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INTRODUCTION 

One of the ironies of Christian history is that Baptists, in spite of their name, have been slow 

to develop a theology of baptism. That is not to Say that Baptists have not spoken and written at 

great length about baptism, but it is to Say that such literature has nomally dealt with questions about 

the proper subjects and mode of baptism to the exclusion of a positive statement of what is presumed 

to happen in baptism, especially fiom the divine side. As William Brackney notes: 

From their intense preoccupation over textual details in the New Testament and a desire to 
re-create the primitive Church, Baptists have spent their energies on the techniques, styles, 
and fitness of candidates for participation in the sacraments, rather than the mystery of the 
divine-human relationships.' 

In other words, Baptists have generally been much more certain about what does not happen in the 

sprinkling of infants than they are about what does happen in the immersion of confessing believers. 

J. M. Ross, a British Presbyterian lay scholar, has concluded that "the doctrine of baptism does not 

occupy a central place in Baptist theology," and that "this is a fact which always cornes as a surprise 

to paedobaptist~."~ Although Ross's judgment would be fals-e if "doctrine" were interpreted broadly 

as inclusive of al1 teaching about thepractice of baptism, it is accurate if "doctrine" describes the 

interpretation of the divine-hurnan encounter which occurs in baptism. 

Ross is not the only observer to express surprise at this paradoxical state of affairs. Markus 

'William H. Brackney, The Baptists (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, l988), 69-70. 

2J. M. ROSS, "The Theology of Baptism in Baptist History," The Baptist QuarterZy 15 (1 953-54): 
100. 



Barth, who is in many ways sympathetic to Baptist concems, has written: 

1 have not only looked into the churches and the church history of the Baptists. I have also 
searched in Baptist theological literature, and have inquired fiom learned Baptist friends 
about a hidden mystery or revelation that might lie in or behind the Baptist position. 1 have 
perceived that most Baptist scholars have more or less convincing and valid reasons for 
rejecting infant baptism; that they are quite sure about the form of baptism (immersion), but 
that they are as vague or narrow, as contradictory or embarrassed as divines of other 
denominations when the nature and meaning of baptism is discussed.) 

Al1 this has caused G. R. Beasley-Murray, a Baptist scholar, to ask: 

Now what is the explanation of this paradoxical situation, that Baptists have been 
prepared to fight to the death about baptism, and they continue to be divided from most of  
Christendom because of baptism, and yet they have been and still are extniordinarily slow 
in cornmitting themselves to a theology of baptism? And when they do take up the cudgels, 
why do they resist sacramental theology so fiercely and retreat to the defence of a symbolic 
ordinance that apparently effects nothing? 

His answer to the second question is that Baptists have wanted to avoid al1 appearance of superstition 

in their use of sacred rituals and to preserve the centrality of personal faith in religion, but as laudable 

as these concerns may be, they do not justiS the neglect of valid questions. 

One result of this lack of a theology of baptism is seen in the tendency to focus on narrative 

descriptions of baptism in the New Testament and to treat didactic baptismal texts only in a 

superficial manner. For example, although Romans 6:3-4 is often quoted by Baptists to justiG 

immersion as the proper mode, it is used in some very surprising ways. This text is routinely 
* 

interpreted as saying that baptism is a picture of burial and resurrection. However, while the text 

may well assume the practice of immersion (a whole host of non-Baptist commentators would 

agree), in point of fact the text does not say in so many words that baptismpictures anything. What 

'Markus Barth, "Weakness or Value of the Baptist Position," Foundafions 1 (1958): 66. 

4 George R. Beasley-Murray, Baptisrn Today and Tomorrow (London: Macmillan, 1966), 83. 

This source will be noted hereafter as BïT .  



it does seem to Say is that baptism effects union with Christ and his vicarious suffenng and 

resurrection. This is, of course, too strong for a purely symbolic view of baptism, so that many 

Baptists resort to interpreting this text as a reference to Spirit-baptism, while at the same time 

wanting to retain it as a proof-text for immersion in water. For exarnple, a contemporary Baptist has 

written about this Romans text: 

It is almost always the case in the epistles that "baptism" means Spirit-baptism, with the word 
"baptism" being used pictorially. . . . So while the direct reference of this passage is to Spirit- 
baptism, the ternis in which it is described make some reference to water-baptism. . . . Paul 
never speaks explicitly about baptism in his epistles and only once about the Lord's Supper. 
But this does not mean these ordinances are to be undervalued or neglected, for they are used 
as illustrations of saivation. Undoubtedly that is the case in the passage under review and, 
as long as the main subject is kept in view, we c m  leam a lot about the meaning of ba~tisrn.' 

This situation has been modified somewhat in the 20th century by the work of sorne British 

Baptist scholars, who have shifted toward a sacramental understanding of baptisrn as an integral part 

a of conversion and an instrument by which grace becomes operative in individual e~perience.~ The 

purpose of this thesis is to analyse this recent Baptist development by describing the process of 

refomulation, evaluating its foundational New Testament exegesis, and assessing its theological 

meaning and coherence. Perhaps the most basic contribution of  this thesis will be to demonstrate 

that traditional assumptions about the baptismal theology of Baptists are often inaccurate. These are 

not simply assumptions made by those outside the Baptist tradition, but are in fact the common 

assumptions of many Baptists themselves. For exarnple, one contemporary English Baptist has made 

this sweeping statement about Baptists in general: 

' ~ r i c  Lane, I Want to Be Baptised (London: Grace Publications, 1986). 93-96. 

%let Gilmore, ed., Christian Baptism (London: Luttenirorth Press, 1959) bnngs together some 
of the developing thought of these Baptists. This book (hereafter noted as CB) represents both a 
statement of the results of this shift and a stimulus to M e r  reflection. H. Wheeler Robinson and 
A. C. Underwood were influential pioneers in the early part of this century. The major thinkers in 
the later development included Gilmore, Beasley-Murray, Neville Clark, and R. E. O. White. 



For Baptists the ordinance of baptism is not a sacrament in which grace is infused into the 
believer in any way, but rather the ordinance is a testimony of what God has done in 
regeneration and is a testimony by the believer of repentance and faith. It is a testimony of 
one who can give a credible testimony of God's grace in bringing him into a union with 
Christ, a union symbolised in bunal and rishg again to newness of life, as well as a symbol 
of discipleship? 

In contrast to such assertions, this thesis will demonstrate that in fact a significant stream of recent 

Baptist thought moves along the Iines of a sacramentalism which is firmly rooted in the New 

Testament language about baptism, which coherently relates baptismal theology to broader questions 

of soteriology, and which may rightly be seen as a recovery and elaboration of mainstream Baptist 

thought of the 17" century. Although this reformulation of Baptist thought has been British in 

oripin, there is nothing uniquely British about its content, and it might well serve as a new paradigm 

for Baptist thought on a wider scale. 

It is clear in the literature under analysis that these scholars believed they were breaking new 

ground and advancing ideas that had never been common among Baptists. Beasley-Murray, who 

represented in many ways the culmination of this sacramental shift, indicated that the major 

causative factors were involvement in ecurnenical discussions and fresh study of the New 

Testament.' The evidence indicates that the contemporary Baptist sacramentalists have never 

suggested that their view is actually a recovery of a significant, and perhaps original, Baptist 
* 

tradition. But given the intensity of Baptist cornmitment to the authority of Scripture over against 

tradition, if there is strong New Testament support for a sacramental view of baptism, then it would 

be surprishg to find Baptists taking over three centuries to discover it. 

The first chapter of this thesis will survey British Baptist thought conceming baptism as a 

'~rrol l  Hulse, "The 1689 Confession-its history and role today," in Our Baptist Heritage, by Paul 
Clarke et al. (Leeds: Reformation Today Trust, 1993), 1 8. 

8 Beasley-Murray, B r ,  1 5. 
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sacrament during the period from 1600 to 1900, and it will be demonstrated that when the earliest 

Baptists addressed the question of the eficacy of baptism, they spoke in sacramental termç. 

Specifically, this chapter will argue that the dominant strain of early Baptist thought conceptualized 

baptism as both a sign and a seal of saving union with Chnst, a divinely-ordained ritual which 

mediates the conscious experience of entrance into a state of grace. For a variety of reasons, this 

baptismal theology was modified in a non-sacramental direction during the 18th and 19th centuries, 

so that by 1900 it was widely believed that Baptists had always interpreted baptism as a purely 

symbolic act of obedience, an ordinance as opposed to a sacrament. 

Shifting patterns of Baptist thought about the meaning of baptism are related to sirnilm s h i h  

in Baptist usage of the temis ordinance and sucrament. In recent history the term ordinonce has 

normally signified only baptism and the Lord's Supper, the sense being that ordinances are "those 

outward rites which Christ has appointed to be administered in his church as visible signs of the 

saving truth of the gospel," and as such an ordinance is "the extemal manifestation of a preceding 

union with christ.'" However, for Baptists of the 17th century the term had a broader signification, 

denoting (in addition to baptism and the Lord's Supper) at least the ministry of the Word and prayer 

(The Baprist Cutechism, 1 689),1° and sometimes disciplinary censures (John Smyth)" or laying on 

of hands as a post-baptismal empowering by the Holy Spirit (The Standard Confession, 1660).12 

9~ugustus Hopkins Strong, Systematic Theolow (1907; Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1967), 930. 
See also James Leo Garrett, Systematic Theology: Biblical, Historical, & Evangelical (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990- 1 995). 2:5O3. 

"The Baptist Catechism: Commonly Called Keach !s Cutechism (Philadelphia: Arnerican Baptist 
Publication Society, 1 85 1 ), 23. 

"John Smyth, The Works ofJohn Smyth, ed. W. T. Whitley (Cambridge: University Press, 19 15), 
1 :254. 

lZWilliam L. Lurnpkin, Baptist Confissions of Fuith (Philadelphia: Judson Press, 1959), 229. 



6 

Imposition of hands was afirmed as an ordinance of Christ by much of the General Baptist tradition 

and by some in the Particular Baptist tradition, notably the Philodelphia Confession of Failh (1 742). 

Although it is practised in some Baptist churches today, it is affirmed formally as an ordinance by 

only a few. l3 General Baptists, sometimes under Mennonite influence, practised footwashing as an 

ordinance into the 19th century, but this continues only in a few scattered congregations." 

It will be shown below that the term srnament was used widely by 17th-cenhiry Baptists to 

denote baptism and the Lord's Supper a s  two ordinances in a special category. For a variety of 

reasons, the term fell into disfavor arnong Baptists, but some continued to use the term (although not 

always with a clearly defined meaning). In early Baptist history , then, the ordinances were inclusive 

of the sacrarnenfs, but over time the denotation of both terms becarne identical (baptism and the 

Lord's Supper) while their connotations became distinct (pure symbol versus means of grace). For 

the purposes of this thesis, to Say that baptism is "sacramental" is to Say that it mediates the 

experience of salvific union with Christ, i.e., that one submits to baptism as a penitent simer in order 

to experience the forgiveness of sins and the gifi of the Holy Spirit, rather than as a confirmed 

disciple in order to bear witness to a past experience of union with Christ. 



THE HISTOIUCAL CONTEXT: BAPTIST 
VIEWS OF SACRAMENTALISM IFROM 1600 TO 1900 

The Seventeenth Centurv 

When Baptist churches emerged fkom the English Separatist context in the first decade of the 

1 7th century, aimost ail English Christians were fomally committed to the understanding of baptism 

expressed in the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England. There the dominical sacraments 

were described as "not only badges or tokens of Christian men's profession," but also "effectua1 

signs of grace, and God's good will towards us, by the which he doth work invisibly in us, and doth 

a not only quicken, but also strengthen and confirm Our Faith in him" (Art. XXV).' Baptism was 

understood to be "a sign of Regeneration or New-Birth, whereby, as by an instrument, they that 

receive Baptism rightly are grafied into the Church; the promises of the forgiveness of sin, and of 

our adoption to be the sons of God by the Holy Ghost, are visibly signed and sealed; Faith is 

confirmed, and Grace increased by virtue of prayer unto God" (Art. XXVII).~ Although mainstream 

Anglicans and Puritans differed in their estimate of the relative significance of sacraments compared 

to preaching, they agreed that the sacraments both cornmemorated the work of Christ and 

'lohn H. Leith, ed., Creedr of the Churches, 3" ed. (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982), 274. 
I 

2~bid., 275-276. 

7 
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communicated grace to those who received them in faith.' It would be clearly impossible to affim 

the baptismal definition of the Thirty-Nhe Articles and at the same time deny that baptism 

cornmunicates grace, but the sense in which it is c'effectuai'' and the precise way in which it functions 

as an "instniment" are subject to interpretation. Therefore, the English context included views that 

tilted in the Roman Catholic direction (emphasizing baptism as an instniment of regeneration) and 

views that tilted in the Calvinistic direction (emphasizing baptism as a seal of God's promises). 

The earliest leaders of those churches that would eventually be called Baptist, men like John 

Smyth and Thomas Helwys, lived with their congregations for some time in exile in HoIland, where 

they were in continuing contact with Dutch Mennonites. Although the extent of Mennonite 

influence on the earliest Baptist churches is debatable, it can at least be said that Smyth and Helwys, 

along with their followers, were exposed to a non-sacramental kind of baptismal theology which may 

have modified their thought. At the very least, this contact gave them another option to consider as 

they began to formulate their own baptismal theology. However, it would be a rnistake to conclude 

that since Baptists shared the Mennonite rejection of infant baptism, they therefore shared their non- 

sacramental interpretation of the eficacy of baptism. Baptists rejected other distinctive teachings 

of the M e ~ o n i t e s  (e.g., pacifism), and they were capable of formulating their own distinctive 

doctrine of the meaning of the baptism of believers. This study will now proceed to examine this 

formulation in the confessions and books of the 1 7 c h - c e n t ~  Baptists. 

Baptist Confessions of Faith 

It is important to remember that there is no single statement of faith which functions 

'Horton Davies, Worship and Theology in England, Vol. 1, From Cranmer to Hooker, l53#-I6O3 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 62-64. 
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normatively for Baptists in the same way as the Westminster Confession for many Presbyterians or 

the Augsburg Confession for many Lutherans. Most of the early confessions arose from local 

associations of churches, resulting in significant diversity, although some of them were later adopted 

by larger Baptist bodies and came to play a more dominant role. From the earliest years Baptists 

have also been divided into an Arminian strearn going back to Smyth and Helwys in the years just 

prior to 16 10 (General Baptist, Free Will Baptist, etc) and a Calvinistic stream going back to the late 

1630's (Particular Baptist, Strict Baptist, Regular Baptist, etc.). There has also been a continuing 

ambivalence arnong Baptists about the function of confessions of faith or creeds. Many Baptists 

emphasize that Baptists are not a creedai people, so that confessions of faith are not binding on the 

individual conscience or congregation--only Scripture has final authority. At the sarne time, it is 

recognized that it is not possible to teach any conceivable doctrine on the bais of the Bible and still 

be a Baptist-there are some doctrinal limits, which find expression in confessions of faith 

voluntarily afirmed by churches and individuais. Although the following Baptist confessions of the 

17th century were never considered infaliible or irreformable, they are expressions of what it meant 

to be a Baptist in that era. 

The Short Confission of Fuith in XXArticles4 may have been written in 1609 by John Smyth 

(ca. 1565-1612), General Baptist pioneer, while he was living in exile in Holland, and was 

apparently directed to the Waterlander Mennonites in Holland in an attempt to estabiish Smyth's 

doctrinal soundness. He indicated that one task of the church is "administering the sacraments" of 

baptism and the Lord's Supper (Art. 13). For hirn, "Baptism is the extemal sign of the remission of 

sins, of dying and of being made alive, and therefore does not belong to infantst' (Art. 14). Baptism 

4Lumpkin, Confissions, 97-1 0 1. The text and background information for the confessions treated 
here aie taken frorn thii standard source, uniess otherwise noted. 



1 0  

was thus seen as a "signt' of sdvation, but the exact relationship was not spelled out in detail, except 

to deny that it is only a promise of salvation yet to corne as in infant baptism. The language of this 

confession, as it stands, might mean that baptism is a sign of forgiveness and regeneration already 

experienced or a sign of such benefits presently being received. This imprecision regarding what 

exactly happens in baptism is characteristic of much Baptist Iiterature of the 17" century, because 

the writers were in most cases concemed pnmarily about the question of paedobaptism, secondarily 

about the mode of baptism, and only to a limited degree about the sacramental issue. 

A Short Confession of Faiths was apparently affirmed in 1610 by Smyth's English 

congregation who were living in Holland, and this too was an attempt to satisfy the Waterlander 

Mennonites. The origin of this confession has been debated by historians, but it appears to have been 

written for the English congregation by Ham de Ries, a Dutch Mennonite who had produced two 

earlier confessions in 1577 and 1578, and was later signed by the English proto-~aptists.~ In that 

confession, baptism is one of "two sacramexïts appointed by Christ" (Art. 28) which are "outward 

visible handlings and tokens" of both Godts cleansing work in the individual and the individual's 

obedience toward God. The conclusion of the baptismal section reads: 

Therefore, the baptism of water leadeth us to Christ, to his holy office in glory and majesty; 
and admonisheth us not to hang only upon the outward, but with holy prayer to mount 

. upward, and to beg of Christ the good thing signified. 

This early confession of the emerging Baptist movement interpreted baptism as a visible sign of an 

invisible work of God, but the temporal and logical connection between the visible and invisible was 

not stated explicitly. Baptism was in some way a forward-looking acted prayer, a sign which 

6 James Coggins, John Smylh 's Congregation: English Separatism, Mennonite Influence, and the 
E k t  Nation (Waterloo: Herald Press, 199 1),84-88. 



requests the thing signified. The language suggested that baptism is in some way instrumental in the 

personal enjoyment of the benefits of Christ. There was an explicit waming against the idea that 

there is power in baptism as an act in itself ("the outward"), but it does in some way "lead us to 

Christ", in whom saving power resides. 

The Propositions and Conclusions concerning True Christian Religion7 were a lengthy 

elaboration (in 100 articles) of the 16 10 confession above. The confession was published in 1 6 1 2 

afier Smyth's death by his congregation, apparently for English readers.' This document articulated 

in some detail the way in which the sacraments work Article 73 asserted: 

That the outward baptism and supper do not confer, and convey grace and regeneration to 
the participants or communicants: but as the word preached, they serve only to support and 
stir up the repentance and faith of the communicants till Christ corne, till the day dawn, and 
the day-star arise in their hearts. 

Article 74 further explained: 

That the sacraments have the same use that the word hath; that they are a visible word, and 
that they teach to the eye of them that understand as the word teacheth the ears of them that 
have ears to hear (Prov. x.12), and therefore as the word pertaineth not to infants, no more 
do the sacraments. 

Article 75 related baptism to the ongoing work of Christ: 

That the preaching of the word, and the ministry of the sacraments, representeth the ministry 
of Christ in the spirit; who teacheth, baptiseth, and feedeth the regenerate by the Holy Spirit 
inwardly and invisibly. 

This description of baptism as a "visible word" which functions in the same way as the 

preached word indicated that in some way the benefits signified by baptism are given through it. The 

preached word both declares the finished work of Christ for our salvation and offers a personal share 

in it through faith; baptism as a visible word declares the same f ~ s h e d  work and offers a share in 

7Lumpkin, Confessions, 123-1 42. 

'Coggins, Congregation, 109. 
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it through faith (which is evoked, supported and expressed by baptism). There was an explicit 

rejection of any kind of mechanical conveyance of grace through the ritual, but at the same time the 

sacrament was thought of as  a means through which Christ works by the Holy Spint to accomplish 

his saving work. 

The First London ConfessionQ was drafked in 1644 by seven Particular (Calvinistic) Baptist 

Churches in London. It may have been modelled on some earlier confessions, but it was the fint 

confession to require immersion as the mode of baptism. It described baptism as "an Ordinance of 

the new Testament, given by Christ, to be dispensed onely upon persons professing faith" (Art. 

MWX).  It is to be administered by immersion, in order that the sign might correspond to the thing 

signified. namely, the cleansing of the soul, the interest of the baptized person in the death, burial 

and resurrection of Christ, and the future resurrection of the body (Art. XL). This confession used 

the term "ordinance" instead of "sacrament" and spoke more modestly than the earlier confessions 

of the Smyth group about the way in which baptism functions. For example, there was no 

cornparison stated between baptism and the preached word, and nothing was said about the work of 

the Holy Spirit in baptism. Later Particular Baptist statements tended to imitate this choice of words, 

but hasty conclusions about its significance should be avoided, since the terms "ordinance" and 

'kacrament" were often used synonymously in the 17th century, as will be demonstrated below. 

