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Introduction 

The first months of parenting are overwhelming. There is the joy of God’s 

gift of new life. There is the daunting responsibility of caring for and 

nurturing the boy or girl God has entrusted to you. There is a whole new 

world of nappies and nap times and playgroups and feeding and teething. 

Sometimes there are periods of depression and worry. Always there is a 

persistent tiredness we had hardly thought possible. 

Small wonder then that thinking about baptism can easily fall to the 

bottom of the list for Christian parents! Of course some will have already 

formed a settled view on whether it is right for them to bring their children 

for baptism. But for many, there are so many other things going on, that it 

is easy to sleepwalk into not baptising children, not because of a conscious 

decision, but because we have never got round to thinking about it at all. 

So this booklet aims to do two things; 

 To help parents who haven’t got round to it yet to think through 

infant baptism; 

 To help anybody (parents or not) to understand the reasoning for 

baptising the children of Christian parents. 

Before we begin, it’s good to be clear that this is an issue on which there is 

disagreement in the church today. There is no simple Bible reference which 

settles the issue (otherwise there would be no debate!) And it should not 

be a point of disunity among us. 

It is our policy at Christ Church Endcliffe to encourage Christian parents to 

have their children baptised. And we treat the children of church members 

as also being part of the church. But we also fully welcome those who have 

decided not to have their children baptised. And if that is still your position 

after reading this booklet, then we continue to delight in having you (and 

your children) as part of our church family! 
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What is Baptism? 

Augustine, the early church writer, described baptism as a “visible word”. 

That is, it is something we see and do, through which God speaks the 

gospel to us.   

Baptism is commanded by Jesus (Matt 28:19), as is Communion (1 Cor 

11:23-26). Where baptism is a mark of beginning life with Christ (and so 

only happens once), communion is a mark of continuing life with Christ 

(and so happens throughout our lives). Of course, both speak to us about 

the cross, because the cross is both the way we come to life with God, and 

also the way we continue in life with God!  

In Matthew 28:19, Jesus tells his followers to “go and make disciples of all 

nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 

the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded 

you.” 

Baptism then is being baptised into the name of the Trinity. Baptism 

speaks of our new relationship with God, and of us bringing our lives in 

obedience to him. 

The traditional way to express the purpose of baptism (and communion) is 

to say that it is a ‘sign and seal’ of the covenant. Let’s consider each of 

these in turn: 

Baptism is a sign of the covenant, 

because it visually illustrates the gospel. 

In particular, it is a sign of the washing 

from sin that we receive through Christ. 

Meanwhile the words which accompany 

baptism (in all denominations) always 

highlight the new relationship with God 

as Father, Son and Holy Spirit which we 

have through God’s grace. 

To be baptised is not just to act 

out an illustration of the gospel 

(a sign), but also to hear from 

God that the gospel promises 

are ours through Christ (a seal). 
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Baptism is also a seal of the covenant. In times past, a seal was placed on 

a document as a stamp of authority, attesting to its validity. In baptism God 

is giving us his assurance and attestation that he has kept his covenant 

promises. And the fact that the person being baptised is individually and 

physically involved helps to reinforce this to our hearts (both at the time of 

our baptism, and also as we think back to our baptism in the years ahead.) 

Some reading this may have a degree certificate on a wall (or stuck in a 

loft!) which has a similar seal, showing that the degree confirmation has 

the University’s stamp of authority. Of course, a degree certificate is not the 

degree itself! There have been years of lectures, essays and exams, 

teaching and supervision. The seal does not itself achieve the qualification 

– but it does authoritatively speak of it. In a similar way, baptism is not the 

means by which God establishes his covenant and saves his people – that 

is done at the cross (not by essays and exams, praise God!). But baptism 

does authoritatively speak of this salvation. 

To be baptised, then, is not just to act out an illustration of the gospel (a 

sign), but also to hear from God that the gospel promises are ours through 

Christ (a seal). Jesus’ purpose in instituting baptism (and indeed 

communion) is therefore twofold. First, to teach us the gospel. And second, 

to give us assurance and joy as those who have been saved by the gospel. 

