrefutable proof that children are part of God’s family, and therefore ought to be baptized.  This passage says that the Lord’s discipline is proof that the one disciplined is his child.  Ephesians 6:1-4 says that children are to be raised by their parents with the discipline of the Lord.  Therefore it’s clear that the Lord wants parents to raise their children as though they are also his children!

One of the most compelling implications for the practice of infant baptism is that it changes the way we parent.  We parent our children in the realm of the gospel.  They are God’s children, so they have his strength and power to love and obey their parents, to love their siblings, to not complain, etc.

So make sure that your love and care for your children comes across in the way that you discipline them. This means affirming your love for them, caring for them and reminding them of the big picture of what discipline is for.

Verses 9-11 seem to be an encouragement not to be provoked to anger by God's discipline. Don't get mad, realize that God is using it for you to grow and become all that he wants you to be. God disciplines us for our good, that we may share his holiness. All discipline yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness. 

Father, help me to welcome your discipline in my life. Let it bring peace to me!
And help me to reflect your purposes in my discipline of my kids. By the way that I talk to them, by my own attitude, help me to show them love and purpose in the discipline.

I think to do this right with our kids, we need to be able to draw the lines between our discipline, and the changes that come in our kids' lives as a result of our discipline. Drawing these lines will keep us sane (because it IS working--albeit slowly), and it will keep our kids encouraged (so that they can see God's plan IS working in their lives as they grow and mature). 

A Reset of “Believe and be Baptized”

by Steven Cooper

There are passages in the New Testament like Acts 2:38 which require faith before baptism.  These are the passages that say, “believe and be baptized.”  Many argue, “See, this proves that everyone has to believe before they are baptized.  Children don’t believe when they are born.  Therefore, children shouldn’t be baptized!”

Not so fast.  These statements in Scripture are the natural things we would tell people who are old enough to respond to the gospel.  These aren’t meant to exclude the children of believers (who may not be able to profess faith when their parents are converted), but these reflect the idea that the gospel is being preached to adults who need to be converted.  The same thing would have been true in the Old Testament.  Repent and be circumcised would have been an appropriate message to Lot and others who were outside of Israel, but this would not have excluded their male children from receiving the sign as well. 

Top Ten Reasons Why You Can’t Be a “Believer Only Baptist”

(In ascending order)

By Steven Cooper

1. You can’t agree with Paul & the New Testament that children of one or more believing parents are holy (1Cor 7:14). 

2. You can’t affirm the infant faith which is clearly taught in Scripture (Ps 71:6; Ps 22:9-10; Eph 6:1, etc.). 

3. You tend to argue that only the elect ought to be baptized.  Only the elect ought to receive the sign of the covenant.  This contradicts Hebrews 10:29 and 2Peter 2:1, that those who leave God’s family were bought by Jesus and were sanctified by the blood of the covenant. 

4. You have to say that the way God worked through families in the OT no longer applies in the church, when the New Testament continues to say that God saves households (4 out of 9 baptisms in Acts are households!). 

5. You have to argue that God should not have circumcised infants in the Old Testament, because circumcision was a spiritual sign and seal of justification and regeneration (Romans 4:11; Jeremiah 4:4), and you can’t say that God would apply a sign that meant those things to someone who hasn’t made their own conscious profession of faith.  

6. You tend to have a faith that doesn’t appreciate the power of the sacraments.  You think that baptism is all about what the person is doing—believer professing faith, believer’s allegiance to Christ.  There is little or no emphasis on what God does in baptism.  There’s little or no emphasis on baptism as a down payment of God’s blessings (Ephesians 1:13-14).  There’s little or no emphasis on baptism as a seal of the righteousness of faith (Romans 4:11).  There’s little or no assurance given to those who are baptized that they are united to Christ and so have his blessings (Romans 6:1-14).  

7. You have to tell the 3000 Jewish families whose parents trusted in Jesus at Pentecost, “When you converted, your children were removed from God’s family.” That morning, when they left their homes, their children were part of God’s family. But after believing in Jesus, their children were excommunicated.
8. You have to say that God doesn’t hear the prayers of children, since our unconfessed sin keeps him from listening (Isa 59:2; Psalm 66:18).  