Ten years after the First London Confession, General (Arrninian) Baptist Churches in the 

London area drafted ''The True Gospel-Faith Declared According fo the ~criprures" . 'O B y that time 

the General Baptists had also adopted immersion as the standard mode of baptism, and thus this 

confession regularly used "dipped" to refer to baptism. It was a brief confession, but asserted, "That 

9Lumpkin, Conjessionî, 144- 17 1. 
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God gives his Spirit to believers dipped through the prayer of faith and laying on of hands, Acts 8.15; 

Acts 8.17; Acts 5.32; Ephes. 1.13,14" (Art. XII). It is not clear whether this reference to the gift of 

the Spirit denoted the initial baptism in the Spirit or some M e r  empowering of the Spirit, and it 

is p d i n g  that Acts 2:38 was not used as a proof-text, but in any case some manifestation of the 

Spirit was said to be conditioned upon baptism, which embodies or is comected to a "prayer of 

faith. " 

The ~id~and~onfess ion" was adopted in 1655 at the beginning of the Midland Association 

of Particular Baptist Churches. Article 13 asserted, "That al1 those who profess Faith in Christ, and 

make the same appear by their fmits, are the proper subjects of Baptism." This emphasis on 

Christian works as prerequisite to baptism seems to separate baptism from conversion by some 

distance and seems to indicate a non-sacramental understanding of the ordinance. At least, baptism 

does not seem to be viewed as instrumental in the entrance into Christian experience. Whether it 

may be instrumental in some further work of grace (as some other confessions indicate) is an open 

question. 

The Somerset C'on/esiod2 dates from 1656 and a Particular Baptist association in western 

England. It asserted the standard Baptist view of the subjects, mode, and symbolism of baptism, and 

then stated: 

That those that tnily repent, and believe, and are baptized in the name oFthe Lord ksus, are 
in a fit capacity to exercise faith, in full assurance to receive a greater measure of the gifis 
and graces of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38,39; Eph. 1 : 13). 

Thus this confession envisioned some sort of bestowal of the Spirit's activity which is conditioned 

upon baptism, but it is not seen as the initial gift of the Spirit (even though Acts 2.38, which does 



1 4  

refer to the initial gift of the Spirit, is used as a proof-text). Baptism, then, was interpreted as a 

condition of sanctification, although not (explicitly, at least) a means of regeneration orjustification. 

The Standard ~onfiesssion'~ was drafted by General Baptist Churches in the greater London 

area in 1660, and was afirmed at the General Assembly of General Baptists in 1663 and at various 

later assemblies. It revealed the growing significance attached to the imposition of hands in some 

Baptist circles when Article XII said: 

That it is the duty of al1 such who are believers Baptized, to draw nigh unto God in 
submission to that principle of Christs doctrine, to wit, Prayer and Laying on of Hands, that 
they may receive the promise of the holy Spirit,. . . whereby they may mortifie the deeds of 
the body. . . . 

Here baptism was interpreted as a prerequisite to this work of the Spirit, but not as an effective 

means. The effective sign is the laying on of hands, which follows baptism. It is not clear what the 

temporal relationship would be between baptism and imposition of hands, i.e., whether they are two 

parts of one event (much like the Eastern conjunction of baptirrn and confirmation) or two isolateci 

events (much like the Western separation between baptism and confirmation). In this case, then, 

baptisrn was seen as a rneans of sanctification, but only in comection with another ritual. 

The Second London Confission" was adopted by Particular Baptists in the greater London 

area in 1677 and became the most widely accepted Calvinistic Baptist confession. A second edition 
L 

was produced in 1688, and it was adopted in 1689 by a group of messengers from over 100 churches 

in England and Wales. The confession was intended to show the unity that existed between 

Particular Baptists and their Presbyterian and Congregationalist counterparts, and so the confession 

is largely a reproduction of  the Westminster Confession with changes made where necessary in the 



ecclesioIogical sections. Baptism and the Lord's Supper were called "ordinances of positive and 

sovereign institution" (Chap. XXVIII). The baptismal definition read: 

Baptisrn is an Ordinance of the New Testament, ordained by Jesus Christ, to be unto the 
party Baptized, a sign of his fellowship with him, in his death, and resurrection; of his being 
engrafted into him; of remission of sins; and of his giving up unto God through Jesus Christ, 
to Iive and waik in newness of Life. 

Given the fact that this confession was essentially a reproduction of the Westminster 

Confession, any changes made must be signifiant. At this point, the confession used "ordinance" 

rather than Westminster's "sacrament," and the Westminster definition of a sacrament was 

omitted-indeed, there was no definition of a sacrament or ordinance as a general category. This 

prompted J. M. Ross to Say: 

. . . From about the middle of the 17th century until quite recent times the main tendency of 
Baptist thought has been to regard this ordinance as having no more than a symbolic value. 
For instance, the Confession of Faith of 1677, which was modelled on the Westminster 
Confession of the Presbyterians, deliberntely omitted a11 reference to the efficacy of baptism, 
its confemng of grace by the Holy Ghost, its being a seal of the Covenant, and its admission 
of the party baptized into the visible Church; . . .15 

On the surface, then, it would seem that this confession indicated a decidedly 

non-sacramental view of baptism, but several facts give reason to think that this may be a premature 

judgment. First, the terms "sacrament" and "ordinance" were ofien used synonymously by Baptists 

of that era, including signatories of this confession. Giventhe use of "ordinance" in earlier Particular 

Baptist statements of faith, one would expect the sarne here, so that the choice of this terminology 

rnay be readily explained by historical continuity with the authon' tradition without the assumption 

that there is a conscious rejection of any sacramental idea. Second, Chapter XXX of the Second 

London Confession interpreted the Lord's Supper in the Westminster tradition along the lines of a 

"ROSS, "Theology of Baptism," 10 1. 
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"spiritual presence" of Christ which is mediated through the Supper, i.e., the Calvinistic as opposed 

to the Zwinglian view. The Second London term was "ordinance" in the explanation of the Lord's 

Supper, but the content of the explanation was a virtuai duplication of the Westminster statement, 

which indicates that the change in terminology does not imply a modification of the concept. This 

shows that the thought of the signatories was still shaped by the broader Calvinistic tradition out of 

which the Particular Baptists arose, and if the purely mernorialistic view of the Lord's Supper was 

rejected, then there is no reason to think that an instrumental understanding of baptism would be 

foreign to the mind-set of the confession. It should also be noted that there was no explicit denial 

of sacramental terminology or concepts in this confession. If such were the intent of the authors, it 

could easily have been stated. Third, the brevity of the baptismal chapter ought to be a caution 

against unjustified inferences. The stated intent of the confession was to ernphasize agreement with 

other Calvinistic Christians and to indicate plainly disagreement where necessary. The most basic 

points of disagreement were the questions of the subjects and mode of baptism, and these points 

were stated clearly but concisely. To extnipolate beyond this is to force the confession to address 

issues with which it was not concemed. What was required with regard to baptism was a courteous 

statement of disagreement with Westminster, not a statement of possible agreement on the meaning 

of baptism when applied to a mature person. As will be argued in this study, there is abundant 

evidence to show that early Baptist authon (including Benjamin Keach, a leading signatory of the 

Second London Confession) thought of believer baptism along the lines of a Calvinistic 

sacrarnentalism in which baptism "seals" the experience of saving union with Christ, but this 

relationship to the typical Calvinistic view is almost never stated explicitly. Therefore, it is not clear 

that the omissions of the Second London Confession imply denial. 

Fourth, it must also be remembered that this confession, like others, stated the consensus of 
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a large nurnber of churches and pastors. Therefore, whatever was stated in the text of the confession 

had to satisfy d l  of the church representatives who approved it. By 1677 Baptists were virtually 

unanimous in their rejection of infant baptism and modes other than immersion, and in their 

affirmation of the basic symbolism of cleansing and death-burial-resurrection. This levei of 

agreement had been reached through decades of misunderstanding and often persecution from the 

outside, and the intensity of the debate about subject and mode left little tirne to work out the 

nuances of what exactly happens in the immersion of believers. There was, then, no developed 

consensus about the right kind of "sacramental" language, and it cornes as no surprise that a debate 

largely absent from the Baptist literature of the time would be absent from this confession. It is 

clear, however, that some of the signatories of the confession had thought about the efficacy of 

baptism, as the next paragraph will show. 

a The Baptist Catechism was prepared to be used in conjunction with the Second London 

Confession. It was commonly known as "Keach's Catechicm, " although it was CO-authored by 

Benjamin Keach (1 640-1 704) and William Collins (ci. 1702). In any case, it was used to interpret 

and apply the Confession, and thus served as an elaboration of some of the points of the Confession. 

Its treatment of the "ordinances" is especially instructive: 

- Q.93. What are the outward Means whereby Christ communicates to us the benefits of 
Redemption? 

A. The outward and ordinary Means whereby Christ cornrnunicates to us the benefits of 
redemption, are his Ordinances, especially the Word, Baptism, the Lord's Supper, and Prayer; 
al1 which Means are made effectua1 to the Elect, through faith, for Sal~ation. '~ 

This statement should make it perfectly clear that baptism was regarded as instrumental in some 

sense in the personai experience of salvation. The fact that it is parallel to the Word and prayer 

I6The Baptist Catechism, 23. 
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indicates that it somehow leads to the benefits signified by i l  rather than simply testifying to a pnor 

possession of those benefits. Furthemore, it was indicated here that it is Christ himself who 

communicates the benefits of his saving work through the ordinances, which is to Say that baptism 

is a means of grace as well as an act of personai confession. 

The Orthodox Creed17 was adopted by General Baptists in 1678. Following the lead of the 

Particular Baptists, this confession was loosely modelled on the Westminster Confession, but it 

modified the Calvinism as well as the ecclesiology. Article XXVII declared, "Those two sacraments, 

viz. Baptism, and the Lord's-supper, are ordinances of positive, sovereign, and holy institution." 

This is one example of the interchangeability of "sacrament" and "ordinance" in 17th-century 

thought, which should warn us not to read modem distinctions back into the expressions of Our 

predecessors. Article XXVIII stated: 

Baptism is . . . a sign of our entrance into the covenant of grace, and ingrafting into Christ, 
and into the body of Christ, which is his church; and of remission of sin in the blood of 
Christ, and of our fellowship with Christ, in his death and resurrection, and of our living, or 
rising to newness of life. 

This brief statement did not elaborate any definition of the relationship between the sign and the 

thing signified, which is not surprising, in that the burden of the baptismal article was to assert that 

the signification of baptism is applicable only to professed believee as opposed to infants, not to 
- 
discuss the exact manner in which baptism works in such professed believers. 

In  summary: In the first century of Baptist life, the terms "sacrament" and "ordinance" were 

both used by Baptist confessions to denote baptism. General Baptists tended to use the former and 

Particular Baptists the latter, but the two tenns were not regarded as contradictory. Theu relationship 

is not that of opposites, but that of broader ("ordinance", which included at least the Word and prayer 

''Lumpkin, Confessions, 295-334. 
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in addition to baptism and the Lord's Supper) and narrower ("sacrament", which described only 

baptism and the Lord's Supper). There was a consistent rejection of any automatic bestowal of grace 

through baptism, but there were various assertions in the confessions of some kind of instrumental 

vdue of baptism in the application of the benefits of Christ. Given the Puritan-Separatist roots of 

Baptist churches, it would appear that the Calvinistic concept of baptism as a "seal" of union with 

Christ by faith continued to shape the way in which Baptists described the eficacy of the baptism 

of professed believers. However, this understanding was largely unelaborated, due to the necessity 

to focus their baptismal debates on the points at which they departed from their historical roots. 

Individual Baptist Authors 

Confessions of faith which speak for many churches at once do not and cannot elaborate their 

underlying theology in the same way as the writings of individuals, many of whorn are the 

signatories who have shaped the confessions. This is evident in a survey of early Baptist baptismal 

literature, in that the language of individual writers was oRen much more strongly sacramental than 

the brief statements of the official confessions. This study will summarize the views of five 

representative authors who directly addressed the question of the effects of baptism. 

Robert Garner (active 1640- 1650) 

In 1645 Garner (a Particular Baptist) wrote A Trecltise ofBaptism, in which he argued against 

the practice of infant baptism. In the midst of the book he attempted to show that there are great 

benefits attached to the baptism of believers. Specifically, he listed four privileges which are granted 

to baptized believers. 

Thefirst privilege is that, "Believers (in submitting to this Ordinance) have the name of the 



20 

Father and of the Sonne, and of the holy Spirit called upon them therein."" This baptism into the 

divine name is more than a verbal formda, for "to be baptized into Christ, or into the Name of 

Christ, or in the Name of Christ, have one and the same sense and signification in S~ripture."'~ 

Baptism conveys both an obligation and a benefit, since "his Name holds forth unto believers, 

especially two things: Authority, and Gra~e."~'  Baptism thus involves a voluntary submission to 

the authority of Christ, but also the reception of the benefits of Christ, for "in that the Lord hath 

commanded his servants to baptize believers in his Name, to Put or Cal1 his Name upon them in 

baptisme he saith Amen to it, he confimeth the word of his servants, he performeth what he 

promiseth to them."2' Garner thus saw baptism as a means by which grace is conferred in some 

form, at least in the experiential enjoyment of union with Christ. 

The second privilege is that "by baptisme they do enter into the fellowship of his Body, that 

is his Church, with a11 the pnviledges and liberties of the same."* This initiation into the church was 

not seen as a purely formal and regulatory matter, because "we as members of One body, are al1 

made to drink into one spirituall benefit, or into one spirituall Communion, which believen have 

from Christ in his supper.ltu Many Baptists would eventually make a sharp distinction between 

being in Christ and being in Christ's church, but Garner described baptismal initiation thus: 

Which sometimes is called an adding to his Church, and sometimes an adding to the Lord; 

I8Robert Garner, A Treatise of Baptism (London: n.p., 1645), 10. 

I9Ibid 

20~bid. 

"Ibid, 10-1 1. 

"~bid ,  14. 

=Ibid 



both which comrneth to one and the same thing: for to be added to the Church of the Lord, 
or the body of the Lord, is to be added to the Lord himself, in a mysticall extemall uniod4 

The third privilege is a personal share in the saving effects of Christ's death and resurrection: 

Believers in baptisme, through the faith of the operation of God, have fellowship with Christ, 
in his death and resurrection: by the power of which the strength of the body of sinne is more 
subdued, and they are more enabled to walk in newnesse of life. Rom 6.3,4,5? 

From about 1640 on Baptists (especially the Particular tradition) emphasized the connection of 

baptism to the death-burial-resurrection of the Lord, utilizing the symbolism as an argument for 

immersion and the obligation to demonstrate a newness of life. In applying the Romans 6 text, 

Garner first gave two points of exhortation about the obligation of baptized believers to submit to 

the authonty of Christ, but his third point of application was: 

Thirdly, the Lord puts forth a glonous power to Believers in baptisme, giving in unto 
their hearts (in what proportion he pleaseth) the power of the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, acting faith in them to receive the sarne, whereby they are in some measure enabled 
to perform that which their baptisme doth engage them u n t ~ . ' ~  

This real manifestation of resurrection power in the baptismal event was emphasized as he 

expounded Romans 6 and 1 Peter 3.21 : 

. . . like as the glory of the Father was put forth in raysing his Sonne from the dead: even so, 
the glory of the Father is put forth unto believers in baptisme, crucifying the power of sin in 
them, and raysing up their heart and minde as it were into heaven to sit with Christ, to walke 
with him in a holy and heavenly conversation, to live a new life, which the Scripture, calleth 
a newnesse of life. . . . Wherein, 1 observe, that the sarne operation of God which was put 
forth in raysing Christ from the dead, is put forth unto believers, in baptisme (in such 
proportion as the Lord pleaseth) acting faith in them, through which they rise with Christ, or 
partake with hirn in the power of his resurrection, in a glorious measure. And this is so 
cleare a tnith, that Peter is bold to Say, (speaking unto believers) Baptisme doth also now 
Save us (not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience 
towards God) by the resurrection of Jesus Christ. That is the baptisme of believers must not 



be looked upon with a fleshly and carnall eye, as a washing of the fiesh: but with a holy and 
spirituail eye. as a holy and pretious Ordinance of Jesus Christ: in which Ordinance, he puts 
forth the power of his resurrection unto believers. through faith saving them more richly than 
before, fiom the power of an inward pollution or filth~nesse.~' 

Some permanent spiritual benefit is introduced in baptism, for "this grace and power of Christ in 

baptism, hath an influence into after times also, even so long as they continue in the estate of 

m~rtality."~' Baptism, then, not only signifies what happened once for al1 in Christ and otcght to 

happen in Christians, but also serves as an occasion in which God effects spiritual renewal in 

baptized believers. 

The fourth privilege of baptism is the personal assurance of forgiveness, that is, "In this 

Ordinance, the Lord Jesus by his Spirit acting in a believers heart, doth more richly seal up or 

confirm to him the free and full remission of al1 his simes, through the blood of Acts 2:38 

is perhaps the most important scriptural text which relates baptism to forgiveness, and Garner treated 

it with are: 

He [Peter] doth not say, neither dare 1 Say that baptisme is a remedy to remit sinnes: for then 
1 should run into the mistake of such, who pleading for their infants baptisme, do Say: 
Baptisme is a remedy to take away that sinne, which they as the sons of Adam have conveyed 
to them. But this Scripture, 1 conceive, holds forth to us especially two things. First, that 
repentance and remission of sins are preached & given only in the Narne or through the 
Name of Jesus Christ. . . . Secondly, that the Lord Jesus doth in baptisme confirm or witnesse 
unto Believers, in some cornfortable measure, the forgivenesse of their sins in his Name. 
And therefore he commands them to be baptized, partly for this end, that in baptisme he may 
confirm to them in some measure, by his Spirit, acting faith in them, the remission of theu 
simes. For when a Believer is baptized in the Name of Christ, and the Spirit of God acts 
faith in him in his baptisme, then is his heart more sweetly assured, that through this Name 
ail his sins are remitted, and he is at peace with Gad? 



He commented similarly on Acts 22.16: 

Not that baptisme doth wash away simes: for it is the bloud of Christ onely, received by us 
through the faith of the operation of God, that washeth or cleanseth us from al1 sinnes. But 
thus; Be baptized, and in thy baptisme cal1 on the Name of the Lord: that is, act faith in the 
Lord Jesus, in whose Name thou art baptized, that through faith in his Name in this 
Ordinance, thy heart rnay be Fuaher confirmed in this assurance, that al1 thy simes are 
washed away in his pretious bloud.)' 

Garner was explicit in his rejection of the notion that there is inherent in baptism the power 

to forgive sins. Forgiveness is thus not connected in any mechanical or necessary way to baptism; 

it is effected objectively in the atoning work of Christ and individually through faith. However, he 

was equally clear in his assertion that forgiveness becomes an expenential reality through the 

confession of faith in baptism. This sealing and assuring function of baptism is the essence of 

Calvin's view of baptism and the Refonned sacramental tradition, and is seen here in a representative 

Baptist author. 

Henry Lawrence (1 600- I 664) 

One of the most systematic treatments of baptism in early Particular Baptist literature was 

Lawrence's Of Baptism, which appeared in its third and final edition in 1659. He began this work 

with a description of "the first and great end" of baptism as "the Sealing up of our Union with 
- 
~hris t ."~* He wrote: 

The Scripture holds forth no point with more glory and certainty, than the Oneness which we 
have with Jesus Christ; which Union is the rise and ground of al1 that is good and happy in 
us: This therefore is the first and great thing that is made ours by Baptism? 

- -- - - 

3'Ibid 

32Hen.y Lawrence, Of Baptism (London: F. Macock, 1659), 1. 



Lawrence continued by drawing an extensive parallel between Christ's sealing by his baptism and 

Our sealing by baptism into Christ. The implication of this sealing is: 

Let us therefore put a value and a price upon this Ordinance, more than we have done: and 
d e r  being once baptized into Christ, let us know and be assured, that we have a right to what 
he hath, and to what he had, and to what he i d 4  

The second purpose of baptism was said to be "assuring us of our Justification in the 

remission of al1 our  sin^."^' He explained: 

It is safe giving Ordinances that notion the Scripture gives them, which while you do, you 
will get the true use they afford, and you shdl be sure not to err fiom the true nature of thern: 
This you have, Acts 2.38. Repent, and be baptized every one of you for the remission of 
~ i n s . ~ ~  

This exarnple of the Apostle Peter's speech to convicted sinners at Pentecost readily supports the idea 

that we are baptized because we are simers, not because we are saints. Lawrence thus showed how 

baptism serves the needs of such sinners: 

What cm be said more comfortably to a distressed sou1 than this? That God hath set and 
instituted an Ordinance on purpose, that thou maist be acquitted of every sin, to witness and 
seal up what is done by faith: Therefore do not languish in this condition, Why tarriest thou? 
Arise, and be Baptized, and wash away thy sins.17 

The question of whether baptism is a sacramental means of appropriating Christ and his benefits or 

is a pure symbol pointing backward to a completed conversion through faith might be put in this 

hm: Are we baptized because we are sinners or because we are saved? Accordingly, the fact that 

Lawrence could point unbelievers to baptism as a remedy for their consciousness of guilt showed 

his cornmitment to some kind of sacramentdism. 