A common misconception is to see baptism as being a sign or seal of our 

response to the gospel, but really it is primarily a sign and seal of God’s 

action in the gospel. 

But what about people who are baptised, but who then go on to show that 

they are not Christians after all? 

In this case, we should not think that the simple fact that they have been 

baptised means that God attests their being part of his covenant people – 

their rejection of Christ as Saviour and Lord makes this impossible! 

Instead, as the thirty-nine articles puts it, only “they that receive baptism 

rightly are grafted into the church.” 
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A few times a year, I preside over a wedding at church. After the couple 

have said their vows and exchanged rings, there comes a time when I say 

“I now pronounce that they are husband and wife”. 

But are they? We have not yet done the legal signing of the registers (that 

comes a few minutes later). And then it will be later still that the marriage 

is consummated. And yet failure to meet either of these conditions means 

that the couple are not married, whatever I might have said from the front 

of church. Does that mean that I have lied in church? Or been dangerously 

presumptuous? Are couples wrong to consider that moment, when they are 

kneeling before God in the presence of their family and friends, as the 

moment when their marriage began? Surely not. 

Baptism is similar. It says that we are part of God’s family – it can properly 

be spoken of as attesting to the reality of someone’s life with Jesus. But it 

does not do so automatically or unconditionally – we have to repent and 

believe. 

Why Include Children? 

Who then should be baptised? Everyone agrees that it is appropriate (and 

indeed commanded) that adults who become Christians should be 

baptised. Everyone also agrees that it is not appropriate for an adult who is 

not a Christian to be baptised. 

But what of the children of believers? Are they to be given this sign and 

seal of the covenant too? 

Here are some arguments in favour of the baptism of the children of 

Christians.1 

                                                      
1 Not included here are any of the reference to ‘household’ baptisms in the New 

Testament. Whilst suggestive, they simply aren’t conclusive, as none of them 

explicitly state that children were present and included within the baptism. So 

whilst some writers make a big deal of them, I think there are better arguments 

that we can mention. 
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The link between OT circumcision and Baptism 

One thing we know for sure is that in the Old Testament, infants were given 

the covenant sign of circumcision2. As a result, the more we see similarities 

between circumcision and baptism, the more we will think that children 

should be baptised. 

Are there such similarities? Yes! 

For a start, both circumcision and baptism have the same meaning. In 

Romans 4:11 Pauls writes “And he [Abraham] received the sign of 

circumcision, a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was 

still uncircumcised. So then, he is the father of all who believe but have not 

been circumcised, in order that righteousness might be credited to them.”3 

So circumcision spoke about Abraham’s faith, through which he received 

righteousness. In what did Abraham have faith? In God’s covenant 

promises, which are fulfilled in Christ (Gen 15:6)! That is why in Hebrews 

11 Abraham is included in the list of Old Testament saints who shared the 

same faith we have in the church today. 

This is an important verse, because those who argue against infant 

baptism today will generally say that circumcision had a different meaning. 

Circumcision, they say, was a sign of being part of the nation of Israel. It 

spoke of physical descent, and thus was appropriate for the children of 

Jewish parents. Baptism, however, is about faith in Christ, and so should 

be given only to those who can express such faith, 

However, this is not how Romans 4:11 speaks of circumcision. 

                                                      
2 Of course, it was only the boys. One of the good things about baptism is that 

includes men and women – so we see the widening scope of the gospel of Christ, 

that also includes Jew and Gentile alike. 
3 Note the use of “sign and seal” language in this verse! I think this is where the 

reformers picked up this terminology for describing the sacraments of baptism and 

communion. 
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Second, circumcision and baptism are about the same covenant 

promises. Far from seeing a massive disconnect between the old covenant 

with Abraham and the new covenant in Christ, the Bible is clear that the 

new covenant is a continuation of the old. 

Consider Romans 15:8, “for I tell you that Christ has become a servant of 

the Jews on behalf of God's truth, to confirm the promises made to the 

patriarchs so that the Gentiles may glorify God for his mercy.” 

Here Jesus does not bring in a new set of promises, rather he is the 

fulfilment of the Abrahamic covenant. This is why, in Galatians 3:7, 

Christians can be described as children of Abraham. 