9. You are forced to say that it’s impossible for children to obey their parents “in the Lord” (Ephesians 6:4) because they cannot be “in the Lord.”  So children cannot please God (contradicting Colossians 3:20).

10. You can’t account for Jesus accepting them, even getting angry at those who would keep them from him (Mark 10:14)!  He took them in his arms and blessed them, laying his hands on them (Mark 10:16)! 

The New Testament Proofs for Infant Baptism
Steven Cooper’s presentation of material from Lee Irons

1. The father of many nations.

Acts 2:38-39 says that the promise of the New Covenant is “for you and your children.”  This is a continuation of the language of the Old Testament.  It also expands the promise to include the Gentiles, who are “those who are far off”(see Ephesians 2:11-17 where Paul is clear that the Gentiles are “those who are far off.”  See also Isaiah 57:19). This doesn’t mean all Gentiles indiscriminately, but those who are called.

In Genesis 17:4, the Hebrew can be translated, “The father of a great multitude of Gentiles.”  Genesis 12:3 says that all the families of the earth shall be blessed.  Genesis 9:27 shows that Ham is the father of the Canaanites.  His descendants are cursed.  Joshua fulfilled this curse in the book of Joshua during the conquest of the promised land.  Genesis 9 goes on to say, “Blessed be the God of Shem.  May Japheth dwell in his tents.”  Shem descendants became the Hebrews, Ham’s descendants became the Canaanites, and Japheth’s descendants became the Gentiles.  For Japheth to dwell in Shem’s tents means that God will share the blessings of Abraham with the Gentiles.  We see here that promise is fulfilled as the gospel goes out to the Gentiles and the family of Japheth—the Gentiles—is blessed and brought into the covenant.

Romans 4:9ff—Paul shows that this very promise is fulfilled, Abraham has become the father of all those who have faith—both Jews and Gentiles.   

Galatians 3:6ff—Paul shows that the gospel he preached was the same gospel preached to Abraham, and that its blessings came ultimately through Jesus

The conclusion here is that if the New Covenant is the fulfillment of the Abrahamic promise, the sign of that covenant will be given to believers and their children.

2. Household Salvation and Baptism

Luke also shows the fulfillment of these OT promises in Acts.  

Acts 11—Cornelius is a God fearing Gentile.  v14—you and your household will be saved.  This is the fulfillment of Acts 2:39

Acts 16:15—Lydia and her household are baptized.

Acts 16:30ff—The Philippian jailor and his household are baptized.

Acts 18:8—Crispus, who was a Jew, believed with his household and they were baptized.

1Corinthians 1:16—Paul baptized the household of Stephanus

These are not all random events.  They are chosen to show the fulfillment of the promise to Shem’s family and Japheth’s from Genesis 9.  These also are a fulfillment of the promise to Abraham.    

Were infants present in these households?  It doesn’t matter if they were present or not.  The point that the New Testament is trying to make is that the principle from the Old Testament—that “the promise is for you and your children” continues in the New Covenant.
3. Let the little children come, and do not hinder them—The Teaching of our Lord (Matthew 19:13-15)
What is the significance of Jesus laying hands on the children and blessing them?

Genesis 48:13-20—Israel (Jacob) blessing Ephraim and Manasseh.  This act places the name of Israel upon them (v16)

Matthew 28:18-20—In the great commission, the disciples are to be baptized “into the name” of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit (v19)

James 2:7—the verse can more accurately read “Do they not blaspheme the good name which was called over you?”  

The idea of a name called over you often refers to ownership.

It’s important to remember that Matthew is writing to the early church.  In Matthew 19 Jesus says, “Do not hinder them…”  This phrase is used many times in Acts to describe the reality that water baptism shouldn’t be withheld from the non-Jews who have come to believe in Jesus. 