It has been shown above that Lawrence, like Garner, interpreted baptism as a "seal" of 

personal salvation, thus utilizing the common terminology and conceptualization of Calvinistic 

sacramentalism. Now if baptism "seals" faith and its effects, then it points backward to faith as a 

prior reality, and this view of baptism is easily distorted into a pure symbolism in which al1 the 

benefits follow faith but precede baptism. Lawrence, however, meant more than this when he spoke 

For what Baptism finds, it seals; although it doth also exhibit more of the same kinde; 
Baptism, and so al1 the Ordinances of Christ those we cal1 Sacraments, seal up what is 
already, else how could it be a Seal, but doth also convey more of the same." 

One might Say, then, that Lawrence understood faith as an attitude more than an act, so that while 

baptism presupposes faith, it also creates a strengthened and continuing faith. From this perspective, 

the only absolute condition of salvation is the attitude of faith, but the point at which this faith 

becomes definite, and thus saving union with Christ a concrete reality, is at baptism. 

Lawrence's sacramental understanding of baptism was further developed when he listed and 

explained six ways in which the preached word and the sacraments @ o h  baptism and the Lord's 

Supper) work in the same manner. Some of the agreements between Word and Sacrament are: 

. . . They are both instruments in the hands of the holy Spirit for edification and salvation, 
the word is a dead letter without the Spirit, and so also is Baptism, it speaks no more than it 

- is bid; . . . Now if there be no vertue in the flesh of Christ, but by the personal Union, how 
shall bodily actions about bodily Elements confer grace, but by the mediation of the Spirit. 
. . . They agree in the principal matter, for the same Christ with al1 his benefits is offered and 
confirmed to us in the word and Sacraments, the sarne Union, the same Communion in the 
death and the resurrection of Christ, . . . They agree in the instrument, which renders both 
profitable to us, both word and Sacrament are ineffectual without faith. . . . They agree in the 
effects, They are the savour of life unto Iife, or the savour of death unto death, &c. So, He 
that believeth and is Baptized shalt be saved." 



Having spelled out the instrumental value of both the word and the sacrarnents, Lawrence 

pointed out that one of the differences between the word and baptism is their degree of necessity: 

The word is simply necessary to actual beleevea, and so to the salvation of beleevers, and 
sufficient, as in Cornelius; for faith is by hearing, and hearing by the word of God; but the 
Sacraments are not absolutely necessary to dl, nor without the word are they sufficient to 
salvation, for to what purpose are seais without the writing." 

However, the truth that baptism has only a relative necessity does not trivialize its significance, for 

he wrote just prior to the above: 

They differ in the measure of their signification, the word especially teacheth, the Sacments  
especially seal and confirm: the word indeed signifies and applyes spiritual things, but the 
Sacnunents more eficaciously represent and apply? 

Therefore, Lawrence interpreted baptism as a "seal" of salvation in much the same way as the 

Reformed tradition as applied to professed believers. While baptism has only a relative necessity, 

and it is in any case useless apart fiorn the preached word, it is a valuable instrument by the work 

of the Spirit in the application of salvation to the conscious life of the individual. It is an expression 

of faith fiom the human side and a means of assurance from the divine side. 

Thomas Grantham (1 634- 1693) 

In 1678 Grantham, a General ~a~t i ; ,  published his 
* 

defence of the Baptist understanding of baptism. But as is sa 

Chris fianismus Primitivus, a maj or 

often true, the book said much more 

about what does not happen in the purported baptism of infants than what does happen in the 

immersion of believers. There is, however, one passage worth considering, where he wrote: 

. . . And thus was our Lord himself the chief fonder of the Gospel in the Heavenly Doctrine 
of Faith, Repentance. and Baptism for the remission of Sins. . . . Now the necessity of this 



Sacred Ordinance to a true church-state, is further evident from the Institution or first 
delivery of it. 

1. For that it is sent down fiom Heaven, as the first Doctrine and Ministery, to take 
men off fiom a Iegal confidence, and to lay the free remission of  sin before them, through 
faith in the Gospel of God. 

2. This Baptism is joyned with this Gospel Repentance, that as repentance being now 
necessary to the admission of Simers into the Church of Christ, even so Baptism being 
joyned thereto, by the wil1 of God, is necessary to the same end.42 

The relevant point here is that Grantham envisioned baptism as designed to benefit those who 

presently are tnisting in meritorious works (sinners, not saints) by offenng to them salvation through 

free forgiveness. That is, conscious experience of the forgiveness of sins was viewed as an effect 

rather than a condition of baptism. The impression given in this passage is that repentance, faith, 
e 

and baptism are d l  related to forgiveness and church membership in the same way. This would 

surely make baptism not merely a sign, but an effective sign. 

Keach, who was at one time a General Baptist, later had a long and influentid ministry 

among the Particular Baptists. In a book published in 1689, he attempted to interpret baptism "in 

its primitive purity," and in so doing provided modest but clear evidence for a sacramental 

understanding of baptism. First of all, he referred to "the special ends of this holy Sa~rarnent,"~' 
b 

showing that this leading signatory of the Second London Confession did not assume that baptism 

was an "ordinance" as opposedto a "sacrament." Second, he referred to baptism as "the Baptism of 

Repentance for the Remission of Sins" (with reference to Acts 2:38) and "the Washing of 

42Thomas Grantham, Christianismus Prirnitivus (London: Francis Smith, l678), Book 2, Chapter 
1, Sect. V. 

43Benjamin Keach, Gold Refin'd; or BaptLFm in its Primitive Puriîy (London: Nathaniel Crouch, 
1689),78. 



Regeneration" (with reference to Titus 3 :5), without any apparent nervousness about the language." 

Third, he indicated that baptism looks fonvard to salvation as its goal: 

Consider the great Promises made to those who are obedient to it, arnongst other things, Lo, 
1 am with you always, even to the end of the World. And again, He that believeth, and is 
baptized, shall be saved. If a Prince shall offer a Rebel his Life in doing two things, would 
he neglect one of  them, and Say this 1 will do, but the other is a trivial thing, 1'11 not do that? 
Surely no, he would not run the hazard of his Life so foolishly. . . . And then in Acts 2.38. 
Repent, and be baptized every one of you for Remission of  Sin, and ye shall receive the Gift 
of the Holy Spirit: See what great Promises are made to Beiievers in Baptism." 

Fourth, and most clearly, Keach quoted approvingly fiom Stephen Charnock (1 628- 1 68O), 

a Puritan pastor who spoke "excellentIy" in Keach's opinion on the connection between baptism and 

regeneration: 

Outward Water cannot convey inward Life. How can Water, an external thing, work upon 
the Soul in a physical manner? Neither can it be proved, that ever the Spirit of God is ty'd 
by any Promise, to apply himself to the Soul in a gracious Operation, when Water is applyed 
to the Body. . . . Baptism is a means of conveying this Grace, when the Spirit is pleased to 
operate with it; but it doth not work as a physical Cause upon the Soul as a Purge doth upon 
the Humours of the Body: for 'tis the Sacrament of Regeneration, as the Lord's Supper is of 
Nourishment. . . .Faith only is the Principle of spiritual Life, and the Principle which draws 
Nourishment frorn the Means of God's ~~pointments . '~  

The specific point at issue in this quotation is the practice of baptizing infants who cannot confess 

faith, so that Keach's pnmary concern was to argue that baptism does not accomplish regeneration 

in any mechanical way and is thus of no value in the case of purely passive infants. However, he - 
argued this point, with Charnock's help, by asserting that the tnie way in which baptism works is as 

an instrument of the Spirit who sovereignly employs it in the regeneration of conscious believers. 

That is, although baptism has no inherent power, it is by the work of the Holy Spirit an effective 



sign, instnimentally conveying what it signifies. It is a sign, but not merely a sign. 

William Mitchill (1 662- 1705) 

In the latter part of the 17th cenhuy and until his death in 1705, Mitchill (sometimes spelled 

Mitchell) carried on an extensive church-planting ministry in the West of Yorkshire and the East of 

Lancashire. At the end of his life he wrote a work called Jachin and Boat, which was designed to 

guide the Particular Baptist churches which he had served. This work was published in 1707 by his 

associate David Crosley. Included in the document was a confession of faith for the use of the 

churches, in which Chapter XXXI defined baptism as follows: 

Baptism is an Ordinance of the New Testament instituted by Christ, to be unto the Party 
baptized a Sign of his Fellowship with him in his Death, Burial and Resurrection, of his 
ingrafting into him, of remission of Sins, and of his giving up himself unto God through 
Jesus Christ, to live and walk in Newness of Life." 

This was followed by an afiirmation that immersion is the only proper mode of baptirm, and an 

affirmation that only confessing believers are appropriate subjects. Although the wording was not 

exactly that of the Second London Confession, it was very close, and the substance was identical. 

There was no explicitly sacramental language in the above definition of baptism, but this 

definition was preceded by a general definition of sacraments in Chapter XXX of the confession, 
. 
which read as follows: 

Sacraments are holy Signs of the Covenant of Grace immediately instituted by Christ, to 
represent him and his Benefits, and to cofirm our Interest in him, and solemnly to engage 
us to the Service of God in Christ, according to his Word: There is in every Sacrament a 
spiritual Relation, or a Sacramental Union between the Sign, and the thing signified: 
Whence it cornes to pass that the Names and Effects of the one is ascribed to the other: The 
Grace which is exhibited in or by the Sacraments rightly used, is not confened by any power 

4'" William Mitchill's Jachin and Boaz", Transactions of the Bapfist Historical Society 3 
(1912-1913): 160. 



in them, neither doth the Efficacy of a Sacrament depend upon the Piety or Intention of him 
that doth administer it, but upon the Work of the Spirit, and the Word of Institution, which 
contains, together with a Precept authorizing the use thereof, a Promise of benefit to the 
worthy Receivers. There be only two Sacraments ordained by Christ our Lord in the Gospel, 
that is to Say, Baptism and the Lord's Supper, neither of which ought to be administered but 
by a Minister of the Word lawfblly called?' 

This explanation of sacraments was simply a slightly abridged form of Chapter XXVII of the 

Westminster Confession. Its use by Mitchill in connection with a typical Baptist statement about 

baptism as an "ordinance" demonstrates the continuing impact of Calvinistic sacrarnentalism among 

Particular Baptists, and also that those who adhered to the Second London Confession did not 

necessarily (if ever) consider its statement on baptism to be anti-sacramental. 

Early Baptist authors consistently argued against any kind of sacramentalism which posits 

an automatic bestowal of grace through baptism, but they did not deny that baptisrn has an 

instrumentai function in the application of redernption. It is crucial to note that Baptist refutations 

of baptismal regeneration were almost always stated in reference to infant baptism. The point which 

they insisted on is that regeneration is always connected to active faith in the recipient, so that it is 

meaningless to speak of the regeneration of passive infants by baptism or any other means. 
. 
Therefore, Baptist protests against baptismal regeneration did not necessarily deny that baptism is 

instrumental in sorne way in the expenence of spiritual rebirth by confessing believers. 

Some early Baptists spoke more strongly than others, but there was arnong them a recurring 

affirmation that the reception of the benefits of Christ is in some way mediated through baptism. 

Their theology of baptism may not have been absolutely uniform, but they consistently asserted that 



God, by his Spirit, bestows spiritual benefit through baptism. Christian baptism was for them a 

human response to the gospel, but this human act of obedience did not exhaust the content of the 

event. This Baptist sacrarnentalism was somewhat unelaborated due to the demands of controversy 

about baptismal subjects and mode, but it was undeniably present. 

The Eiehteenth Centurv 

British Baptists in the 18th century were in many cases preoccupied with concems other than 

baptismal theology, concems which were ofien much more foundational than any baptismal issues. 

The General Baptists had drifted strongly toward Unitarianism by the middle of the century, leading 

to an orthodox renewal movement to form the New Connexion in the latter part of the ~ e n t u r y . ~ ~  

Particular Baptists, on the other hand, were dominated by a kind of High CalvinismSo which tended 

to mute any emphasis on human religious action, baptismal or otherwise. Given the drift of the 

General Baptists away from orthodoxy and their numerical decline, there was virtually nothing in 

their literature of this period which addressed baptismal theology. Particular Baptist literature on 

4 9 ~ e e  A. C. Underwood, A History of the English Baptists (London: Carey Kingsgate Press, 
1947), 1 19-128; W. T. Whitley, A History of British Buprists, 2nd ed., (London: Kingsgate Press, 
l932), 167- 174, 195203.2 1 1-2 1 7; H. Leon McBeth, The Baptisr Heritage (Nashville: Broadman 
Press, l987), 153- 170. 

''The term "High Calvinism" is used here to denote what is sometirnes called "Hyper-Calvinism." 
The latter tenn is particularly susceptible to abuse as a pejorative label. What is meant by High 
Calvinism is a kind of Calvinism which in some way denies the free, universal offer of the gospel. 
Normative Calvinism has always afirmed that humans are both spiritually unable to respond to the 
gospel and yet responsible to do so. Arminianism resolves the paradox by positing some kind of 
prevenient grace which restores to al1 the ability to respond, while High Calvinism resolves it by 
denying the responsibility of unbelievers to repent and believe the gospel (and the related 
responsibility of believers to offer indiscnminately the benefits of the gospel). A negative account 
of Baptist High Calvinism in this period can be found in McBeth, Baflist Heritage, 17 1-1 78, and 
a more appreciative, but stilI critical, appraisal in Thomas J. Nettles, By His Grace andfor His Glory 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1986), 73-107. 
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a baptism was generally devoted to a defence of the immersion of believers, but in some cases the 

efficacy of baptism was addressed. There were no significant Baptist confessions written during this 

century; therefore, the following analysis will focus on the major Baptist authors of the period. 

John Gill11697-1771) 

Gill was the fust great Calvinistic Baptist theologian, dominating the British context for some 

fifly years, during his tenure as pastor at Horsleydown, Southwark,  ond don." Indeed, his work is 

still seen as definitive by some modem Calvinistic Baptists." His literary output included a 

commentary on the Old and New Testaments and a Body ofDoctrinal and Practical Diviniîy, as well 

as many polemical tracts. His understanding of the meaning of baptism can be found in his Body 

of Divinify and in his commentary on the baptismal texts of the New Testament. 

In his systematic treatment of baptism, Gill listed six "ends and uses for which baptism is 

appointed." First, baptism is designed "to represent the sufferings, burial, and resurrection of 

Christ," according to Romans 6:4-5 and Colossians 2: 12.'' This idea of the symbolism contained 

in the act of immersion had rapidly become the dominant theme in the Particular Baptist doctrine 

of baptism, and it stood first in Gill as well. 

L Second, both John's baptism and apostolic baptisrn were "for the remission of sins, Mark i. 

"For a survey of Gill's th&ogy, see the chapter on Gill by Tirnothy George in David Dockery 
and Timothy George, eds., Baptist Theologians (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1990). 

'*~ill's statement of systematic theology was republished in 1989 by a group known as "Strict Old 
School Baptists" headquartered in Paris, Arkansas, with the purpose of calling al1 Baptists back to 
the historically distinctive doctrines as stated by Gill. See "Publisher's Foreword", in John Gill, A 
Body of Doctrinal and Practical Divin@ (1 769- 1 770; reprint Paris, Arkansas: The Baptist Standard 
Bearer, 1989). 



a 4. Acts ii. 3 8."" Gill qualified this apparently sacramental lan y a g e  as follows: 

. . .not that that is the procuring and meritorious cause of it, which only is the blood of Christ; 
but they who submit unto it, may, by means of it, be led, directed, and encouraged to expect 
it from Christ." 

Third, baptism is "for the washing away of sin, and cleansing from it", quoting Ananias's 

words to Saul in Acts 22: l6? It is not clear how this cleansing is to be distinguished from remission 

of sins at a conceptual level, but what is clear is that this biblical language demands the same sort 

of qualification: 

. . .this only is really done by the blood of Christ, which cleanses from al1 sin; baptism neither 
washes away original nor a c t d  sin, it has no such virtue in it: but it is a means of directing 
to Chnst the Lamb of God, who, by his atoning blood and sacrifice, has purged and continues 
to take away the sins of men." 

Fourth, "a salutary or saving use and effect is ascribed unto it", in that there is very clear 

biblical language asserting that " baptism now saves us" (1 Peter 3 :2 1 )." But again the force of the 

biblical language is qualified, in this case by the biblical text itself, indicating that this salvation is 

"by the resurrection of Jesus Christ". In Gill's words, "that is, by leading the faith of the person 

baptized to Chnst, as delivered for his offences, and as risen again for his j~stification."'~ 

Fifth, as an act of obedience to God, baptism "discharges a good conscience, the consequence 



of which is joy and peace," with reference again to L Peter 3:21.' Here it is not the case that God 

rewards the baptized for keeping his commands, but rather that there is benefit in keeping those 

comrnands. The sense of having done what is nght carries its own reward of a clear conscience. 

Sixth, obedience to this divine command is "an evidence of love to God and Christ, 1 John 

v. 3", and those who love Christ in this way "may expect according to his promise, to have fresh 

manifestations of his and his Father's love, and to have communion with Father, Son, and spirit."" 

Gill's commentary on the baptismal references and possible allusions in the New Testament 

actually provides more extensive evidence of his thought than the above outline in his systematic 

theology. What follows here is a summary of his comments on the New Testament texts which are 

normally considered to be the strongest supports for a sacramental understanding of baptism. 

Mark 16: 16 speaks of faith and baptism in a way that seems to indicate that they are two 

0 elements of the human response to the gospel, and that both are necessary conditions of salvatim. 

Gill cornmented that faith is necessuriiy present and baptism normally present in those who will be 

saved, but neither is a cause of this salvation. He wrote: 

. . .faith must precede baptism, as these words of Christ, and scripture examples shew; and 
such as have it, ought to make a profession of it, and be baptized; and in which way it is that 
faith discoven itself, and works by love to Christ; namely in observing his cornmands, and 
this among the rest. . . .not that either faith or baptism are the procuring causes of salvation; 
not faith, for Christ is the author of salvation: and faith is the grace that looks to him for it, 
receives the assurance of it ~ O W ,  and that will be the end of it hereafter: . . . and baptism, 
though it is said to Save by the resurrection of Christ, as it is a means of leading faith to 
Chnst's resurrection for justification, yet has no casual influence upon salvation; it is not 
essential to it; the thief on the cross went to heaven without it, and Simon Magus to hell with 
it; but it is the duty of every one that believes, and he that tmly believes, ought to be 



baptized, and prove the truth of his faith, by his obedience to Christ, . . f2 

This text is one of several in which Gill relativized faith in the same way as baptism. Within his 

Calvinistic systern, faith is a gift bestowed by God on al1 the elect and only the elect, so that for him 

faith ought not be called a condition of salvation. Although faith identifies the elect who will be 

saved, it is not the cause of their salvation. However, faith is instrumental in the present experience 

of salvation, in that it conveys assurance that the one who believes (by grace) is an object of God's 

saving purpose. Baptism is not instrumental in exactly the same way, but as the event in which "faith 

discoven itself," and as a means of Ieading faith to Christ, it is instrumental in some way in relation 

to the present assurance of salvation. 

John 3 5  refers to spiritual rebirth as a birth "of water and the Spirit" and thus provides a 

basis for traditional references to baptism as the "sacrament of regeneration". As was noted in the 

preceding chapter, 17th-century Baptists oflen interpreted this as an allusion to baptisrn, although 

they did not connect baptism and regeneration in the same way as  did the Catholic tradition. Gill, 

however, moved away from this traditional reading: 

By water, is not rneant matenal water, or baptismal water; for water-baptism is never 
expressed by water only, without some additional word, which shews that the ordinance of 
water-baptism is intended: nor has baptism any regenerating influence in it; . . . and it is so 
far from having any such virtue, that a person ought to be bom again, before he is admitted 
to that ordinance: and though submission to it is necessary, in order to a person's entrance 
into a Gospel church-state; yet it is not necessary to the kingdom of heaven, or to etemal life 
and salvation: . . . whereas by water is meant, in a figurative and metaphoncal sense, the 
grace of God, as it is elsewhere; see Ezek. xxxvi. 25. John iv. 14? 

He interpreted the phrase "water and the Spirit" as a hendiadys, so that the two words signiQ one 

6 2 ~ ~ h n  Gill, An Exposition of the New Testament (Philadelphia: William W. Woodward, 18 1 l), 
1 :SM. 



idea, narnely, "the grace of the Spint of  GO^."^ Regeneration was interpreted as a condition of 

baptism, not as an egect of baptism. 