Third, circumcision and baptism are explicitly linked. In Colossians 

2:11-12 we read, “In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of 

the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but 

with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with him in 

baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who 

raised him from the dead.” Here it seems that baptism is a successor to 

circumcision, whilst achieving the same purpose. 

Given that circumcision and baptism both have the same theological 

meaning, and refer to the same covenant promises, there is strong 

continuity between them. It would seem strange then for children to be 

included in one but not the other. 

This leads to a fourth point, which is the reasonable expectation of an 

early Christian Jew. Imagine someone in the first century, who is a Jew 

who has now put his faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. He knows that Abraham 

was justified by faith in exactly the way he has been justified. He knows the 

covenant with Abraham is fulfilled in Christ. He knows that the promises to 

Abraham were primarily spiritual (Rom 4:11 again). He knows that the 

covenant was sealed with a physical sign of the spiritual reality of faith. He 

knows that baptism is a similar sign. And he knows that the sign of 

circumcision applied to infants. Would he not then naturally expect that the 

sign of his faith, baptism, should also be given to his child? 
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A final point can be made under this section. And that is that if we have a 

reason for saying that baptism should not be applied to children, we 

must be careful that it does not apply equally to circumcision. Because 

we know for sure that God commanded infants to be circumcised. We 

shouldn’t say, for instance “baptism is a sign of justification by faith, and 

so we should wait until someone can verbally express that faith”, because 

circumcision was also a sign of justification by faith, and yet God’s people 

were not to wait until their boys were old enough to verbally express their 

faith.  

The positive way the NT speaks to children 

The next argument in favour of baptising the children of believers is the 

way in which they are spoken to, and spoken about, in the Bible. If they are 

addressed as though they were believers rather than unbelievers, then we 

will be more likely to conclude that they should receive the covenant sign 

of baptism. 

Three passages in particular are instructive. 

First, in Luke 18:15-17, Jesus is in Judea and some of the people are 

bringing their children to Jesus. The disciples try to stop them but Jesus 

says “let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the 

kingdom of God belongs to such as these.” It’s interesting to note that 

Luke uses the Greek word brephos (which means babies) to describe these 

children. 

Now it is true that Jesus is making a wider point about the child-like faith 

which must characterise the Christian, young or old. But he nonetheless 

says that the kingdom of God belongs to them. And to be part of the 

kingdom is to be one of God’s people. 

Second, in Ephesians 6:1, in part of Paul’s instructions to the church, he 

says “children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.” This is 

clearly treating these children as believers. 
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Some might respond that only children capable of understanding Paul’s 

words, and discerning how to ‘obey their parents in the Lord’ are being 

addressed, and thus they are also at a stage where they could have a clear 

faith in Christ, and so be baptised. However, a child does not need to be 

that old to understand the command (a typical three or four year old 

certainly knows what it is to obey or not). And yet most people who 

discourage infant baptism would wait a further ten years before allowing 

children to receive the sign of the covenant which they are being instructed 

to live in light of.  

Third, in 2 Timothy 3:14-15 Paul writes to Timothy, “But as for you, 

continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, 

because you know those from whom you learned it,  and how from infancy 

you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for 

salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.”  

Paul traces Timothy’s Christian faith right the way back to his childhood 

(that same word brephos meaning baby is used again). 

There are other passages that could be mentioned. But these are enough 

to show the inclusive way in which the Bible speaks of children in the 

church. If they are treated as part of the church family, why should they not 

be given the accompanying sign? 

Our natural instincts 

I’ve put this point last, because comments on the way we usually behave, 

or on the past understanding of the church in no way have the same force 

or authority as arguments from scripture. 

However, it is interesting to note that in practice Christian parents almost 

always do treat their children as though they were Christians too 

(whether or not they have been baptised). 

An obvious example of this is to think about prayer. We teach our children 

the Lord’s Prayer, and invite them to pray with us to God as their Father – 

and yet this is the particular privilege of the Christian. At mealtimes we 
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invite children to lead everybody present in prayer giving thanks to God. Or 

perhaps parents are asked if their family will lead prayers at church one 

Sunday, and they naturally involve their children in this, so that they are 

leading the whole church family in corporate prayer. In all these ways, we 

treat our children as though they were believers.  