1. Acts 8:36—Here’s some water, what prevents me from being baptized? 

2. Acts 10:47—Surely no one can withhold water from these people?

3. Acts 11:15-17—who was I to stand in God’s way?

In the early church, this phrase was used in the baptism ceremonies in a way that was similar to what is said in marriage ceremonies today.  “Can anyone provide just cause to hinder this person from being baptized?”  It was similar to “Speak now, or forever hold your peace.”

Matthew’s gospel was written to the early Christian community, about 30 years after the events in Acts occurred.  The early church was using the phrase “do not hinder” to describe the blessing of baptism.  For Jesus to do this and for Matthew to include it demonstrates that children are also those who should not be prevented from being baptized.  

Conclusion:  By placing his hands on them, Jesus is not simply offering a generic blessing.  He is placing his name upon children, and if he is doing this in his earthly ministry, the church continued to do this through baptism after his resurrection and ascension. 

4. Christian marriage and holy seed (Ephesians 5:22—6:4; 1Corinthians 7:14)

Ephesians 5:22—6:4 is what scholars call a “household list.”  Such lists, which instructed different family members in their respective duties, were common in first century writings.  This addresses the members of the household:  Husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and slaves.  

Parents are to raise their children in the fear and admonition of the Lord.  This means that the parents are to teach their children to fear the Lord, and to reflect his admonition in their training of their children.  Admonition is a something done for those who are part of God’s family.  This means that children are part of God’s family and ought to be raised as such.
This is clearly reflected in the instruction to children.  Children are to obey their parents “in the Lord”(Eph 6:4).  This phrase “in the Lord” or “in Christ” is used throughout this epistle to describe living out the fullness of one’s relationship to Christ.  Children are not instructed to obey their parents out of sheer obligation to their parents, but God offers them the same encouragement he offers to all of his family.  When God requires something of his people, he grants them the grace to obey his requirements.  We see this pattern throughout Paul’s writings.  It is the believer’s union with Christ that grants the spiritual strength necessary to obey God in a manner that pleases him.  Eph 6:4 teaches that this same pattern is also true of children.  They are to be treated as though they are in the Lord in order that they might obey their parents.
1Corinthians 7:14 takes for granted the holiness of children.  This confirms this idea from Ephesians 6:4 and adds another thought.  Baptism doesn’t make children part of the covenant.  Children are baptized because they are part of the covenant.  It’s because they are holy that they are baptized.  They are not baptized in order to make them holy.

Webbed-Feet, Signs, and Children

If it quacks like a duck, then baptize your children!

by Steven Cooper

Let’s play a game:  I’m thinking of something…  

It has feathers, and webbed feet.  It swims and flies.  And it quacks.

So here’s the first question:  What kind of nose/mouth does it have?



Answer:  A bill.  

How do you know?  Because after reading the description, you know it’s a duck, and you know what a duck’s nose/mouth look like.

Now a second question:  What do its young do when it goes swimming?



Answer:  The young follow, swimming in a line.  

How do you know?  Because it’s a duck and we’ve all seen that this is what the ducklings do.

Let’s play again:  Now I’m thinking about something in the Bible…

It’s the sign of God’s covenant with people.

It meant you were in a relationship with God

It was a sign and a seal of God’s blessings

It was a physical act, but it had real, spiritual significance.

It meant that you were washed and forgiven.

It meant that you had faith and were considered righteous in God’s sight.

It was a seal of the righteousness of faith

It meant that you had a new heart.

So here’s the first question: What is it?

Answer:  Circumcision.  

Surprised?  Did you think I was going to say Baptism?  

Do you think that circumcision was physical, but baptism is spiritual?  

Do you think that circumcision was outward, but baptism is inward?  

Do you think that circumcision merely indicated that the recipient was part of national Israel, but that baptism indicated that the recipient was part of God’s family?  

These thoughts are not supported by Scripture.