Acts 2:38 seems to indicate that baptism is a means to both the forgiveness of sins and the 

reception of the Holy Spirit. The text is so forcehl that some modern movements tracing their origin 

to Alexander Campbell (1 788- 1866) in the rnid-19th century take it as a sumrnary of their distinctive 

baptismal the~logy.~' Gill commented: 

for the remission of sins; not that forgiveness of sin could be procured either by repentance, 
or by baptism; for this is only obtained by the blood of Christ; but the apostle advises these 
awakened, sensible, repenting, and believing souk, to submit to baptism, that by it their faith 
might be Ied to Christ, who suffered and died for their sins, who left them buried in his 
grave, and who rose again for their justification from them; al1 which is, in a most liveiy 
rnanner, represented in the ordinance of baptism by immersiod6 

Here he relativized repentance in the same way that he treated faith in his comments on Mark 16: 16, 

which should again give one pause before concluding that baptism was for Gi11 in no way 

instrumental in the experience of forgiveness. Baptisrn, as an expression of repentance, ir a normal 

part of the human experience effected by the sovereign grace of God. 

The text in question also promises the "gifi of the Spirit" to those who repent and are 

baptized. Although it would seem that this promise could be handled in the same way as the promise 

of forgiveness, Gill took a different approach: 
* 

and ye shall receive the gifi of the Holy Ghost: not the grace of the Spirit, as a regenerator 
and sanctifier; for that they had already; and is necessary, as previous to baptism; unless it 
should mean confirmation of that grace, and stability in it, as it appears from ver. 42. they 
afterwards had; but rather the extraordinary gifts of the Spirit, particularly the gifi of 

65The orig in of these movements is described by Errett Gates, The Early Relation and Separation 
of Baplists and Disciples (Chicago: The Christian Century Company, 1 904). 

66Gill, Exposition, 2: 167. 



speaking with tongues, . . . 67 

Acts 22: 16, in the context of the conversion of Sad, comects cleansing from sin to baptism. 

Gill's comment was predictable: 

. . . not that it is in the power of man to cleanse himself from his sins; . . . nor is there any 
such efficacy in baptism as to remove the filth of sin; . . . but the ordinance of baptism may 
be, and sometimes is, a means of leading the faith of Gods children to the blood of Christ, 
which cleanses fiom al1 sin;68 

It is not clear why Gill at this point moderated his language, so that baptism's work of pointing to 

Christ is only possible or occasional. His language could mean that baptism only has this effect in 

the case of some of the elect, with others perhaps coming to baptism with such a vivid sense of the 

benefits of the death of Chnst as to make baptisrn less powefil in their experience. More likely he 

had in view the fact that some baptisms occur among the reprobate, and thus without effect (as was 

true, for example, in the case of Simon Magus [Acts 81, whom Gill mentioned in this context). 

Romans 6:3-5 was a very significant text virtually frorn the inception of the Particular Baptist 

movement, in that it provides the strongest biblical evidence for the symbolism of death-burial- 

resurrection in the act of immersion. Although this text is obviously useful for this chenshed Baptist 

idea, the text also seems to Say that baptism effects union with Christ, which is an idea less at home 

in the Baptist tradition. Gill was not blind to this, but rather than accepting the conclusion that 
L 

baptism is an effective sign, he suggested another way of interpreting the phrase "into Christ": 

. . . baptized into Christ . . . by which is meant, not a being brought by it into union with 
Christ, which is either secretly fiom eternity, or openly at conversion, and both before the 
baptism of tnie believers; nor a being brought by it into the mystical body of Christ the 
church, for this also is before it; but rather it designs a being baptized, or a being brought by 
baptism into more communion with Christ, into a participation of his grace and benefits; or 
into the doctrine of Christ, and e more distinct knowledge of it: . . . though rather the true 



meaning of the phrase, baptized in~o Christ, I take to be, is to be baptized purely for the sake 
of Christ. in imitation of him, who has set us an example, and because baptism is an 
ordinance of his; it is to submit to it with a view to his glory, to test@ our affection for him, 
and subjection to him, without laying any stress or dependence on it for ~ a l v a t i o n ; ~ ~  

It would seem, then, that Gill was ultimately unsure what the phrase "baptized into Christ" actually 

signifies. It might be a post-conversion, higher-level communion with Christ, or a leap forward in 

understanding the tnsth about Christ's work, or an act of imitation. But whatever it means, it is clear 

what it does not mean--for GiII it could not mean that baptism brings the simer into union with 

Christ. 

Galatians 3:27 is another Pauline text which uses the language of being "baptized into 

Christ." Again Gill asserted that it is "not that by baptism they are brought into union with Christ, 

but into communion with hirn."" Paul asserts that those baptized into Christ "have put on Christ", 

which Gill interpreted as follows: 

And such have ptit on Christ; both before and at baptism: before it, they put him on as the 
Lord their righteousness; . . . so in baptism they may also be said to put him on, as they 
thereby and therein make a public profession of him, by deeds as well as words, declaring 
him to be their Lord and King; and afresh exercise faith upon him, as their Saviour and 
Redeemer, and imitate and follow hirn in it, as their pattern;" 

Thus baptism is not focussed on Christ as the Saviour whose imputed righteousness is appropriated 

by those being baptized, but on Christ as the Lord who is the paradigm of obedience. 

The baptismal statement of 3:27 follows a statement about faith in 3 :26. In fact, it seems that 

the two statements are fundamentally synonymous, the one phrased in terms of the inner attitude and 

the other in terms of the event in which that attitude is expressed. Conceming our becoming 



"children of God by faith in Christ Jesus," Gill commented: 

Not that faith makes any the children of God, or puts them into such a relation; no, that is 
God's own act and deed; of his free rich grace and goodness, God the Father has 
predestinated his chosen ones to the adoption of children, and has secured and laid up this 
blessing for them in the covenant of grace; . . . and faith receives it, as it dues al1 other 
blessings of grace made ready to its hand; and so such persons become evidently and 
manifestatively the children of God by faith in ~ h r i s t ; ~  

Once again Gill denied that faith is eficacious, just as he denied that baptism is eficacious. 

Colossians 2: 12 is another Pauline text which employs the imagery of being buried and raised 

with Christ in baptism. For some reason Gill devoted more space at this point to an assertion that 

immersion is the mode of baptism and an assertion that faith is a gifi from God than to an 

explanation of the strong language about the effects of baptism. He simply noted that baptism is a 

"lively representation" of spintual resurrection, and thus it assists those who have true faith to 

visualize their new life in 

Titus 3 5  refers to God's saving work as being done by "the washing of regeneration and the 

renewing of the Holy Spirit." The reference to washing (Iike the "water" of John 3 5 )  has 

traditionally been taken as an allusion to baptism, even by many Baptists, but Gill denied the 

allusion. He argued that the washing denotes "not the ordinance of' water-baptism; . . . but 

regenerating grace is meant, or a being bom of water and of the Spirit; that is, of the grace of the 
. 
Spirit, comparable to water for its purity and cleansing virt~e."'~ He suggested several reasons why 

this is not a reference to baptism: it is obvious that one may be baptized but not regenerated (e.g., 

Simon Magus); other biblical texts indicate that the Spirit is the cause and the Word the means of 

"Ibid 

"Ibid., 3: 192. 
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regeneration; and, perhaps most importantiy, this washing is contrasted with "works of 

righteousness", while baptism is itself a work of righteousness, according to the words of Christ 

himself (Matthew 3: 19." 

1 Peter 3:21 makes the assertion that "baptism now saves us," and thus provides (at least 

superficially) some of the most direct evidence for baptism as an efficacious means of grace. 

However, Gill declared that "it saves not as a cause, for it has not causal influence on, nor is it 

essential to salvation." The basis for this rejection of sacramental implications was found in the 

phrases "answer of a good conscience" and "by the resurrection of Jesus Christ." The former phrase 

indicates that the heart of baptism is human obedience by one who is already committed to Jesus as 

Lord, and the latter phrase indicates that baptism's task is simply "leading the faith of the baptized 

person, as to the blood of Christ for pardon and cleansing, so to the resurrection of Christ for 

a justification. "" 

In summary: The baptismal theology of John Gill seems to be a significant step in a non- 

sacramental direction. He never used the terni "sacrament" to describe baptism, nor did he refer to 

it as a "seal" of saving union with Christ. When confronted with biblical texts that refer to water or 

washing, he interpreted them in a way that eliminated any references to baptism. In al1 these ways 

he differed from leading Particular Baptists of the 17th century. 

His denial that baptism is a cause of regeneration or the forgiveness of sins was not new in 

his tradition, but it did have a different focus. Whereas the burden of his forbears was to deny that 

baptism works in any kind of mechanical way and thus is irrelevant to the salvation of passive 

infants, Gill wanted to deny that there is any kind of objective benefit even for the confessing 



41 

believer. He appean to have rejected the typical Calvinistic view which posited both a 

confirming/sealing work of God and a human confession of faith in the baptismal event itself. In 

his view, the baptismal event has been reduced to an act of obedience with subjective benefits, the 

same sort of benefits which are present in any obedience to God's cornmands. 

Al1 of this, of couse, must be seen against the background of Gill's High Calvinism, in which 

the significance of every human action is severely modified. As noted above, the same things that 

were denied of baptism were also denied of faith. Later Baptists would often contrast the (denied) 

eficacy of baptism to the (affirmed) eficacy of faith as an instrumental cause of salvation; however, 

for Gill the contrast was not between baptism and faith, but between baptisdfaith and the work of  

Christ. 

In various places he spoke of baptism as something which "leads" the faith of the elect to 

Christ and his work which procured their salvation, but this seems to mean rnerely that baptism is 

one way in which faith is confessed. Baptism is a sign pointing not to a divine act going on in the 

event itself, but to the vicarious work of Christ which is the divine act that procured the salvation 

of the elect. Some of Gill's statements quoted above are sufficiently strong to provide a basis for 

criticism from paedobaptist opponents who wanted to argue that Gill (like Baptists in genenl) 

elevated baptism to an unbiblical level of significance. William Eltringham wrote a polemicai tract 

in which he argued that Gill was self-contradictory, in that he taught both that no human work could 

be a means ofjustification and that baptism "is of use to lead the faith of God's people to his blood 

and righieousness, for pardon and ju~tification."~~ Eltringham's critique gives the impression of 

being a disingenuous and tendentious reading of Gill, as was pointed out by Gill's fellow High 

"William Eltringham, The Baptist Against the Baptist: or a Display ofAntipaedo-baptist Self- 
Ineomistency (London: J .  Waugh and W. Penner, 1759,s. 



Calvinist, John Bine  (1 703-1 765): 

I will not multiply Words, on a Matter, which is so plain, that no intelligent and attentive 
Person can rnistake upon it, however this Writer came so grossly to mistake herein. The 
Spirit leads, or directs the Saints efficiently; Ministea direct them instnimentally; and 
evangelical Institutions, as Means appointed, by Christ, unto that important End, lead, or 
direct Believea to look unto his Blood and Righteousness, for Pardon, and Justification. 
That is the Cause of Justification, to which the Believer Looks, not that by which he is 
directed to the Act of looking, which is most easy to be conceived of?' 

The fact that some of Gill's language exposed him to such charges is a sign that he was dnven by the 

language of Scnpture to speak of baptism as more than simple obedience. However, the fact that 

he spoke of baptism as a means of looking to Christ for salvation was not an indication of an 

elevated significance for baptisrn as a means of grace, but only an indication that baptism is a nomal 

means by which God draws the elect, those redeemed by the blood of Christ, to acknowledge the 

work of Christ. 

Abraham Booth (1 734-1 806) 

Booth served as Pastor of Prescott Street Baptist Church in London frorn 1769 to his death 

in 1806. He was once a General Baptist, but becarne a major spokesman for the Particular Baptists 

after his adoption of Calvinism. He wrote two major works dealing with baptism: A Vindication 

of the Baptists and ~aedoba~tism Exarnined. The former defended the practice of Booth and many 

Baptists called "close communion", Le., the restriction of the Lord's Supper to those who have been 

baptized as believers by immersion; and the latter quoted and evaluated traditional paedobaptist 

arguments. In the process, Booth devoted hundreds of pages to a defence of believer baptism by 

immersion with only passing reference to what God is presumed to do in the baptismal event. 

'*John Bine, The Baptists Vindicatedfiom Some Groundless Charges Brought agaimt Them by 
Mr. EIfringham (London: John Ward, 1756), 3. 



However, what he did say about the effects of baptism moved strongly in an anti-sacramental 

direction, 

One of the ironies of Paedobaptism Examined is the fact that Part 1, over half of this large 

work, was devoted to the question of the mode of baptism, and it was in Chapter III of this section 

that Booth treated "the design of baptism; or the facts and blessings represented by it." What 

followed under that title was an emphasis on the symbolism of death-burial-resurrection and its 

implication that immersion is the only appropriate mode of baptism? Thus the design of baptism 

is fundamentdly to picture the death-burial-resurrection of Christ and the believer's share in the 

benefits associated with the work of Christ, but little was said at that point about the possibility that 

the expenence of those benefits may occur through baptism. 

For purposes of this discussion, the crucial part of Paedobaptism Examined is Chapter III of 

Part II, in which Booth reflected on "the high opinion of the Fathers, concerning the utility of 

baptism." One of the biblical texts which provided the basis for a strong patristic doctrine of 

baptismal regeneration is John 35, Christ's reference to a birth "of water and the Spirit." Booth's 

treatment of this text revealed some of the depth of his anti-sacramental opinion: 

In regard to John iii. 5, it may be observed, that had our divine Teacher, when he declared 
it absolutely necessary to be "bom of water and of the Spirit," intended the ordinance of 
baptism by the term water; then indeed the necessity of that institution would have 
unavoidably followed, as being placed on a level with the renewing agency of the Holy 
Spirit. . . . But who c m  imagine that the Lord should place our immortal interests on such 
a footing, as neither tends to illustrate the grace of God, nor to promote the comfort of man, 
on such a footing as is quite inimical to the spirit of that maxiin, BY GRACE YE ARE 
SAVED; and has no aptitude to excite virtuous tempers in the hurnan heart? A sentiment of 
this kind is chiefly adapted to enhance the importance of the clerical character, and to make 
mankind consider themselves as under infinite obligations to a professional order of their 

79~braham Booth, Paedobuptism Examined, in The Baptist Library, eds. Charles G. Sommers, 
William R Williams, and Levi L. Hill (New York: Lewis Colby & CO., 18461, 1 :378-392. 



fellow mortals, for an interest in everlasting blessednes~.~ 

Booth's antipathy toward the common patristic kind of sacramentalism is easily 

understandable, but given his Calvinism, one might expect him to feel greater attraction to the kind 

of sacramental view found in the Reformed tradition and in many of his Baptist predecessoa. 

However, after treating the patristic evidence, he turned to the Reformers and some of his 

contemporaries, and the "seal of the covenant" approach to baptism was rejected by him with equal 

vehemence. AAer quoting a warning from a Walter Marshall, who said, "Beware of making an id01 

of baptism, and putting it in the place of Christ,"" he said: 

The necessity of this caution will farther appear, by the following extracts fiom Mr. Matthew 
Henry's Treatise on Baptism, lately published. When speaking about the ordinance itself, its 
obligation, and the privileges of baptized persons, he has the following remarkable words: 
. . . "The gospel contains not only a doctrine but a covenant, and by baptism we are brought 
into that covenant. . . .We are baptized into Christ's death; i.e., God doth in that ordinance, 
seal, confirm, and make over to us, ail the benefits of the death of Christ. . . .Baptism seals 
the promise of God's being to me a God, and that is greatly encouraging; . . ." 

Such are the language and sentiments of Mr. Henry, respecting the utility of baptism! 
Upon which 1 would here observe, that we should not have been much surprised, if d e r  ail 
this he had asserted with the Council of Trent, that baptism "opens to every one of us the gate 
of heaven, which before, through sin, was ~hut;"~* 

Booth recognized that he was probably guilty of overstatement at this point in his assertion of a 

fundamental equivalence between Tridentine and Reformed sacramental theology, and so he said: 

Though 1 am far from considering Mr. Henry as avowing the natural consequences 
of his own positions, and equally far from charging them upon him; yet 1 cannot but view the 
positions themselves as unwarrantable, extravagant, and of a dangerous tendency." 

Moving from critique to positive statement, Booth wrote: 



For no Baptist minister, without notoriously confkonting the grand principle on which he 
proceeds in administering the solemn rite, can ever teach that baptism is a mean of producing 
those great effects which Mr. Henry and a thousand others have mentioned. To maintain, 
with a resolute perseverance, that the Iaws of Christ relating to a positive institution should 
be strictly observed, is one thing; to insist upon it, or to insinuate that baptism, to 
whomsoever administered, is the medium of procuring those blessings to which we advert, 
is another. The former is Our indispensable duty; the latter is pregnant with dangerous 
con~equences.~ 

It seems clear, then, that Booth was unwilling to think of baptism as in any sense an effective sign 

which leads to the things signified, and he considered his view of the matter to be inherent in Baptist 

theology . 

Booth's Vindication of Baptists was an attempt to argue that Baptists are not religious bigots 

when they limit the Lord's Supper to immersed believers. The main thmst of his argument was quite 

simple: Virtually al1 Christian traditions agree that participation in the Lord's Supper is limited to 

baptized Christians, and that is the principle which is being followed by close-communion Baptists, 

because they undentand "baptized" to mean "irnmersed in the name of the Trinity as a confessing 

One of the criticisms directed against close-communion Baptists was that they were making 

far too much of baptism, even "putting baptism in the place of Our Lord's atoning blood and the 

sanctiQing agency of the Divine  pir rit."" To this charge Booth responded that it is the critics of 
* 

Baptists who invest baptism with saving power, whiie Baptists in fact deny such power. He wrote: 

For it is too notorious to admit a plea of ignorance in any of our opponents, that we consider 
no one as a proper subject of that institution. who does not profess repentance toward God, 
and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ; who does not, in other words, appear to be in a state of 
salvation. Nay, so far fiom making baptism a saving ordinance, we do not, we cannot 

85 Abraham Booth, A Vindication of the Buptists fiom the Charge of Bigotry, in Refusing 
Communion at the Lord's Table to Paedoboptists, in The Baptist Library, 1 



consider anyone as a proper subject of it who looks upon it in that light? 

Following this disavowal of a sacramental view of baptism, he went on to show that a much higher 

view of baptism's significance was taught by the Bookof Cornmon Prayer, George Whitefield (1 714- 

1770), and John Wesley (1 703- 179 1), as representative of the views held by the critics of the 

"bigoted" Baptists." It seems perfectly clear that Booth rejected ail sacramental views of baptisrn, 

whether Catholic or Protestant. One might well argue that it is incongruous to take such a low view 

of the meaning of baptism and at the same time exclude from Communion persons who are 

recognized as genuine believers in Christ, merely because they were baptized by a defective mode. 

Whatever may be the coherence, or lack thereof, of such a position, what is clear is that Booth and 

other Baptists like him held tenaciously to a high view of church order but a low view of the enicacy 

of the ordinances of the church. 

Anne Dutton (1  692-1 765) 

Among Baptists in 18*-century England it was generally paston who shaped the faith and 

order of the church, but Anne Dutton exerted significant influence without the benefit of such an 

office. Dutton's second husband became the pastor of the Particular Baptists at Great Gransden in 

1732, and fiom that base for about thirty years thereafter she produced a Stream of pamphlets, ofien 

in the fonn of letters to fiends and signed only with her initiais. One of these pamphlets dealt with 

the "Subject, Mode, and End" of baptism, and it provides evidence of a continuing kind of 

Calvinistic sacramental theology among some Pariicular Baptists. 

Dutton asserted that the end of baptism is threefold: " 1. To Represent. 2. To Seal, or Assure. 



And, 3. To ~nitiate."'%e fiat purpose, to represent, denoted the standard Baptist symbolism of 

"the Death, BuriaI, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ, and of our Union and Communion with Him 

therein."" This first purpose was given the majority of space in her pamphlet, but the second and 

third addressed the sacramental question (without using the term sacrament). 

The second purpose, to seal and assure, indicated the way in which God is at work in 

baptism. Just as there is a pictorial representation via immersion of the central facts of redemption, 

so also "the finish'd Work of Redemption, and the Whole of our Salvation thereby, is seal'd up, and 

made sure to Believers in their Baptism."" Since baptism is done in the name of the Trinity, it was 

argued that the Triune God is working through baptism: 

Al1 the three Persons in GOD, do, as it were, solemnly engage to make good al1 the great 
Things represented therein, to a baptized Believer. They hereby set their Seal, as it were, 
their Amen, to al1 that Salvation represented in Baptism, and give the highest Assurance 
thereof to baptized Believers. This the Lord always gives to the Persons of Believers, in the 
due Administration of the Ordinance; and very frequently He gives this Assurance to their 
Spirits in their Submission to it. As God the Father honoured his Son, with Testirnonies of 
his infinite Favour, upon his baptism. And as the Eunuch, afler he was baptized, went on his 
Way rejoicing. And as the Jaylor and his House, after their Baptism, believing in God, 
rejoiced.-But when this is not experienced by Believers upon their Baptism, they are not to 
think it nul1 and void, because, as was said, the Lord gives them a solemn Assurance in the 
very Ordinance of al1 the great Things represented therein, as it is his Appointment, and done 
by his Authority?' 