Another point of interest is the historic understanding of the church. There 

is debate about the practice of the church at the time of the apostles 

(otherwise there would be no confusion at all!). But there is a clear picture 

that from the third century onwards, infant baptism was the universal 

practice of the church, and remained so for over a thousand years. And 

when it is mentioned, there is no suggestion that this was a controversial 

practice, or a change to the previous tradition of the church. In fact, it 

wasn’t until the sixteenth century that Christians began to question its 

legitimacy.  

But what about…? 

The “Further Reading” section at the end gives details of a fuller argument 

for the case against infant baptism. But here are a few thoughts on some 

of the more common objections (you may already have been thinking 

about them as you have been reading!). 

Doesn’t the Bible say “repent and be baptised”? 

Yes! In Peter’s speech to the gathered crowds on the day of Pentecost in 

Acts 2, he calls on them to “repent and be baptised, every one of you, in 

the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.” 

This is the only time that the phrase “repent and be baptised” occurs in the 

Bible. But we could add that in all the specific cases of individual people 

being baptised (most of which are in the book of Acts), a clear response to 

the gospel message precedes the baptism (the Ethiopian Eunuch in Acts 8 

is a classic example). 
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Should this then be taken as a firm rule for all baptisms? The difficulty in 

saying so is that in every case, this “repentance first, baptism second” 

order is being applied to new adult believers. And everyone agrees that we 

should encourage the non-Christian adult to repent and be baptised in that 

order. So Peter’s words in Acts 2, and the examples of conversion and 

baptism throughout Acts, simply do not address the issue of whether or not 

the children of believers were to be baptised as well. 

Doesn’t infant baptism mean we will end up with 

non-Christians who have been baptised? 

Yes. 

But the same was true with circumcision – not all those who were 

circumcised had saving faith in God’s covenant promises. 

And of course, the same is true for some adults who are baptised. It is 

sadly not uncommon for someone who professes faith and is baptised, 

later to wander from the faith, and thus reveal themselves not to be part of 

God’s people. 

So, whilst it would be neat for us to have a situation where all genuine 

Christians are baptised and only genuine Christians are baptised, the 

reality is that this is impossible 

Consider Jesus’ parable of the sower and the soils in Mark 4. As the word 

of God is proclaimed, there are some in whom it produces no response at 

all. But there are three ‘soils’ where there is an instant response to the 

gospel message. However in two of these, the scorching heat of 

persecution, or the throttling weeds of worldly worries, prevent there being 

a harvest. The message is clear: there will be those who seem to respond 

to the gospel in faith, but who in the fullness of time will prove not to be 

genuine. 

But when would these people have been baptised? If someone professes 

faith in Christ, it is right to encourage them to be baptised as soon as 
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possible (“repent and be baptised” as we have heard from Peter in Acts 2.) 

And so there will, under any system, be non-Christians who have been 

baptised. 

Rather than trying to second-guess what people will do in the future, the 

issue that needs to be faced when bringing people to baptism is the 

current situation as far as we can discern it. This is why baptism should 

always be done in the context of faith – either the faith of the individual, or 

(as in discussion here), the faith of parents who bring their children for 

baptism. 

Isn’t it better to wait until they are older and can decide 

for themselves? 

Our children will decide for themselves, and whether they are baptised now 

or not won’t foreclose on that decision to follow Christ. 

It may be that you picture a Sunday in the future when your child stands up 

at the front of church, tells their story of coming to faith in Christ and is 

baptised. A great picture indeed!  

But don’t we also long for our children’s experience to be like that of 

Timothy (see page 8). A man who from infancy knew the scriptures which 

made him wise for salvation. Here was a man who could never give you a 

time and date when he had become a Christian – he could never 

remember a time when he wasn’t! 

I think this is the best possible thing we could hope for our children. In 

which case, why would it be better to wait until they are in their teens 

before allowing them to be baptised? 