Many people who argue for the practice of infant baptism do so on the basis of the practice of infant circumcision in the Old Testament.  Those who are opposed to the practice of infant baptism respond that you can’t compare the two because they aren’t the same.  Many claim that God applied the sign of circumcision to children because it was a merely an outward, physical sign in the flesh that has no bearing on the infant’s spiritual status before God.  They argue that since baptism is entirely a spiritual reality, it cannot be applied to anyone who doesn’t have their own personal relationship with God, as confirmed by their own profession of faith.  

While the reasoning makes some logical sense, it is contrary to what the Bible says about circumcision.   Circumcision was the sign of God’s covenant with people.  It was a physical act, but it had real, spiritual significance.  It meant that you were washed and forgiven.  It meant that you had faith and were considered righteous in God’s sight.  It meant that you had a new heart and a new self.

If these things are supported by the Bible, then it shows that God has no problem putting a “Spiritual” and an “Inward” sign on infants.  If these things are supported by the Bible, then God has no problem putting a sign on infants that says they have a relationship with him even before they make their own profession of faith.

Both Circumcision and Baptism have the same eight characteristics.  See the chart with the Scripture references below:

	Biblical Description
	Circumcision
	Baptism

	Sign of God’s Covenant with people
	Genesis 17:10-11
	Acts 2:38; Galatians 3:26-29

	Meant you were in a relationship with God
	Genesis 17:7
	Romans 6:2-6

	Was a sign and a seal of God’s blessings
	Romans 4:11
	Ephesians 1:13-14, Acts 2:33

	Was a physical act, but it had real, spiritual significance
	Deuteronomy 10:16; Romans 2:28-29
	1Peter 3:21

	Meant that you were washed and forgiven
	Jeremiah 4:4, 14
	Acts 2:38; Acts 22:16

	It was a seal of the righteousness of faith
	Romans 4:11
	Ephesians 1:13-14

	Meant that you had a new heart
	Deuteronomy 30:6
	Titus 3:4-7

	God applied this sign to children
	Genesis 17:10 + The Whole Old Testament
	Acts 2:39; Ephesians 6:1; 1Corinthians 7:14; Acts 11:14; 16:15; 16:31, 34; 18:8; 1Corinthians 1:16; Galatians 6:10


This is compelling. It’s new to many people who have been taught a different understanding of circumcision. If baptism and circumcision have the same significance, and if circumcision was applied to the children of believers, then baptism should be as well. Every argument that can be made against infant baptism can also be made against infant circumcision. And the arguments against circumcision don't hold water. This is why biblically speaking circumcision and baptism both quack to the same tune.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if there was an explicit verse that equated these two signs of God’s covenants? If only there was a passage that equated baptism and circumcision, then the connection would be even more explicit… There is!

Colossians 2:11-12  11 In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ,  12 having been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead. 

These two verses show that in the New Testament, baptism is considered a circumcision made without hands.  Baptism is the New Covenant sign that replaces circumcision for God’s people. For Gentile believers in Jesus, baptism replaced circumcision as the sign of entrance into God’s family. For Jewish believers in Jesus, baptism was added to circumcision as the sign that a person was a follower of Jesus, not just a physical descendant of Abraham.
So, let’s go back and finish the game we started… 

I’m thinking about something in the Bible…

It’s the sign of God’s covenant with people.

It meant you were in a relationship with God

It was a sign and a seal of God’s blessings

It was a physical act, but it had real, spiritual significance.

It meant that you were washed and forgiven.

It meant that you had faith and were considered righteous in God’s sight.

It was a seal of the righteousness of faith

It meant that you had a new heart.

So here’s the first question: What is it?

Answer:  We can’t tell!  It’s either circumcision or baptism. 

How do you know?  Because these are both signs of God’s covenant and this is what the Bible says that God’s signs mean. 

Now a second question:  What happens to the children of believers with the sign of the covenant?

Answer:  The children receive the sign—they are circumcised or baptized

How do you know?  Because it’s a covenant sign, and God has been putting the sign of his covenant on the children of believers from the beginning of the Bible.  

So if Christians have children, then baptize those children!  God wants them to grow up with the sign of his covenant!   
9