It is important to note that this statement about the sealing function of baptism argued that there is 
L 

an objective work of God in the event, whether or not it is experienced at the subjective level by the 

subject of baptism. It ought to create feelings ofjoy in the one who is incorporated by baptism into 

Dutton, Brief Hins Concerning Baptism: of the Subjecr, Mode, and End of this Solemn 
Ordinance (London: J .  Hart, 1746), 12. 
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the people of God, the beneficiaries of Christ's redemptive work, but whatever may happen at the 

level of feelings, the confessing believer receives God's "Amen" in the ordinance itself. 

The third purpose is to initiate, that is, "to enter Believers, into a true Gospel Profession of 

christ."" Refemng to Galatians 3:27 and the language of putting on Christ in baptism, she 

described what the subject of baptism is doing in the event: 

He hereby professeth himself to be a lost Sinner, that he believes Christ to be the only 
Saviour, that he looks to Him as his Saviour, and that al1 his Hope of Salvation stands alone 
in the CHRIST of GOD. He likewise hereby professeth to take Christ in al1 his Ofices, as 
his Prophet, Priest and King; and to give up himself to Him, to be His for ever, to follow the 
LAMB, even whithersoever He goetho 

In view of the fact that baptism is in the name of the Trinity, the confesser "professeth to take the 

Three-One GOD for his GOD."" This language of initiation was in the previous century a dominant 

motif in General Baptist rhetoric, but less so in Particular Baptist thought. The crucial point in this 

motif is that the subject of baptism is a sinner who is becoming a Christian through this ordinance, 

not a confirrned Christian who is giving testimony to past experience. As Dutton described this 

initiation, the language is fundamentally about the human act of confessing faith in Christ, but it is 

the human side of the initial entrance into union with Christ, not (as for Gill) some kind of second- 

stage entrance into a deeper communion with Christ. 

Andrew Fuller (1 754- 1 8 1 5 )  

Fuller served as pastor at Kettering fiom 1782 to his death in 1815, but his influence 

extended far beyond his pastorate. He was a leader in the Northamptonshire Association aïid one 

- -  - 

921bid, 22. 
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of the founden of the Baptist Missionary Society which sent William Carey (1 76 1 - 1834) to India 

in 1793. He provided much of the theological foundation for this aggressive missionary activity with 

his book, The Gospel of Christ Worthy of Ail Acceptation (1785), which dethroned John Gill's 

version of Calvinism as the dominant outlook of Particular Baptists. His system was still very much 

Calvinistic, but he afErmed human responsibility tu respond to the gospel, as well as the 

responsibility of believers to seek the response of others, thus restating Calvinistic theology in a fresh 

and compelling way. In many ways, then, he becarne the second great Calvinistic Baptist theologian. 

In spite of his stature as a Baptist thinker, very little of his extensive writing was devoted to the topic 

of baptism. The most relevant piece of literature is his circula letter written to the churches of the 

Northamptonshire Association in 1802, entitled, "The Practical Uses of Christian Baptism." 

This letter assumed without argument the traditional Baptist positions on the subjects and 

mode of baptism, and proceeded to explore "the influence of this ordinance, where it produces its 

proper effects, in promoting piety in individuals, and pwity in the ~hurch."~' His surnrnary statement 

was ihat, "The principal design of it appears to be, A solemn and practical profession of the 

Christian religion."96 This profession of Christian faith was described in various ways, one of which 

is the Apostle Paul's statement that, "As many of you as have been baptized into Christ have put on 

Christ" (Gd. 3:27). Fuller explained it thus: 

There is a putting on of Christ which is intemal, and consists in relinquishing the former 
lusts, and being of the miad of Christ; but that which is here referred to appears to be an open 
profesion of his name, to the renouncing of everything that stood in cornpetition with him. 
It was therefore true of as many as had been baptized, whether they abode in the truth or not. 
And even their being "the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus" seems to express what 

g5~ndrew Fuller, "The Practical Uses of Christian Baptism," in The Complete Works of the Rev. 
Andrew ~u11et: wiih a Memoir of His Li&, by Andrew Gunton Fuller, 3rd ed. (Philadelphia: 
Amencan Baptist Publication Society, l845), 3:339. 



they were in profession, rather than what they were in fact?' 

This understanding of baptism as an oath of allegiance is both an early meaning of the Latin 

sacramentum and a partial description of the baptism of adult converts as conceptualized by both 

sacramental and non-sacramental traditions. The question that remains is whether there is an action 

from the divine side in the event, i.e., whether the benefits of Christ are conveyed to the elect through 

baptism. 

As Fuller's argument unfolded, he considered the relationship between baptism and the 

remission of sins, and his statement of the matter communicated a cornmon Baptist ambivalence, 

recognizing that Scripture points to some kind of instrumental fiinction of baptism, but feeling the 

need for major qualifications. He wrote: 

Hence, baptism in the name of Christ is said to beBr the remission of sins. Not that there 
is any such virtue in the element, whatever be the quantity; nor in the ceremony, though of 
Divine appointment; but it contaiw a sign of the way in which we must be saved. Sin is 
washed away in baptism in the sarne sense as Christ's flesh is eaten, and his blood drank, in 
the Lord's supper: the sign, when rightly used, leads to the thing signified. Remission of sins 
is ascribed by Peter not properly to baptism, but to the name in which the parties were to be 
baptized. Thus also Saul was directed to WASH AWAY HIS SMS cafling on T H E  NAME 
OF THE  LORD?^ 

The c m  here is the phrase, "rightly used," which must mean something like, "used as an outward 

and formal expression of genuine personal faith." Whatever may be the precise sense of the phrase, 
t 

Fuller did see baptism as a sign which is received by a peson who is seekitzg the benefits signified 

by it, as was true for Saul who called on the narne of Chnst for the removal of sin in the baptismal 

event. Remission of sins is "properly" ascnbed to Christ, but it is clear that in some sense it cornes 

through baptism; othenvise there would be nothing here to require clarification by the term 
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"properly." It should also be noted that for Fuller, as for Gill, the contrast was not between baptism 

and faith, but between baptism and the work of Christ. That is, the concem was not to define the 

human action(s) which function(s) as the instrumental cause(s) of penonai salvation, but to 

emphasize that any human action is at best an instrumental cause, a rneans by which God acts to 

apply the benefits of the work of Christ. 

Fuller's statements indicate that there is some instrumental value in baptism, some way in 

which baptism leads to reception of the benefits of Christ, but the evidence is minimal and 

undeveloped. His thought seems to fit well within the context of baptism as a "seal" of union with 

Christ, but he did not use this language explicitly. Baptists of the 18th century generally avoided this 

terminology, partly because of the perceived absence of biblical precedents and partly to avoid the 

Reformed paedobaptist application to infants, but at a conceptual level the idea of "seal" appears to 

capture the essence of their thought whenever they affinn with Fuller that "the sign, when rightly 

used, leads to the thing signified." 

John Rvland. Jr. (1 753-1 825) 

Ryland was the son of John C. Ryland (1 723-1 792), another noted Baptist pastor. The junior 

Ryland was for over thirty years the pastor at Broadmead Church, Bristol and the president of Bristol 

Baptist College, an influential school for the training of Baptist pastors. His baptismal theology was 

published in a small book, A Candid Statement of the Reasons Which Induce the Baptists tu Drffer 

In Opinion and Practicefiom So Many of Their Christian Brethren. The book was said to represent 

the substance of a sermon which he often preached at baptismal services, and although it was 

published in 18 14, it represents the baptismal theology which was being taught by Ryland in the late 

18th century and is thus included here. 



a It is abundantly clear that for Ryland, regeneration actually occurs prior to baptism. He 

wrote: 

With respect to those whom we baptize, we cannot search the heart, and may be 
mistaken in our judgment, as PHILIP was respecting SIMON, and as the strictest 
Independents may be respecting those whom they admit to the Lord's Table; but we dare noi 
baptize any of whom we do not hope that they are already bom of God; or that they have 
been renewed in the temper of their minds; that they are penitent believers, whom the love 
of Christ constraineh to confess him before men, in the way which he hath appointed.* 

Later he responded to the charge that Baptists put an undue emphasis on baptism by saying: 

1 know of no Baptist who ever said such strong things of the necessiîy, much less of the 
eflcucy of Baptism, as many Paedobaptists have done. And let it be remembered that it is 
our very pnnciple, that a man mustfirst be in a state of salvation before he has a right to 
Baptism.'" 

In spite of this assertion that evident regeneration is a condition of baptism, the way in which 

Ryland descnbed the intention of baptismal candidates pictured them as guilty simers Iaying hold 

a of Christ for salvation. For example: 
- 

They mean hereby openly to confess their pollution and guilt. They are about to be baptized 
with the Baptism of Repentance, professing to be overwhelrned with shame for their 
inexcusable revolt from God. They are corne to a place where much water is, that they may, 
by being washed al1 over, indicate a deep conviction of their entire pollution, and need of 
universal cleansing. 'O' 

In standard Baptist fashion, the baptismal candidates were "to avow their faith in Christ's death and 

resurrection" by their immersion in water, and thus to signifL their communion in these realities.Io2 

Speaking to the candidates, Ryland said, "In this ordinance, you hope for that communion with him, 

'?John Ryland, A CandidStatement of the Rearons m i c h  Induce the Baptists to Dtrer in Opinion 
and Pructicefiom So Many of Their Christian Brethren (London: W .  Button, 18 14), 34. 

'*1bid, "Notes," xxx. 
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of which infants are absolutely incapable."'" This share in the benefits of Christ's vicarious work 

is hoped for in the ordinance, which is to Say that the candidates are baptized in order to experience 

this spiritual death and resurrection, not simply as a testimony that it has been experienced. 

Similady, "The persons about to be baptized, wish to be considered by a11 the spectators as hereby 

declaring their desire to die unto sin, and live unto righteou~ness."'~ Granted that some sort of 

spintual reorientation has occurred in these penons to bring them to confess faith in Christ, there 

is nevertheless a M e r  spiritual transformation which is anticipated through their baptism. 

The sarne kind of dialectic which has been seen in other Baptists was present in Ryland, i.e., 

although the persons admitted to baptism m u t  make a credible confession of repentance and faith, 

and are thus evidently in a state of grace, the benefits of salvation are being sought via baptism. This 

paradox is rooted in the Calvinistic theology of the Particular Baptists which afirms: (1) that 

regeneration is a divine act whichprecedes (logically, not temporally) and empowers faith; (2) that 

faith, therefore, is a means by which salvation that is actual but invisible becomes visible and 

experiential; and (3) that baptism is the divindy-ordained event in which the initial confession of 

faith occurs, so that the effects of baptism are the effects of faith. 

Summary 

The most significant characteristics of the baptismal theology of 1 8th-century Baptists would 

include the following: 

(1) The termsacrament was only occasionally used to descnbe baptism. This had never been 

a cornmon term in Particular Baptist confessions, but it had been used fkeely in the writings of 
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individual signatories of those confessions. However, in the writings surveyed in this chapter, 

ordinance was the consistent label for baptism and the Lord's Supper, and sacrament was never the 

author's choice (although the term appears in some quotations). 

(2) Baptism was called a sign but very seldom a seul, contrary to the usage of major 17th- 

century authors. There were exceptions to this rule, e.g.,  AM^ Dutton, but the absence of such 

references is striking. 

(3) Baptists were in general preoccupied with questions about the subjects and mode of 

baptism, and there was very littie thought given to questions about the sense in which baptism might 

be a means of grace. Whereas the earliest Baptists were primarily concerned with the subjects of 

baptism and secondarily (indeed, only at a later point in time) with the mode of baptism, the order 

was often reversed in 18th-century treatments. Many pages were devoted to studies of Greek 

lexicography, the history of baptismal practice, and the imagery of death-burial-resurrection, but very 

few pages to the divine side of baptism. 

(4) Whenever the effects of baptism were discussed, there was a tendency to minimize divine 

action in the event. There was still a recognition that God's action in forgiving sins and bestowing 

the Holy Spirit is in some way mediated through baptism, but the scriptural texts which demand this 

recognition (e.g., Acts 2:38; 22: 16; 1 Peter 3:21; Mark 16: 16) tended to be interpreted in a modest 

and defensive way. Other biblical texts like John 3 5  and Titus 3 5 ,  which were admitted as 

allusions to baptismal water by earlier Baptists, were often reinterpreted in a way that stripped them 

of any baptismal reference. 

Analvsis 

There are some obvious differences between the 17th and 18th centuries when one examines 
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Baptist attempts to state a theology of baptism. A gap ought not be turned into a chasm, but there 

are differences which demand some explmation. One of the dificulties involved in analyzing the 

differences is the fact that the 18th-century authors seldom quoted their Baptist predecessors or 

explicitly interacted with their literature; therefore, the reasons for any conceptual shift may not be 

clear. Why did Baptists seldom quote their Baptist ancestors? Part of the answer must lie in the 

common Baptist assurnption that each Christian can discem the meaning of divine revelation by an 

inductive, direct approach to Scnpture alone. Another part of the answer lies in the polemical nature 

of so much of the Baptist literature-it was an attempt to convince paedobaptists that the Baptist 

practice of baptism was in fact correct, and the appeal to Baptist literature was hardly an effective 

appeal to recognized authority. It would be far more effective to show that illustrious paedobaptists 

admitted, for example, that immersion was the typical mode of baptism for thirteen centuries, or that 

a there was no explicit reference to infant baptism prior to TertuIlian (who was himself against the 

practice). What follows here, then, is a somewhat tentative description of some theological factors 

that were at work in this developing tradition. 

First of all, it would be a mistake to focus on the disuse of the term sacrament. The terms 

sacrament and ordinance were never mutually exclusive, nor were they regarded as contradictions. 

Li 17th-century Baptist usage, ordinonce was the broader term and denoted at least prayer and the 

ministry of the Word in addition to baptism and the Lord's Supper, while sacrament was the 

narrower t e m  denoting only the last two. The term ordinance became the standard language of the 

Particular Baptist confessions, but for reasons that are not entirely clear, inasrnuch as leaders in the 

writing of the confessions (e.g., Benjamin Keach) fieely spoke of baptism as a sacrament of the 

gospel. 

O One possible reason for the use of ordinunce may well be that it better captures the sense of 



56 

being commanded by the Lord, while sacrament has more of an ecclesiastical tone. A recumng 

theme in Baptist literature was that baptism is a "positive institution," that disciples of Christ 

ultimately do it simply because the Lord has ordained it, and that it rnust be done in the way that he 

ordained.'" The fact that church tradition authorizes it was virtually irrelevant for the Baptists. 

This sense ofbaptism as a "positive institution" (Le., a precept observed simply because God 

has commanded it) functioned as a powerful argument for the Baptist position. For exarnple, both 

sides in the paedobaptist debate generally admitted that a strong case can be made for baptizing only 

confessing believers if the argument is based simply on the explicit narratives of Scripture. The 

paedobaptist case was normally rooted in inferences drawn from scriptural principles. Baptists, on 

the other hand, declared that in the case of a positive institution, such inferences are inappropriate; 

the absence of an explicit basis for baptizing infants amounts to a prohibition of the practice.lo6 

Therefore, even for those Baptists who were cornfortable with the term sacrament, there was much 

to be gained in theological debate by using the term ordinance. 

Another possible reason was to avoid the need for continual clarification of the term 

sucrament, in the face of the diverse usage of the term by the various Christian traditions. The use 

of the weaker term, ordinunce, would not cany connotations in quite the way that sacrament would, 

and thus would eliminate potential misunderstanding. 

In the end, it must be noted that although the 18th-century writers did not use the term 

sacrament, there was no explicit rejection of the tem. For that very reason, one ought not infer that 

the choice of other terms implies that the thought patterns are anti-sacramental. That shift appears 

'"'For an emphatic statement of this principle, see Booth, Pucdobuptism Examined, Part 1, 
Chapter 1. 

'06Benjamin Beddorne, Baptism: Extroctfiom a Scriptural Exposition of the Baplist Catechism; 
by way of Question and Anmer (London: Whittingham and Rowland, L 8 1 3),7. 
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to be true in some cases, but that judgment cannot be made on the basis of terminology alone. 

Second, the retreat from the designation of baptism as a seai is as dificult to analyse as the 

retreat From sacramenr. As noted above, the retreat was not complete, for there were still some 

writen like Anne Dutton who used the motif of sealing/assuring to describe the effects of baptism. 

The most probable explmation lies in the need for Particular Baptists to distinguish themselves from 

Presbyterians and Independents, both of whorn used the term seal to descnbe the fùnction of 

baptism. However, in the case of these other Caivinistic groups, the most popularly cherished use 

of the term related to the incorporation of infant children of church members into the "covenant 

people," and this was the crucial point at which the Baptists disagreed. The other factor at work 

here is the attempt of Baptists to go straight to the Bible, where they did not find baptism referred 

to as a seai. 

It seems unfortunate, though, that this terminology dropped out of the common Baptist 

vocabulary, because it seems well-suited to describe the significance of baptism as the event in 

which "faith discovers itsel f '  (to use Gili's phrase) and conversion to Christ is rati fied. It should no t 

have been difficult to argue that the idea of a seai is an apt description of baptism's function in the 

case of a confessing believer, and that the application of it to infants is problematic. Both the 

Lutheran concept of baptisrn as a "visible word" which evokes and strengthen's faith and the 

Calvinistic concept of baptism as a "seal" which ratifies both human faith and the divine gift of 

salvation c m  easily be related to the baptism of a confessing believer, but the application to infants 

who cannot confess faith appears to be forced. It is not clear why the Baptists did not affirm the 

terminology and claim to be its rightful users, as opposed to paedobaptists.. The .y in which 

baptism fùnctions according to Baptist theology, i.e., as a tangible confirmation of faith and what 

faith receives, is precisely what the term seal is all about. It is a fact that the term fell out of favour, 



but this does not prove that the concept was no longer active at a conceptual level. 

Third, the retreat fiom a more clearly sacramental view of baptism was due more to neglect 

than to positive rejection of older ideas. Baptists were involved in vigorous debate about the mode 

and subjects of baptism, so that little energy was devoted to a positive development. It was 

increasingly true that Baptists knew more about what did not happen in the sprinkling of infants than 

they did about what does happen in the immersion of believers. 

Fourth, the impact of High Calvinism was disastrous for the development of any serious 

baptismal theology. At a theoretical level, such a theology minimized the significance of human acts 

in general, and thus of baptism in particular. At a practical level, it rninimized the practice of 

evangelism and thus reduced the level of baptismal activity in the churches, which would reduce the 

incentive to reflect on baptism at a theological level. 

FiJh, there are probably several reasons why Baptists tended to rninimize the effects of 

baptism when they did move beyond the issues of subjects and mode, but none of these reasons are 

compelling. (1) They wanted to avoid mechanistic views of baptism's efficacy that were associated 

with traditional Catholic theology. They were, after all, orthodox Protestants, and furthemore, they 

were part of a tradition which had concluded that the magisterial Reformation had not gone far 

enough in its reforms. Anything that looked Iike a move back toward Rome would be viewed with 

extreme suspicion. (2) Baptists were convinced that the more one talked about the necessity of 

baptism, the more one would be inclined to paedobaptism and "ranti~m"'~' (baptism by sprinkling, 

from the Greek bvri<o) .  John Ryland's interpretation of history indicated that pouring or 

sprinkling as a baptismal mode was first accepted in the third century in the case of sick persons, due 

ImThis "rantism" is to be distinguished fiom the 17%entury antinomian movement in England 
whose adherents were known as Ranters. 
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to an excessive estimate of the necessity of baptism for sal~ation.'~' Furthemore, they argued that 

in the patristic era the same doctrine of necessity was the bais for the baptism of infants, since it was 

assumed that unbaptized infants could not be saved any more than unbaptized adultdW However 

one may assess their reading of the history of baptismal practice, it is not hard to see the logic oftheir 

inference. (3) They minimized the effects of baptism to refute the charge that they elevated baptism 

to a level of undue importance. They generally practised closed membership, i.e., they accepted as 

church members only those persons who were imrnersed as confessing believers; and many of them 

practised close communion, Le., they welcomed to the Lord's Supper only immersed believers. The 

practice of close communion was not a denial of the salvation of the irregularly baptized, but it was 

easily interpreted in that way, thus exacerbating the tension that already existed due to the 

disagreement over the practice of baptism. Consequently, Baptists emphasized that baptism was not 

a necessary for salvation in a way that muted their Calvinistic sacramental heritage. 