Of course, it may be helpful and encouraging for children as they grow up 

to have the chance to declare before the church that they too share our 

common faith, and to be able to tell their story to others. But there are 

plenty of ways of allowing for this beside baptism, and we’ll be considering 

this as our children get older. 
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Does it matter if someone is baptised by immersion or by 

sprinkling? 

Some argue that baptism should always be done by “full immersion”, 

where the person being baptised is plunged under water and then brought 

back up. Others say that whilst this is a fine way to be baptised, it is not 

essential, and that sprinkling people with water or pouring water over them 

is also fine. 

The real question is what the essential thing in the symbolism of baptism. 

Those who argue for full immersion would say that the main point of 

symbolism in baptism is in being ‘buried’ and ‘raised’ in the water, to point 

to Jesus’ death and resurrection and our union with him. The verses which 

seem to support this are Col 2:12 and Rom 6:3-4 which talk of us being 

baptised into Christ’s death. However, in each case it is not the act of 

baptism that is being spoken of, but the deeper reality of the spiritual 

baptism (life in the Spirit) that physical baptism represents. And although 

they speak of being baptised into Jesus’ death, neither make the same link 

between baptism and resurrection. 

A better case is made by those who say that the main point of symbolism in 

baptism is in the washing away of sins / cleansing that Jesus gives us. 

Consider two references to physical baptism in Acts 2:38 and 22:16 –  

"Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for 

the forgiveness of your sins.”   

“Get up, be baptised and wash your sins away, calling on his name.” 

These suggest that washing is the primary sign of baptism, and so 

sprinkling water, pouring water or being immersed in water are all 

appropriate modes in which to perform a baptism. 
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Baptism at CCE 

Having thought about the general arguments for infant baptism, what 

follows is some information on our current practice at Christ Church 

Endcliffe. 

Attitude to church family children 

We treat the children of church members as also being part of the church 

family. We consider them our brothers and sisters in Christ, and would 

continue to do so unless in the course of time they show themselves not to 

be followers of Jesus. 

What does this mean in practice? A helpful way to illustrate this is by 

talking about the different approach we have to Children’s Church and the 

Den. 

Children’s Church is primarily for our church family children (though there 

may be guests there too). Within our sessions we teach the Bible, and 

encourage the children to live lives following Jesus. As part of the sessions 

we encourage them to pray, and to think about the implications of the 

gospel for their lives. 

Thinking about the time the children are in the service before they head 

out to Children’s Church as well, there are ways in which we consciously 

treat them as Christians – the “children’s songs” that we sing often speak 

of personal relationship with Christ (something we try to avoid at Guest 

Services, for example, as we don’t want to put words into people’s mouths 

that aren’t true). We also encourage them to join with us in corporate 

prayer, and at times involve children in leading prayers, reading the Bible, 

or playing music. 

Our after school club “The Den” is different. It is primarily a “reaching out” 

ministry aimed at the non-Christian friends of our church family children 

who they bring along. And as a result the content is different. We still teach 

from the Bible! It is the same gospel message that we teach! And the same 
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basic applications of repentance and faith are the same too (they 

characterise the entire Christian life from conversion to heaven after all). 

But, for example, at the Den we wouldn’t expect children to write or say 

prayers. And we wouldn’t include songs that speak of personal relationship 

with God. 

Baptisms 

We are delighted to baptise people at Christ Church Endcliffe, and it is a 

great source of joy to the church to welcome a new member. We always 

include a baptism as part of a normal Sunday service. 

When we baptise people, we do so either by immersion or by pouring water 

over people’s head (generally we do the former for adults and the latter for 

children, but this needn’t be the case). 

Infant baptism 

At Christ Church Endcliffe we gladly baptise the children of believers. 

When we do so, the process begins with parents contacting one of our 

ministers to ask about baptism. A meeting then follows to talk through 

what baptism is, and to look at the declarations and promises that parents 

(and godparents if there are any) will make. If the parents are clear in their 

own faith, then we find a date for the baptism (always done as part of one 

of our Sunday services). 

If parents who were not members of the church enquired about baptism, 

the first thing we would do is to encourage them to start coming along. 

Then we would be in a position to talk with them about their own 

relationship with Christ, before thinking about baptism for their children. 