On balance, it seems that it would have been more appropriate to articulate carefully the kind 

of Baptist sacramentalism taught by Baptists like Henry Lawrence and Benjamin Keach in the 17th 

century. In terms of the inner logic, the Baptist practice is more undentandable if there is a relative 

necessity for the occurrence of confessional baptisrn. If the baptism of confessing believers is the 

normal means by which God seals the individual's personal, saving union with Christ, then to neglect 

it is cause for serious concem. If conversion is consciously completed apart from baptism, and 

baptism is reduced to sheer obedience and pure symbolism, then the n m o w  Baptist practice is 

indeed mystifjhg, especially in its close communion form. 

108~yland, Candid Statement, 10. 

'09E300th, Paedobaptism Ekamined, Part I I ,  Chapter III. 



The Nineteenth Centurv 

The preceding material has indicated that for the first two centuries of their existence, 

Baptists had shaped their baptismal theology in the midst of controversy. Usually those 

controvenies had been focussed on either the subjects or the mode of baptism, and the question of 

the relationship between baptism and the various aspects of salvation had been addressed for the 

most part only as it came up in discussions of paedobaptism. In the 19th century, it continued to be 

true that Baptists shaped their doctrine of baptism in the context of controversy, but in this case the 

controversy dealt explicitly with baptism as a means of saving grace. In the early part of the century, 

Anglo-Catholic sentiment within the Church of England was powerfully expressed through what is 

called the Oxford Movement or Tractarianism, a movement that began as a response to theological 

liberalism but rapidly becarne a defence of Catholic views within Anglicanism, including a strong 

0 statement of baptismal regeneration. Although it was in one sense an interna1 debate within the 

Church of England, it also set the agenda for theological discussion arnong the dissenting churches, 

as Roger Hayden, a contemporary British Baptist historian, notes: 

It is almost impossible to exaggerate the impact of the Anglo-Catholic Tractarian Movement 
in Nonconformist churches. The word "sacrament" now became totally unacceptable in 
Baptist circles. . . . Baptists, in this period, tended to give a higher priority to what the 
individual believer did than to God's action in baptism. Baptists regarded this ordinance as 

- prirnarily a testimony to persona1 faith in Christ and a disciplined following of the example 
of Jesus.' 'O 

In his discussion of the developing theology of English Baptists of the 19th century, J. H. Y. Briggs, 

another contemporary British Baptist historian, says: 

The context for the debate soon became that heightened sacrarnentalism within the 
established church which mid-Victorian Baptists perceived to be the fiuit of the Oxford 

'''Roger Hayden, English Baptist History and Heritage (London: The Baptist Union of Great 
Britain, 1990), 100. 



Movernent, with its accompanying secessions to Rome. ' ' ' 
Such a context would seem to be the ideal time for Baptists to state their theology of baptism 

as a means of grace in a way that was much more explicit than their earlier Iiterature, which tended 

to address the sacramental question only indirectly. It is true that the Baptist literature of this period 

spoke more directly about baptism in relation to spiritual rebirth, but it was usually written in 

reaction to Anglo-Catholicism, and this reactionary process tended to formulate baptismal theology 

in a reductionistically non-sacramental direction. J. R. C. Perkin, a former British Baptist and later 

president of Acadia University, has noted that there was during this period a "rninority movernent 

within the Baptist denornination which stood for a sacramental view over against the nuda signa 

doctrine of its contemporaries," but it was a definite minority and a "fluid body of opinion."'" There 

was no confessional development during this penod, but there were extended treatments of baptism 

by individual authors, and the rest of this chapter will survey some of the most influential of those. 

Robert Hall. Jr. (1 764-1 83 i 1 

Hall was a second-generation Baptist pastor whose contribution to baptismal theology was 

somewhat indirect, in that it was developed in the context of the ongoing Baptist debate about the 

relationship between baptism and the Lord's Supper. As noted in the previous chapter, many 

Baptists held to "close (strict) communion" and thus admitted to the Lord's Supper only those who 

had been in their opinion validly baptized. Although this view was ably defended by Abraham 

Booth and was probably the majority view among Particular Baptists, there was never unanimity on 

I l i  J. H. Y. Bnggs, The English Baptists of the Nineteenth Century (London: The Baptist Historical 
Society, 1994), 46. 

'*J. R. C. Perkin, "Baptism in Nonconformist Theology, 1820- 1920, with special reference to the 
Baptists" @.Phil. thesir, University of Oxford, 1955), 10. 
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the point. Hall entered the debate in 18 15 with his book, On Term of Communion, which responded 

to Booth and defended "open (fkee) communion,'' in which paedobaptist Chnstians were admitted 

to the communion table in Baptist churches. This evoked a response from Joseph Kinghom (1 766- 

1832) in his Baptism a Term of Communion ut the Lord's Supper ( 1  8 16), which Hall countered with 

A Reply tu the Revd Joseph Kinghorn. being a Further Vindication of Free Communion ( 1  8 18). 

Several years later Kinghom concluded the dialogue with A Defence of  Baptism a Term of 

Communion in A m e r  to the Revd Robert Hall's RepZy ( 1  840). This debate was not explicitly about 

the eEcacy of baptism, since debaten on both sides of the question admitted that paedobaptist 

believers were genuine recipients of God's saving grace, but Hall did address the sacramental 

question at various points in this literature. 

There was an enormous amount of ambivalence in Hall's references to the efficacy of 

a baptism. On the one hand, he interpreted Christian baptism within the New Testament as a rite with 

great significance and momentous effects. The context in which this occurred was his assertion of 

a fundamental distinction between John's baptism and the baptism instituted by Christ. One of the 

standard arguments for strict communion was the temporal priority of baptism relative to the Lord's 

Supper, given that John and Christ's disciples were baptizing prior to the institution of the Lord's 

Supper, which occurred only at the end of the earthly ministry of Jesus. But if Christian baptism as 

expressed in the apostolic commission of Matthew 28 was something radically new and not simply 

the continuation of John's baptism, then the temporal order of the institution of the sacraments is 

reversed. Hall defended the discontinuity between the two baptisms by asserting the vastly superior 

effects of Christian baptism: 

The baptism instituted by our Lord is in Scnpture distinguished From that of the forerunner 
by the superior effects with which it was accompanied; so that, instead of being confounded 
they are contrasted in the sacred historians. . . . The rite administered by John was a mere 



immersion in water, unaccompanied with that effusion of the Spirit, that redundant supply 
of supematural gifts and graces which distinguished the subjects of the Christian institute."' 

Conceming the blessings inherent in the new covenant, and refemng to the frequently-quoted 

promise of Peter in Acts 2:38, he wrote: 

The effision of the Spirit, indeed, in the multifarious forms ofhis miraculous and sanctifying 
operation, may be considered as equivalent to them dl;  and this, we are distinctiy told, was 
not given (save in a very scanty manner) during our Lord's abode upon earth, because he was 
not yet glorified. . . .[Hall describes the bestowal of the Spirit at Pentecost.] . . . In the 
subsequent history, we perceive that this gift was, on al1 ordinary occasions, conferred in 
connexion with baptism. ' l4 

This relationship betw den Daptism and the gift of the Holy Spirit is an indication that, "The baptism 

of the Holy Ghost, or the copious effision of spiritual influences, in which primitive Chnstians were, 

so to speak, immersed, was appointed to follow the sacramental use of water, under the Christian 

econorny." lis 

This looks like a very high view of the efficacy of baptism: it is the means by which one 

receives the Holy Spirit, the supreme benefit of the new covenant; baptism in water in the narne of 

Christ is the event in which baptism in the Spirit occurs; indeed, baptism is necessary for salvation, 

because through apostolic teaching it was understood that a refusa1 to be baptized was a refusai to 

acknowledge Jesus as Lord and Christ, and thus a rejection of saving grace.'" 

However, this was only one aspect of Hall's baptismal theology. There was also a recuning 

therne which minimized the place of baptism as a means of grace and rejected the developments 

''Robert Hall, On Terms of Communion, with a Purticular View to the Case of the Buptists and 
Paedobaptists, in The Works of Robert Hull, A. M., ed. Olinthus Gregory (London: Henry G. Bohn, 
l843), 1 :297. 



the Catholic tradition: He wrote: 

It is well known that from a very eady period the most extravagant notions prevailed in the 
Church with respect to the efficacy of baptisrn, and its absolute necessity in order to attain 
salvation. The descent of the human mind from the spint to the letter, from what is vital and 
intelléctual to what is ritual and extemal in religion, is the true source of idolatry and 
superstition in al1 the rnultifarious forrns they have assumed; and as it began early to compt 
the religion of nature, or, more properly, of patriarchal tradition, so it soon obscured the 
lustre, and destroyed the simplicity of the Christian institute."' 

There are, of course, biblical texts which suggest a high view of baptismal efficacy, some of which 

Hall himself had used to support his argument, but in his opinion these texts had been misused in 

the Catholic tradition: 

From an erroneous interpretation of the figurative language of a few passages in Scnpture, 
in which the sign is identified with the thing signified, very similar to the mistake which 
afterward led to transubstantiation, it was universally supposed that baptism was invariably 
accompanied with a supematural effect, which totally changed the state and character of the 
candidate, and constituted him a child of God and an heir of the kingdom of heaven. Hence 
it was almost constantly denoted by the tems illumination, regeneration, and others, 
expressive of the highest operations of the Spirit; and as it was believed to obtain the plenary 
remission of al1 past sins, it was often, in order to ensure that benefit, purposely deferred to 
the latest period of life.' l 8  

Hall rejected such a "superstitious" view of baptism, asserting that Baptists, of al1 people, were 

unwilling to posit this kind of connection between baptisrn and regeneration: 

By orthodox Christians it is uniformly maintained that union to Christ is formed by faith, and 
as the Baptists are distinguished by demanding a profession of it at baptism, they at least are 
precluded from asserting that rite to have any concem in effecting the spiritual alliance in 
question. In their judgment at least, since faith precedes the application of water, the only 
means of union are possessed by the abettea of infant-sprinkling equally with thernselves; 
who are therefore equally of the "body of Ciuist, and members in parti~ular.""~ 

The tension between what he asserted to be the purpose of baptism "under the Christian 
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economy" and what he later said about the relative insignificance of baptism is evident, and a 

resolution of this tension is not obvious. Apparently Hall sought to resolve this tension by limiting 

the high view of baptismal efficacy to the apostolic age. For example, when commenting on the 

Mark 16 account of the promise of miraculous gifts, he said that such "supernaturd endowments 

regularly accompanied the imposition of the hands of the apostles on primitive converts, immediately 

subsequent to their bapt i~m."~*~ The account in Acts 8 of the Samaritans who believed the gospel 

and were baptized, but did not receive the gifi of the Spirit until a later time, conflicts with other 

accounts of the gifi of the Spirit in the same book, and interpreters have suggested various reasons 

for this difference. Hall suggested that the reason is that, "The apostles, to whom alone the power 

of confemng it belonged, were not present."121 The result of al1 this was to posit a major distinction 

between the experience of baptism in the apostolic age and the experience of baptism in the present. 

Although this may have helped Hall to affirm the genuine Christian experience of his paedobaptist 

contemporaries, it created huge problerns for his use of Scripture as a source for a doctrine of 

baptism. The New Testament assertions about faith, baptism, and spiritual rebirth were, afier all, 

written during the apostolic age when baptism was, by his own admission, functioning as a means 

of God's bestowal of the blessings of the new covenant. The apostolic teaching about faith as the 

means of union with Christ was being communicated at the same time that baptism was mediating 

the experience of salvation, and indeed was being cornmunicated by the very persons who had power 

to convey these blessings in connection with baptism. How is it, then, that the apostolic teaching 

about faith serves to rninimize the role of baptism? If Acts and the apostolic epistles do not give us 

a Christian doctrine of baptism which is valid for the whole inter-advent age, then where would we 



get such a doctrine? It does not appear that Hall had the answers to these questions. 

There was much in Hall's theology which pointed to a high view of baptism as a rneans of 

grace: he freely called it a sacrameni, even though this terrn had fallen into relative disuse among 

his fellow Baptists; he also described the Lord's Supper in sacramental terrns along the lines of a 

"spiritual presence" of Christ, as opposed to the purely mernorialistic view associated with 

~wingli; '~'  this sacramentalism seemed to be present in his contrast between John's baptism (which 

effected none ofthe benefits of salvation) and Christian baptism (which effects what John promised). 

Nevertheless, in his attempt to affirm the presence of saving grace in paedobaptist Christims and 

their consequent right to communion at the Lord's Table in Baptist churches, he denied that the 

apostolic practice and doctrine of baptism are paradigrnatic for the entire inter-advent age. 

It would seem that a more appropriate solution can be found. This tension seems capable of 

resolution, if one assumes that baptism is the normal, though not invariable, means by which union 

with Christ is experientially sealed, and that faith alone is the indispensable instrument of this saving 

union. Such an approach might properly defend the laudable extension of communion at the Lord's 

Supper to a11 who give evidence of their union with Christ by obeying the commands of Christ as 

they understand them, without grounding the defence in an incoherent baptismal theology. 

Alexander Carson (1 779-1 844) 

Carson was initially an Irish Presbyterian nlinister, who went through a change of mind about 

biblical teaching on church government and thus becarne an Independent (Congregationalist). Later 

he experienced another profound change of mind, this time on the subject of baptism, which Led to 



his becoming a Baptist, and eventually an apologist for Baptist views. 

Subjects, an influential polemic, was painstakingly detailed in its 
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His Baptism in its Mode und 

arguments about mode and 

subjects, but it devoted little space to the question of baptism as a means of grace. What he did Say 

on the topic is stated indirectly in a brief section defending the baptism of believers only. 

In that section, Carson accepted as allusions to baptism some passages which, due to their 

sacramental character, had been interpreted by other Baptists as having no reference to baptism at 

alI. In this category would be John 35; Titus 3:s; Ephesians 5:26; and 1 Corinthians 12:13. 

However, he argued that each of the New Testament allusions to baptism assumes that the candidate 

has experienced the benefits of salvationprior to baptism. His summary statement was this: 

In general, it is quite apparent that baptism is not only a figure of the washing away of sin, 
but that it is always supposed that the sins of those who are baptized are already washed 
away. Now this can be supposed of none but believen. Infants dying in infancy, if saved, 
have their sins washed away. But millions of penons who have their sins washed away, have 
not had them washed away in infancy. With respect to such, then, baptism, that supposes 
sins already washed away, could have no proper application in their infancy? 

John 3 5  was accepted as a baptismal allusion, but he asserted that in this text, "The ordinance 

exhibits the baptized person as at the time bom again."'24 Whether this meant that the person was 

bom again in connection with baptism or was in a rebom condition at the time of baptism because 

of a previous rebirth is not clear, but clarification came through his treatment of Titus 3:s. He - 
accepted the idea that baptism is the "bath of regeneration," but also said that, "The baptized person 

. . . is supposed to be already bom, or renewed by the  pir rit."'^ With regard to Acts 22: 16, he said, 

"Here we see baptism figuratively washes away sins, and supposes that they are previously truly 

'U~lexander Carson, Baptisrn in its Mode and Subjects, 5th ed. (Philadelphia: Amencan Baptist 
Publication Society, 1 860), 2 1 1. 



68 

washed a ~ a y . " ' ~ ~  Conceming 1 Corinthians 12: 13 he wrote, "They who are baptized are supposed 

already to belong to the body of Christ; and for this reason they an baptized into it."'*' 

This can hardly be seen as anything other than a superficial and tendentious reading of these 

biblical texts. Although it may be possible to interpret these texts in a non-sacramental manner, this 

is anything but the obvious conclusion that he suggested. It looks as if these texts are saying that 

baptism is instrumentai in the experience of salvation, i.e., that spiritual rebirth, cleansing from sin, 

and union with Christ and his church are effects of baptism. That this is the apparent meaning of the 

texts is evident from the common Baptist attempt to evade this conclusion by interpreting these 

passages in a non-baptismal sense. 

The point that Canon was trying to make is that the New Testament uniformly assumes that 

those who have been baptized have been spiritually rebom through union with Christ, an assumption 

that could not be made about infants, and therefore, infant baptism must not have been the apostolic 

practice. This argument is meaningful and cogent as it stands, but Carson went beyond it to Say not 

sirnply that those who are baptized are assumed to be saved, but also that they are assumed to have 

been savedprior to baptism. To Say that baptism and salvation are assumed to be coextensive is not 

to speci@ the exact temporal or logical relationship between the two. 

Charles Stovel11799-1883) 

Stovel was a pastor in various churches in England and was a respected denominational 

leader, twice serving one-year terms as president of the Baptist Union. In 1843 he responded to 

Tractarianism with a series of lectures which were published as The Baptismal Regeneration 
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Controversy Considered, which is one of the most careful and thorough responses from a Baptist 

perspective. 

Stovel's book was written against the background of Tractarianism and a renewed 

cornmitment to a high doctrine of baptismal regeneration, but his concem was to refute every form 

of baptismal theology which affirms that a spiritual gifi is conferred through baptism, Tractarianism 

being just the most conspicuous example at that tirne. As exarnples of the kind of doctrine which 

he rejected, he articulated the teaching of the Canons of Trent, the Frayer Book and Thirty-Nine 

Articles of the Church of England, the Lutheran confessions, and the Westminster Confession of 

Faith.I2' The attack on the traditional Roman Catholic doctrine of conveyance of grace ex opere 

operuto is understandable, as is his treatment of the Anglican tradition, given that he considered the 

Tractarians "to be the most full and candid expositon of the doctrines of the Church of England."'" 

The language of baptismal regeneration is deeply rooted in Lutheran theology as well, although the 

emphasis on faith in comection with the "visible word" of baptism distinguishes it from the 

Tridentine theology. The most surprising aspect of Stovel's approach was his attack on the 

Westminster Assernbly at this point; he did not simply equate it with other doctrines of baptismal 

regeneration, but he did argue that at the core there is a fundamental point of equivalence which must 

be rejected. He wrote: 

Baptismal Regeneration is only one form in which the error is stated. Where these words are 
rejected "with abhorrence," benefits are ascribed to Infant Baptism, which are quite 
unscriptural, and the supposition of which, have almost the same moral effect upon mankind. 
With some, it is "a seal of the covenant," With others, it is an "introduction into the visible 
Church." Some contend that "grace" is always communicated in Baptism; others, that it is 
not cornmunicated invariably, but only sometimes. Some will have it to be a "regeneration;" 

12*Charles Stovel, The Baprismal Regeneration Controversy Conridered (London: Houlston & 
Stoneman, and Dyer & Co., l843), 72-80. 



others will not admit that term. All, however, urge the observance of this rite as a duty on 
parents, and plead that the infant baptized has a claim to the pri~i lege. '~ 

With regard to the teaching expressed in the Westminster Confession and Catechisms, he wrote: 

It is quite plain. . . that their whole discussion with the Episcopalians on this statement, must 
tum on the questions respecting an invariable regeneration in Baptism, and the right of others 
to that sacrament, besides the children of Christians. Thus much, also, ought, in justice to 
be said upon the case, that the question of holding or rejecting the error of baptismal grace, 
was never submitted to the Episcopalians in that Conference. Other ternis were preferred to 
that of "regeneration," but the idea was retained by the objector~. '~~ 

On the surface, then, Stovel seemed to be resolutely non-sacramental and opposed to any thought 

of being the beneficiary of divine action in baptism. However, this statement that occurred early in 

his book must be carefully assessed in light of later statements in the same book. The crucial 

qualifier of this initial rhetoric is the fact that his basic target was the idea of baptismal benefit apart 

from faith in the recipient, whether in the case of infants or adults. 

In his description of the varieties of baptismal regeneration doctrine quoted above, he 

explicitly related this to parental duty to have their infant children baptized. He was clearly against 

any idea of grace conveyed through baptismper se which is performed on unsuspecting infants, but 

this is not equivalent to saying that no benefit can be obtained in confessional baptism, as he noted: 

. . . you will be pleased to distinguish very carefully between the moral effect which this 
Divine institution may have, when received by a believer as his own act, from the effect 
which is here assigned to it as a vicarious act, performed not by the wish or will of the infant, 
but by some one else on his behalf. In the former case, like al1 other acts of obedience, it 
may strengthen the habit of obeying. It may solemnize his engagement, as in the case of 
matrimony; and it may become a witness for God to al1 beholde~-s.IJ2 

Admittedly, this statement only allowed for a benefit in baptism which is like the benefit of any act 
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of obedience, and it did not posit any directly divine action in the event. That evidence will appear 

below. 

Stovel refuted paedobaptism by both Scripture and experience. He utilized the standard 

Baptist apologetic to demonstrate that the patterns of the New Testament consistently comect 

baptism to a confession of repentance and faith by the persons baptized. What is surprising is the 

extent to which he relied on experience in his argument. In his words: 

But though the testimony of Scripture is necessary to complete the evidence, t may yet 
observe here, that this is by no means the only source of evidence to which you may appeal. 
Do you not see, from the very nature of the case itself, that it must be necessarily detemined 
by experience? . . . If, therefore, grace, or the spiritual gifi of baptism, flow through the 
words or fingers of a priest, by baptism, to the child baptized; that benefit must be seen in 
the result. . . .-and what, after dl ,  is the result? I answer, the experience of al1 nations and 
of al1 ages pronounces it a delusion, and nothing more.'" 

The experiential data invoked at this point would be obvious: baptized persons are in some cases 

0 murderers, prostitutes, thieves, and other kinds of perverse simers. However, this argument is only 

valid if one assumes that regeneration invariably leads to perseverance in godly living, and although 

this assumption is held by Calvinistic Baptists, it would not be shared by many of the Anglicans to 

whom he is responding, and certainly not by Roman Catholics who would emphasize the necessity 

of cooperation with the grace infused in baptism. 

Stovel admiîted that the refutation of infant baptism is not the end of the argument. There 

is still the question of whether spintual benefits are conveyed to adults in baptism. On this question 

also his answer was negative, but it is clear that what he was negating is the idea that baptism in ilself 

is capable of conveying spiritual benefit. In his words he was aîtacking "promiscuous" baptism of 

adults, i.e., the baptism of every adult who will accept it, apart from expression of persona1 



commitment to Christ, in the hope that grace will be imparted which will ultimately bring the penon 

to conversion. He responded to this by summmizing the assurnptions which the New Testament 

authors make about baptized persons: 

Hence, there can be no doubt, that these were recognized as convertedpersons. The change 
of heart necessary to salvation is, therefore, recognized to have taken place in them ali. This 
is a simple, and an indisputable fact. The advocates of modem Baptismal Regeneration, 
however, Say, that there is no conversion in baptism. . . . In this they are quite right. There 
is no such thing as conversion by Baptism spoken of in Scripture. These two facts decide 
our case; for, if there be no conversion by Baptism, or in baptism, and yet every person has 
been converted when baptized; then, every baptized peaon must have been converted before 
Baptism; and, the evidence on which these apostolical finnations are made, must have been 
required and taken before the candidate was admitted to the sacrament of baptism; and, 
therefore, instead of supporting Baptismal Regeneration, these passages condemn the 
practice ofprorniscuous Baptism dtogether.'" 

The argument, then, is this: In the New Testament, baptized persons are assumed to be 

converted persons; conversion does not happen in baptism; therefore, conversion must be complete 

a prior to baptism. Stovel shared the second premise with his opponents and sought to tum it against 

them, but there was no necessity for him to accept this premise, and in fact it will be argued below 

that he did not in reality accept it. His real concem at this point was to reject the baptism of persons 

who make no confession of persona1 conversion, in the hope that baptism may lead to their 

conversion at some future point--in his words, the idea "that hypocrisy perpetrated in this 

Sacramental act is a step towards conversion."'" But ail that is required for this argument is the first 

premise, i.e., that conversion does not follow baptism. This could mean either that conversion is 

assumed to be complete prior to baptism (as Stovel stated it above) or that conversion is assumed 

to be completed in baptism (as he seems to have said later in the book). The assumption that 

baptized persons are converted persons still allows for some kind of work of grace in conversion- 

IUIbid, 1 13. 

"'Ibid, 1 15. 
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baptism, i.e., a divine work done in the baptismal event which brings the individual into the 

expenence of saving union with Christ (as opposed to simply offering the hope of such salvation in 

the hture). 

As Stovel articulated his own theology of baptism, he conceptuaiized it in a way that would 

have to be called sacramental. At the level of terminology he did repeatedly refer to the "sacrament 

of baptism," but admittedly this does not settie the question at the conceptual level. However, his 

explanation of conversion-baptism did indicate that the peeon being baptized is entering into the 

benefits of salvation, not bearing witness to a consciously completed union with Christ as a prior 

reality. For exarnple, he interpreted the idea of being "baptized into Christ" in Galatians 3:27 in this 

way : 

The phrase "into Christ" contains an ellipsis to be supplied by a verb of motion; as in 
Galatians iii.27. "As many of you as [en ter id  into Christ received Baptism, have put on 
Christ." This distinguished the Baptism of Chnst From al1 others. . . . But the Christian 
Baptism, was an immersion, received by penons entering Nilo Chri~t . "~  

The most sipnificant part of Stovel's baptismal theology was his treatment of John 3 5  and 

the idea of rebirth through baptism. At the heart of this theology was his distinction between 

regeneration and rebirth, the former denoting the invisible work of the Holy Spirit and the latter 

denoting the visible work of bringing new spiritual life to the level of conscious experience. He 

wrote: 

By some it has been disputed whether the case of Nicodemus, related in John iii. 1- 12, refers 
to the sacrament of Baptisrn at d l ;  but, in my opinion, the objection to this view of the 
passage cannot be supported. Admitting, therefore, that it does refer to Baptism, one or two 
points of great moment are determined by it. . . . There are, therefore, we admit, two agencies 
employed in that new birth; the water and the Spirit. By these, a converted man begins life 
anew. Not by water without the Spirit, nor by the Spint without the water; but by the water 
and the Spirit. The visible action of the water, or rather of the whole sacrament, of which 



it becomes the instrument, is seen in the Church; where, as an authorized act of discipline, 
it declares the character, and seals both the pnvilege and obligation of every beiiever in the 
farnily of God. The action of the Spirit takes place in the mind and heart; and, leading and 
sustaining the believer, reveals itselfin the effects produced upon the devoted convert. Each 
is essential to the support of that new life, into which a believing sinner rises and enters from 
the moment of his Baptism. If he seek salvation by the Baptism, without conversion to God: 
he acts the hypocrite, and the ceremony is reduced to a mere heathenish form. If, knowingly, 
he seek salvation and Church fellowship in the neglect of Baptism, he dispenses with the 
ordinance of Christ, and is reminded, that faith without works is dead."' 

He later elaborated as follows: 

To be born and to be begotten, do not mean the same thing; . . . By Generation, a creature 
is made to be; and, by birth, that creature is brought forth into the world, to be recognized 
as a being, to be nourished with tendemess, and to become a partaker in the ptivileges and 
responsibilities of human sociefy. So also by Regeneration, a new creature is made to be; 
and, in being born again, that new creature is brought forth into the Church; to be received 
with affection, nourished with care, and to be a partaker in al1 the privileges and 
responsibilities of Christian society. By his Regeneration, a sinner passes fiom darkness to 
light, and from the power of Satan unto God; but, by his new birth, he passes into recognized 
existence, as one W ~ O ,  through the Spirit which hath quickened him, aspires to the service 
and fellowship of his Saviour, and, is destined to overcome the world, through the guidance, 
and help of the Saviour to whom he is ~ommitted."~ 

- 

This distinction between regeneration and rebirth may or may not be an accurate way to describe the 

use of the terms in Scripture, but it does show that in the end Stovel's theology did include the 

reception of spiritual benefit through conversion-baptism. In baptism, the awakened simer seeks 

salvation, and in that event the Spirit who has given new life in embryo elevates that life to the Ievel 

of conscious and recognized experience. 

Therefore, in the end, Stovel's view of baptism was sacramental, both verbally and 

c~nceptually. '~~ It was fundamentaily equivaient to the Westminster understanding of baptism as 

'39~erkin failed to see Stovel in this way, because he ignored Stovel's distinction between 
regeneration and rebirth, and he failed to note that what Stovel denied wss that baptism is a means 
of grace apartfromfaih in the baptizand. See Perkin, "Baptism," 152-155. 
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a seal of union with Christ, as applied to confessing believers. His work was a potent reminder that 

the Baptist concem about baptismal grace is for the most part a concem about infant baptism, and 

certainly about the automatic bestowal of grace through the ritual apart fiorn any faith-response on 

the part of the subject. He was also an example of the significance of the Tractanan movement and 

the extent to which 19th-cenhuy Baptist rhetoric was a reaction to Anglo-Catholic thought. If the 

discussion were lirnited to a consideration of what happens in the baptism of a repentant believer, 

then the rhetoric would be quite different, affirming the sacramental sense which is oflen present in 

spite of protests to the contrary. 

Ba~tist W. Noel (1 798-1 8731 

When Charles Stovel was arguing in 1843 that the Anglo-Catholics were the trustworthy 

interpreters of the official Anglican statements on baptism, an evangelical Anglican named Baptist 

Noel was preaching an extended series of sermons on regeneration, two of which argued that 

baptismal regeneration was not the doctrine of the Church of England."' By 1 849, Noel had adopted 

Baptist views and resigned from his ministry in the Establishment, and shortly afterward he 

published his Essay on Christim Baptism, which articulated his new convictions. 

Although Noel had given up his paedobaptist views, the evidence indicates that he retained 

his evangelical sacramentalism as applied to confessing belie~ers.'~' This sacramentalism views 

baptism as a "seal of regeneration" in that it is the confession of faith which initiates the individual 

140Baptist W. Noel, Sermons on Regenerution, wiih Especial Reference to the Doctrine of 
Baptismal Regenerution, 2nd ed. (London: "The Pulpit" Office, n.d.). Sermons VI1 and VIII (72- 
134) argue that the Anglican formularies actually teach that whatever regeneration means, it actually 
precedes baptism. 

'"~erkin argued that this is one way in which "Noel was always an Anglican." See Perkin, 
"Baptism," 333. 



into the experience of salvation. It is a dialectical theology which seeks to aarm constantly both 

(1) that spirituai regeneration is a direct work of God which is not dependent on baptism, and (2) that 

baptisrn is the normal, divinely-ordained means by which spiritual regeneration is experientially 

realized. 

On the one hand, Noel emphasized that the benefits of salvation are prior to baptisrn. For 

example: 

Al1 enlightened penons own the necessity of a great moral change to be effected by the Spirit 
of God; but why is baptism a necessq adjunct? The moral change is not effected by 
baptism, but before it, as we know from Scripture and from indubitable facts.'" 

With regard to the idea of regeneration, he wrote: 

But if baptisrn be the sign of regeneration, an unregenerate person ought not to be baptized. 
If the rite is a public manifestation of spiritual life, it should be withheld fiom those who 
afford no tokens of that life. . . .Baptism can not be the baptism of regeneration except with 
respect to those who are previously regenerate; and as Christian baptism is the baptisrn of 
regeneration, according to the text, regenerate believen alone ought to be baptized.14) 

In a prayer of "baptismal self-dedication to God," he said: 

On the other hand, being so blessed and favored, 1, as a redeemed and pardoned transgressor, 
desire to make a public profession of faith in thee, and publicly to dedicate myself to thy 
service, according to Christ's appointment, by immersion. Before which public act, 1 do now, 
therefore, first dedicate myself to thee in secret.'" 

On the other hand, there was a recurring theme in his book to the effect that baptism is an 
L 

entrance into the benefits of salvation, the event in which the sinner tums to God through Christ for 

forgiveness and transformation. In explaining spiritual rebirth, he echoed the thoughts of Stovel: 

And when a person who has received spiritual life manifests it by confessing Christ before 
men by immersion, then he is bom of water and of the Spirit--his new birth is complete. . . 

'"Baptist W. Noel, Essay on Christian Baptisrn (New York: Harper & Brothers, MO), 97. 



. baptisrn is the profession of faith, the public confession of Christ, without which confession 
there is no tnie faith and no  alv vat ion.'^^ 

Commenting on Peter's response to his Jewish audience at Pentecost, he said: 

They were not to expect the remission of their sins through baptism without previous 
repentance, nor through repentance without baptism, but through repentance and baptism. 
. . .It is not enough to believe in Chnst, but we m u t  also profess our Christianity, which it 
is the will of Christ that we should do by baptism. He who does these things is assured of 
the remission of his sins. Since, then, baptism is thus necessary to remission of sins, and is 
so closely c o ~ e c t e d  with it as no mere acts of obedience ever are. baptism m u t  be a 
profession of faith, and none but believers ought to be baptized.lJ6 

This description of baptism as "necessary" to the forgiveness of sins goes far beyond the normal 

Baptist sense of baptism as a primary moral obligation, and Noel appears to be the only Baptist of 

his era to put it in these ternis.'" Conceming the allusion to the "washing of regeneration" in Titus 

3 5 ,  he wrote: 

Baptism is the washing of repneration, or the washing which is the manifestation and 
completion of regeneration. By these two things, the washing and the renewing, the spiritual 
renovation and the baptism which rnanifests it, God saves his pe0p1e.I~~ 

The intent of the subject in baptism was expressed thus: 

By faith, expressed in baptism, each sincere convert confesses Christ so as to wash away his 
sins (Acts, xxii.,l6), to receive pardon (Acts, ii.,38), to put on the robe of Christ's 
righteousness (GaI.,iii.,27), and to secure salvation, 1 Pet.,iii.,Z 1. And as he confesses Christ, 
he will be confessed by Christ at the last day, Matt.,x.,32; Rorn..~.8-10.~~~ 

Li his baptismal prayer he said: 

Repenting of al1 my sins, and being about to be baptized in token of that repentance, rnay I 

1451bid, 97. 

'461bid, 10 1-1 02. 

I4'Perkin, "Baptism," 329. 

'"Ibid, 1 13. 

ld91bid, 265. 



have the assurance that my sins are remitted, and be sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise.'" 

Both aspects of this paradox, God's saving work as both assumed by and sought in the act 

of Christian baptism, were present in his summary of the biblical teaching concerning the nature and 

effects of baptism: 

Baptism is a consecration to the Triune God, . . . and especially to Christ. . . . It is a seeking 
after God with a good conscience. . . . It m u t  be preceded by tnie repentance. . . . It is the 
sign, manifestation, and completion of regeneration. . . . It is a death unto sin and a new life 
of holiness. . . . Those rightly baptized are in Christ. . . . Those rightly baptized have put on 
Christ. . . . True baptism secures pardon. . . . True baptism secures the gifi of the Spirit. . . 
. Baptism is generally necessary to salvation. . . . True baptism saves.ls' 

The emphasis which Noel gave to the idea that regeneration is prior to baptism was set in the 

context of his critique of paedobaptism, and was not intended to argue that saving union with Christ 

is completed at the experiential level apart from baptism. Indeed, he argued that baptism manifests 

and completes regeneration. Baptism mediates, for him, both the experience of forgiveness and the 

reception of the Holy Spint as an empowering presence. The concept of baptism as the "seal of 

regeneration" conceptualizes the dialectic of biblical language about baptism, and the use of this 

concept locates Noel in the tradition of Calvinistic sacramentalism. It is a lamentable fact that 

Baptists have tended to devote their energy to a refutation of the application of this concept of 

sealing to infants, rather than an articulation of its suitability to describe conversion-baptism as seen 
- 
in the New Testament. 

John Howard Hinton (1 791-1 873) 

Hinton was a well-educated (M.A., Edinburgh) Baptist pastor and denominational leader up 



to his retirernent in 1868. He was a prolific author, whose seven volumes of collected works include 

literature on historical topics (including a history of the U.S.A.) as well as theological matters. His 

literary contribution to the baptismal theology debate is found in The UZ!imatum, a lecture given in 

1850 at his church, Devonshire Square Chape1 in London. In 1850 the Church of England was three 

years into a four-year debate known as "the Gorham case."'" The Bishop of Exeter had refused to 

confirm the appointment of George Gorham, an evangelical Anglican, to funded parish ministry in 

Devon, because Gorham did not believe in baptismal regeneration. Ultirnately the case was decided 

by the Judicial Cornmittee of the Privy Council in favour of Gorham, accepting the propriety of his 

views as one possible reading of the Anglican fornularies. Hinton used the occasion not to answer 

the question for the Anglicans (in fact, he believed that the Anglican statements were incapable of 

harm~nization), '~~ but to state his own views on the doctrinal issue. 

Hinton expressed his view in what would have to be considered a radicdly non-sacramental 

way : 

On this ground, then, 1 take up the assertion that baptism is the means of conferring spiritual 
benefits. 1 totally dissent from this view. I affirm, in the most unqualified terms, that 
baptism is not the means of confemng any spiritual blessings whatever, and my aim this 
evening will be to bring foward the scriptural arguments in support of this affirmation."" 

His basic biblical argument was a long list of texts which speak of repentance andor faith as the 
. 
instrument(s) by which the benefits of salvation are bestowed. These were seen as both necessary 

and sufficient, since in many places they are descnbed as effective means of receiving salvation apart 

'''For a brief survey of the Gorham case and its significance for Victorian evangelicalism, see 
David Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1992), 
9, 148. 

"'~ohn Howard Hinton, "The Ultimatum," in The Theological Works of the Rev. John Howard 
Hinton, M.A. (London: Houlston & Wright, 1 865), 465. 



from any reference to baptism. A primary example would be the conversion of Cornelius and his 

household in Acts 10, in which the Holy Spirit is poured out on the members of the household while 

they are listening to Peter's preaching, and it is only after this manifest display of their salvation that 

they are baptized in water.lS5 Hinton summarized: 

Now from the fact thus copiously established, that spirihial benefits are habihüilly spoken 
of in the New Testament as obtained by repentance towards God and faith in our Lord Jesus 
Christ, it is surely nahiral and just to infer that baptism is not one of the tenns of their 
possession. Here is a proper and sufficient instnimentality fully declared. And, if baptism 
really be necessary to the enjoyment of spiritual benefits, then is there a great deal in this 
language that is incorrect and deceptive. The world thus instnicted could hardly fail to have 
been led astray.'" 

Hinton recognized, of course, that his opponents could point to a list of biblical texts which 

seem to attribute spiritual efficacy to baptism. Several of those texts are references to water or 

washing which have traditionally been taken as allusions to baptism, although the reference is not 

explicit. His general treatment of these was as folIows: 

Nothing more is to be found in these passages than the use of a very farniliar and a very 
expressive metaphor, by which the "washing with water" is made representative of 
"sanctification by the word," and the "renewing of the Holy Ghost." That baptism is intended 
is a purely gratuitous assumption, without evidence, and without probability."' 

Historically, the rnost prominent of the above texts has been the saying of Jesus in John 35, and 

Hinton's treatment of this text demonstrated why he was unwilling to admit a baptismal reference 
* 

in these places: 

It is gratuitously assumed that this phrase, being "bom of water," refers to baptism. 1 
entertain a totally different view, but it would lead me too f a .  fiom my immediate subject to 
enter into a full exposition; it will be sficient for my present design to show that the text 
cannot refer to baptism. . . . The argument 1 employ for this purpose is shoa and simple. It 



is this, that you cannot interpret this passage of baptism without involving yourself in 
insuperable dificulties. For it is manifest that the language employed by Our Lord is 
absolute, and that it stablishes a principle universal. and without exception. . . . It is not doing 
justice to these words (understanding them of baptism) to Say (in the language of the Church 
of England) that they make baptism "genercilly necessary to salvation." They make it 
absolutely necessary . "' 
There is, of course, another list of texts which refer explicitly to baptism in connection with 

various spiritud benefits, but Hinton took up the challenge there as well. His foundational 

assumption in approaching such texts was "that al1 such passages must be ruled by those which 1 

have already quoted,""9 i.e., the texts about repentance and/or faith with no reference to baptisrn. 

The apostolic commission texts (Matthew 28 and Mark 16) were set aside by pointing out that each 

indicates that faith precedes baptism, and thus the benefits associated with faith (salvation in ail its 

aspects) precede baptism.'" Acts 22: 16 was handled by interpreting the cornmand to Saul to "wash 

away your sins" as a demand that he live a holy life,16' and 1 Peter 3:21 was categorized as pure 

metaphor.16' The most troublesome text is Acts 2:38, which he treated thus: 

The stmcture of the passage clearly requires the clauses to be placed in the connexion 
fo1lowing:--"Repent every one of you for the remission of sins, and be baptized in the name 
of Jesus Christ." The remission of sins is evangelicaliy comected with repentance; a 
profession of repentance is required as preceding baptism. The latter is merely a test of 
sincerity, an act of obedience then becoming obligatory, not a term of forgiveness. . . .Upon 
the latter part of this passage an attempt has been made to found the doctrine that the Holy 
Spirit is imparted in baptism. This is clearly unsustained, however, inasmuch as the - promised communication of the Spirit. whatever may be its nature, was to be after baptism, 
and not in it. . . . But, fiirther, it is evident from the context that the apostle is not here 
speaking of the regenerating or sanctifjhg influence of the Spirit: first, because this must be 



presupposed in the exercise of repentance, which preceded baptism, and secondly, because 
an influence of a different kind is expressly named. . . . for by the laying on of the apostles' 
hands after baptism the supernaturd g i h  of the Spirit were ~onfe r red . '~~  

Hinton brought his lecture to a conclusion by arguing that if baptism is interpreted as a means 

of grace, then the essence of Christian proclamation is radically altered. The biblical picture is that 

the gospel is proclaimed to sinful humans on the assumption that they are objects of God's wrath and 

in need of deliverance fram that condition. On the other hand: 

Let it be supposed that there is introduced into the Gospel system the element of baptismal 
regeneration, or the idea that baptism has an eficacy to confer spiritual benefits, and the 
whole scene is changed. Now the entire community is to be addressed fkom the first in 
language totally different. Instead of being solemnly told that they are simers, and warned 
of the wrath to corne, they must be assured that in their baptism they were justified, and 
brought graciously by God into his family, while at the same time that most blessed change, 
spiritual regeneration, took place upon hem.'" 