What if our child is no longer an infant? 

Baptising a child is done on the basis of their parents faith, and the pledge 

of those parents that they will be bringing up their child to know and love 

Christ, within the family of the church. 
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This is appropriate, not just when the children are tiny, but throughout their 

early years when they are clearly living under the authority and instruction 

of their parents. That said, we would want an older child to be both aware 

of what is going on in their baptism, and also to be positive about being 

baptised. So if your child is older, we would talk them through what is 

involved in being baptised, and make sure they were willing (both in 

advance, and on the day itself). They would be welcome to join in with 

statements of faith and belief that their parents make.  

When is a child old enough to be baptised as an ‘adult’? This is not yet 

something we have had to address at CCE, and it will naturally depend on 

the individual child and their maturity, but an appropriate age is likely to be 

between 11 and 14. 

What about dedications? 

Many churches which do not agree with infant baptism offer a service of 

dedication instead. This involves prayers of thanksgiving to God for the gift 

of a child, and prayers for parents in their new role. 

At CCE, whenever we hear news of a baby being born within the church 

family, we announce it at church and pray giving thanks to God, and asking 

for his help and blessing on the family. It is a great joy to be leading a 

service when we can put up a photo of a newborn and tell everyone the 

news! 

We are also happy to arrange a time for a service of dedication if parents 

want to have a bigger opportunity to come together with friends and family 

to give thanks to God and pray for their family. This would not be during a 

Sunday service, but at another time in the week. 

What about communion? 

To talk about this thoroughly would need a whole separate booklet! But 

briefly, if it is right for children to be included in one covenant sign 

(baptism), then there should be no ban on them receiving the other 

covenant sign (communion). 
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It’s true that in describing communion 1 Corinthians 11:28, Paul calls for 

self-examination before someone takes the bread and wine. However, this 

sort of self-reflection can be possible at quite a young age (as any parent 

who tells their child to ‘think about what you’ve done’ confirms). 

In practice, our younger children are at Children’s Church, Sparklers or 

Crèche when we share communion on Sundays. But children from Y7 up 

are with us in the service. 

And so we welcome these older children to join with us in taking the bread 

and wine.  

There are two conditions. First, we are clear that this is at the discretion of 

parents, and if parents decide that they would prefer that their children do 

not join in communion, then we honour that decision. 

And second, before they begin to receive communion, we invite children to 

come to a session (with a parent) that talks about what communion is, and 

which goes through the words we use on Sundays to help them to 

understand it. 

Unity! 

A final point to end where we began. Which is to say that infant baptism is 

not an issue on which we want to divide as a church. Nor do we want it to 

be an issue which hinders our relationship with other churches. If on 

reading this booklet and considering the Bible’s teaching on baptism you 

have arrived at the opposite conclusion about infant baptism, then you are 

of course still fully a member of the church family. In 1 Corinthians 12:18 it 

speaks of the local church saying that “God has arranged the parts in the 

body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be” – and how 

wonderful that in spite of our differences, and indeed because of them, 

God has drawn us together into a body under Christ our head!  
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Further Reading 

There are so many books written about baptism that it’s hard to know 

where to start! It’s also such a large and involved subject that many books 

become very technical and long. 

So here are a few shorter and more accessible resources which give more 

information.  

A short book dealing with the whole issue of baptism and infant baptism: 

“Baptism, its purpose, practice and power” Michael Green  

(we have a copy at the church office if you want to borrow it). 

Some websites / blogs (rather than give a long web address, if you google 

the title and author’s name, it will be top of the list): 

“How I changed my mind about infant baptism” Liam Golligher 

This in particular gives more insight into the link between old and new 

covenants, and the continuity between baptism and circumcision. 

“A brief defense of infant baptism” Kevin de Young 

Here he gives an outline of the sort of explanation that he gives at his 

church when they have an infant baptism. This is on The Gospel Coalition 

website, which also has plenty more articles about baptism. 

“Infant baptism and the new covenant community” John Piper 

This is one web page that argues for a Baptist position – and if you go up 

into the Desiring God’s articles list you’ll find plenty of other short essays 

on the subject. 