This argument may well be applicable in relation to infant baptism within a Christianized nation like 

England, but it avoided the question of whether baptism might mediate the experience of 

regeneration in the case of confessing believers. 

The preceding quotation shows that the primary concem of Hinton was to refute the concept 

of a necessary and automatic conveyance of grace in baptism, especially infant baptism as practised 

in the Church of England. 1s it possible that Hinton, like Stovel, actually embraced a sacramental 

sense of baptism in the end, and that his initial statement was limited by the context? Probably not, 

because he radically reshaped the exegesis of key biblical texts (e.g., Acts 2:38) so as to remove any 

sacramental implications, and he divided conversion and baptism in a way that went far beyond 

Baptists like Stovel or Noel. 



Charles Haddon Spureeon (1 834-1 892) 

Known for the last century as "the prince of preachers," Charles Spurgeon was easily the 

most famous and influentid Baptist of Victorian England. He carrîed on a remarkable ministry as 

pistor of the Metropolitan Tabernacle in London from 1854 to his deaîh in 1892, and his sermons 

were sold weekly around the world. Aithough he never functioned as a systematic theclogian, his 

doctrinally-onented, Calvinistic, Puritan-inspired preaching exerted a powerful influence around the 

world. His contribution to the baptismal debate revolves around one sermon, entitled "Baptismal 

Regeneration," which was preached June 5,1864. This sermon, which initiated a relatively bnef but 

intense debate among Christians across the theological spectrum, articulated in a powefil way the 

common Baptist distaste for using the tems baptism and regeneration in close pr~ximity.'~' 

The sermon was connected to Mark 16: 15-1 6, and Spurgeon asserted that the doctrine of 

a baptismal regeneration "is one in direct opposition to my text."Ib6 In response to the doctrine as he 

understood it, he asserted: 

We will confront this dogma with the assertion, that BAPTISM WITHOUT FAITH SAVES 
NO ONE. The text says, "He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved;" but whether a 
man be baptized or not, it asserts that "he that bclievefh no? shall be damned:" so that baptism 
does not Save the unbeliever, nay, it does not in any degree exempt him fiom the common 
doom of al1 the ungodly. He may have baptism, or he rnay not have baptism, but if he 
believeth not, he shall be in any case most surely damned.'" 

L 

As he understood the situation, the only Protestant Church in England which~actually taught the 

doctrine was the Church of England (described as a "powerful sect"!), and in his opinion, the 

I6'For a summary of this debate see Iain Murray, The Forgotten Spurgeon (London: The Banner 
of Truth Trust, l966), 123-142. 

'"Charles Haddon Spurgeon, "Baptismal Regeneration," in Metropolitan Tabernacle PuZpit, Vol. 
X (Pasadena, Texas: Pilgrim Publications, 198 l), 3 15. 
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doctrine was plainly taught in the Prayer Book.16' He was aware that there were many evangelical 

clergy in the Church of England who did not affirm baptismal regeneration, but he questioned their 

morality, considenng them guilty of duplicity by their swom allegiance to doctrines which they did 

not be1ie~e.I~~ 

His attack was directed against the language of the Catechism and the Rubric for infant 

baptism, which asserted that the baptized child is "made a member of Christ, a child of God, and an 

inheritor of the kingdom of heaven," and gave thanks that in baptism, "this child is regenerate." He 

made it clear that he was not addressing the issue of infant baptism as such; he was aware of the 

different theologies of infant baptism, and he was not lumping them al1 together. What he was 

considenng is "the question of baptismal regeneration, whether in adults or infants, or ascribed to 

sprinkling, pouring, or immersion." '" 
Spurgeon adduced three arguments against the doctrine that God regenerates through 

baptism. (1) "It seems out of character with the spiritual religion which Christ came to teach, that 

he should make salvation depend upon mere ceremony.""' The argument here was that spiritual 

needs must be met by spiritual means, and the application of water to the physical body cannot, 

therefore, have any effect in the regeneration of the soul. (2) Second was an argument from 

experience, namely, "that the dogma is not supported by facts."In Baptized persons are 

"whoremongers, drunkards, fomicators, and murderen," and "thousands of those who were baptized 



in their infancy are now in our ga01s."'~~ In his inimitable style, he declared, "Facts, brethren, are 

dead against this Popish doctrine; and facts are stubborn things."'" (3) He was convinced "that the 

performance styled baptism by the Prayer Book is not at al1 likely to regenerate and s a ~ e . " " ~  The 

reasoning at this point revolved around the nature of the promises made by the sponsors in the name 

of the infant, i.e., to renounce the devil and al1 his works, and to obey constantly al1 of God's 

commands. If the sponsors were godly, then they would know that they could not live up to this 

themselves; and if they were ungodly, then they were clearly hypocrites. In Spurgeon's view, it is 

not likely that God would regenerate through a charade such as this! 

Spurgeon recognized that his announced text (Mark 16:15-16) is actually a problem, 

inasmuch as it appears to condition salvation upon faith and baptism; accordingly, he imagined a 

listener saying, "Ah! but baptism is in the text; where do you put that?" The heart of his reply was 

this: 

Brethren, the baptism here meant is a baptism comected with faith, and to this baptism 1 will 
admit there is very much ascribed in Scripture. Into that question 1 am not going; but I do 
find some very remarkable passages in which baptism is spoken of very strongly. . . . I know 
that believer's baptism itself does not wash away sin, yet it is so the outward sign and 
emblem of it to the believer, that the thing visible may be described as the thing signified. 
. . . And so, inasmuch as baptism to the believer representeth the washing of sin-it rnay be 
called the washing of sin-not that it is so, but that it is to saved souk the outward symbol 
and representation of what is done by the power of the Holy Spirit, in the man who believes 
in Christ. . . . A man who knows that he is saved by believing in Christ does not, when he is 
baptized, lift his baptism into a saving ordinance. In fact, he is the very best protester against 
that mistake, because he holds that he has no right to be baptized uniil he is saved. He bears 
a testimony against baptismal regeneration in his being baptized as professedly an already 
regenerate person. '76 
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a It would be hard to imagine a more powerful rejection of baptismal regeneration than is 

found in the words of this sermon, but it needs to be carefully examined. It is crucial to note that the 

sermon is directed against very mechanistic conceptions of baptism, in which baptism is thought of 

as invuriab& effective and absolutel'y necessary for salvation. It is also clear that, in spite of his 

statement that he was dealing with both infant and adult baptism, the issue for him was 

fundamentally about the conveyance of grace to infants. At the outset, he assumed that the doctrine 

which he was opposing teaches regeneration in the absence of faith, and his illustrations throughout 

the sermon were al1 about infant baptism. Therefore, one should not draw hasty inferences 

conceming Spurgeon's attitude toward something like the baptismal theology expressed by Baptist 

Noel. His rhetoric does not sound as if he would feel cornfortable with a concept like baptism as the 

"seal of regeneration," but he did not directly address the issue. 

He did admit in the sermon that there are several biblical texts which posit a very close 

relationship between baptism and the things signified by it, sufficiently close to give the appearance 

of teaching the doctrine which he opposed, but these texts do not seem to have shaped his theology 

in any way. He approached a higher view of baptismal efficacy early in the sermon when he said: 

Used by faith, had God comrnanded it, miracles might be wrought; but without faith or even 
consciousness, as in the case of babes, how cm spiritual benefits be c o ~ e c t e d  necessarily 

a with the sprinkling of water?'" 

He needed to look no farther than his announced text for the sermon to find a biblical staternent 

which seemed to indicate that God had, in fact, established a connection between baptism and 

salvation. This would seem to cal1 for more attention than Spurgeon gave it. 

Within the sermon Spurgeon implicitly recognized that even though regeneration is a direct 
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and invisible work of God, the experience of salvation is mediated through human response to God's 

7 

grace. Addressing listeners who were moving toward conversion, he said: 

Whoever among you c m  believe in the great love of God towards man in Christ Jesus, you 
shall be saved. If you can believe that our great Father desireth us to come to him-that he 
panteth for us-that he calleth us every day with the loud voice of his Son's wounds; if you 
can believe now that in Christ there is pardon for transgressions past, and cleansing for years 
to come; if you can trust him to Save you, you have already the marks of regeneration The 
work of salvation is commenced in you, so far as the Spirit's work is concemed; it is finished 
in you so far as Christ's work is concerned. 0 , I  would plead with you-lay hold on Jesus 
Christ. 

The pesons in view here were thought of as apparently (or at least, possibly) regenerate, in that they 

would give assent to the facts about God's love and salvation through Christ and were inclined to 

trust in that love; and yet, they were still exhorted to "lay hold on Jesus Christ," that is, to respond 

to Christ in some way so as to make this salvation a personal, expenential reality. Implicit in al1 this 

is the recognition that some kind of definite human response is instrumental in the application of 

redemption, and it should not be hard to see (even in the text for the sermon) that baptism admirably 

serves this purpose. 

Spurgeon was trying to hold together al1 the New Testament data about the meaning of 

baptism, but his abhorrence of the Prayer Book doctrine (as he understood it) pushed virtually al1 his 

rhetoric to one side of the dialectic, the side which asserts that regenerating grace is not inseparably 
* 

tied to baptism. In a less polemical context, Spurgeon might have provided a positive baptismal 

theology which affirrned both sides of the dialectic. There are brief evidences of a fuller view in the 

sermon, but they are relatively insignifiant in the overall argument. 



Richard Ingham (1 8 10-1 873) 

Ingham was a pastor in several churches of the New Connexion of General Baptists, the 

continuation of the Arminian Baptist tradition. Late in his life he produced a large Hand-Book on 

Christian Baptism, Part II of which deait with the subjects of baptism, and it was in this context that 

he indicated his sentiments on baptism as a means of grace. The book itself was largely a collection 

of quotations fiom paedobaptists in which they make major concessions about the historic practice 

of the Church with regard to both mode and subjects, thus representing a literary genre widely used 

by Baptists throughout their history. His statements about the sacramental question were neither 

numerous nor lengthy, but they were reasonably clear. 

Baptists have often been accused by paedobaptists of making too much of the rite, since they 

demand rebaptism of those baptized in infancy, which has often provided the context for a Baptist 

a disavowal of any salvific intent in the ordinance. Ingharn was one example, as he wrote: 

And, respecting those views in which they feel obliged to differ from so many whom they 
esteem, they wish explicitly to state,--that they do not conceive baptism to be essential to 
salvation, any more than they consider the Lord's Supper as essential to that end. They do 
not consider that men are made Christians by it, or cannot be Christians without it, for this 
manifest reason, that they think it ought not to be administered to any, but such as are 
Christians or sincere believers in Christfirst. They do not consider it as regeneration, which 
they believe is a renewal of the heart by the power of the Holy Ghost, and which they believe 
ought to precede the administration of baptism.'" 

* 

He attributed the doctrine of baptismal regeneration to the fact that, "ft is easy to attribute to the sign 

the thing ~ ign i fed ," '~  and he asserted that this was an error into which the Church fell early on, 

leading to (among other things) the baptism of infants in hope that they would experience the 

benefits conveyed by baptism. 

"9Richard Ingham, Christian Baptism: Ifs Suhjects (London: E. Stock, 187 1). 1 1 - 12. 

"'Ibid, 14. 



The denial of baptismal regeneration does not, of course, imply the denial of a sacramental 

view of baptism-there are other ways to describe a divine activity in the event. But as Ingham's 

argument unfolded, he indicated his rejection of sacramentalism in general, when he wrote: 

We believe and emphatically maintain, with Paedobaptists generally, that baptism is 
symbolical, and with Dr. Halley, that it is symbolical ody,  that is, that it neither seals nor 
conveys the blessings that are symbolized. It symbolizes the washing away of sin, or a 
cleansing from its defilement and guilt. It symbolizes in its action a burial and resurrection. 
. . . The immersion, which may be called a burial, supposes death to have taken place, and 
the emersion symbolizes the rising again to newness of life, which newness of life is the 
precursor of a resurrection to eternal life when the risen Lord and Saviour shall retum in the 
clouds of heaven and in his Father's glory."' 

Later in his book he gave an extensive list of quotations fiom notable paedobaptists with regard to 

the "essence of bapti~rn.""~ The language of the quotations is often sacramental in character, and 

Ingham did not express any rejection of these ideas, but there is no reason to doubt his comrnitment 

to the purely symbolic fûnction of baptism expressed above. The purpose of his book was to refùte 

paedabaptism, and the function of the quotatians pertaining to the essence of baptism was to argue 

that paedobaptists ought to reject infant baptism even on the ba is  of their own theology of baptism. 

For exarnple, the Lutheran concept of baptism as a "visible word" which evokes faith in the person 

baptized, and in this way effects regeneration, is rneaningful in the case of confessing believers, but 

it is difficult to relate to infants. The difficulty is seen in Luther's suggestion that infants do in fact - 
exercise faith in some sense. In the Calvinistic tradition, the concept of baptism as a "seal" seems 

meaningful and coherent in the case of a believer who has a faith to validate, but in the case of 

infants there is presumably no personal faith to confim. According to Calvin and his followers, 

baptism confïrms both God's promise and human faith, but in the case of infant baptism, only Godrs 
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promise can be confirmed. The point, then, of this use of paedobaptist literature was to argue that 

their own premises imply the restriction of baptism to believers, not to a f k n  al1 of their premises. 

Ingham himself afirmed a purely symbolic view of baptism and in so doing, spoke for many others 

of his day. 

Sumrnarv 

The formulation of a Baptist theology of baptism had from the begiMing been articulated in 

reaction to the perceived errors of other churches, and this was indeed the case in the 19th century. 

Discussion of baptism in Victorian England was largely shaped by the context of the Tractarian 

movement and related Anglo-Catholic expressions. The Baptist literature, at least up to Spurgeon's 

time, revealed continua1 allusions to the Tracts for the Times, to J. H. Newman (1 80 1 - 1890) and E. 

a B. Pusey (1800-1 882), to the "men of Oxford," to the doctrine of baptismal regeneration, and in 

many cases to the fear of "Popery" as a growing force in England. In Spurgeon's famous sermon, 

he confessed that he had been previously naive about the growth of Roman Catholicism in England, 

but he had corne to feel great concem, and "Puseyism" was to be condemned because it was laying 

the foundation for " ~ o ~ e r ~ . " ' ~ ~  As a result of this context, a large proportion of the Baptist literature 

was reactionary, focussing on what does not happen in the baptism of infants and attacking the idea 

of the automatic conveyance of grace through baptism. The controversies of the century exacerbated 

the Baptist tendency to define baptism negatively, and thus to affinn a minimalist understanding of 

what actually happens in the baptismal event. 

Some Baptists continued to use the term sacrament to describe baptism, but in some cases 

183 Spurgeon, "Baptismal Regeneration," 322. 
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this was purely semantic or was meant only in the ancient sense of an "oath of allegiance." Some 

othen were cornfortable with some sort of sacramentalism at the conceptual level (e-g., Baptist 

Noel), but they appear to have been a minority. The concept of baptism as a sacramental "seal" in 

which baptism mediates the experience (if not the fact) of saving union with Christ is largely absent 

from the Iiterature. This was a departure fiom the foundational Baptist thought of the 17th century, 

and seems to have been a missed opportunity to contribute in a positive way to the debates of the 

century. 

Conclusion 

This thesis began by noting that paedobaptists are often surpnsed to find that baptismal 

theology is not nearly as central in Baptist thought as they would have expected. In the same way, 

many Baptists would be surprised to discover that earlier Baptists conceptualized baptism in a much 

more sacramental way than they would have anticipated. The traditional assumption that Baptists 

have always interpreted baptism in a purely synbolic way must be challenged and significantly 

modified. In the 17th century in England, the foundational period of Baptist life and thought, those 

Baptists who directly addressed the question often spoke of baptism in a way that was both verbally 

and conceptually sacramental. In the words of the Baplist Catechism, it was a "means whereby 

Christ communicates to us the benefits of redemption." The Baptist confessions were essentially 

silent conceming the sense in which baptism might be a means of grace, in most cases denoting it 

as a "sign" without specifying the exact relationship between the sign and the things signified. 

However, individual Baptist authors who were involved in shaping these confessions, when they 

spoke of the "ends" of baptism, often spoke of it as both "sign" and "seal," thus indicating that 

baptism mediates the conscious experience of the benefits which it signifies. 
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a niroughout the 18th and 19th centuries, Baptist literature tended to retreat from such 

sacramental language. There were exceptions, to be sure, but even the moderate sacramentalism of 

the Calvinistic tradition, in which baptism functions as a seal of union 1vit.h Christ, receded into the 

background and was sometimes consciously rejected. By the end of the 19th century, it was widely 

assumed by Baptists that baptism is an "ordinance" as opposed to a "sacrament," an act of human 

obedience as opposed to a means of grace. Isolating the factors which effected this shift is not a 

simple matter, but they would include the following. 

(1) To some extent, it was simply due to neglect of the issue of meaning, as a consequence 

of the ongoing debate about paedobaptism and the increasing focus on the question of mode. 

Sacramental concepts easily came to be identified with the idea of conveyance of grace to passive 

infants, so that sacrarnentalism came to be dismissed along with paedobaptism. 

(2) The emphasis on confession of faith as a condition of baptism focussed Baptist thought 

on what precedes baptism and diverted attention away from the efiects of baptism. This became an 

especially potent factor as the condition came to be not simply a credible confession of faith, but a 

faith evidenced by marks of obedience and articulated in a public testimony of one's experience of 

grace. Thus there were other means of "sealing" one's union with Christ apart fiom baptism, the 

cesult being a disconnection between conversion and baptism. 

(3) A sacramental understanding of baptism was perceived by many as a threat to the 

Protestant cornmitment to justification "by faith alone." Many Baptist writers have interpreted 

baptism as a "work of nghteousness," and have thus inferred that any instrumentai value of baptism 

in the experience of forgiveness would be in opposition to the teaching of Romans and Galatians. 

(4) In the Particular Baptist tradition, the development of High CalWiism in the 18th century 

tended to devalue human religious action in general, and thus baptismal action in particular. 



93 

(5) The Evangelicai Revival in 1 Othcentury England demonstrated with clarity and force that 

Gods saving grace is not tied to believer baptisrn. Revival did not begin among the Baptists or other 

Nonconformists, but within the Church of England, and Baptists were forced to admit the presence 

of a vast number of wholehearted disciples among those converted under the ministries of the 

Wesleys and Whitefield. This obvious experience ofgrace apart fiom adult baptism, when combined 

with the concem to preserve the "faith alone" character of salvation, provided a context in which the 

significance of confessional baptism was readily questioned. 

(6) Most Baptist attempts to define a theology of baptism during the period in view were 

reactions to perceived errors on the part of other traditions. Given the fact that some of those 

"errors" posited a seemingly excessive sense of baptism's eficacy, the Baptist reaction resulted in 

a negative description of baptism, i.e., what it does n a  effect. This was particularly the case in the 

Victorian era, when a revived Anglo-Catholicisrn was the opponent. 

By the end of the 19th century, there were still British Baptists who affirmed that baptism 

is a sacrament (Le., that baptism in some way mediates salvific union with Christ), but they were 

definitely a minority. This began to change in the early part of the 20th century, when some 

influential Baptist leaders articulated the view that baptism is both an ordinance to obey and a 

sacrament of grace. The following chapter will analyse this recovely and further development of 

Baptist sacramentalism, tracing it from its origin in the years surrounding 1920 to its fullest 

statement in the 1960's. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE REFORMULATION OF BAPTIST SACRAMENTALISM 

H. Wheeler Robinson (187249451 

The first Baptist leader of the 20th century who challenged openly the anti-sacramental 

consensus on baptism was Henry Wheeler Robinson, a biblical scholar and theological educator. 

After serving two pastorates, he began in 1906 a teaching career at Rawdon College, which Iasted 

for fourteen years. From 1920 to 1942 he served as the principal of Regent's Park College, first in 

London and later in Oxford. Although he was an Old Testament specialist, his concems were 

broadly theological, and he stimulated a new approach to baptismal theology through his teaching, 

his writing, and his denominational activities. 

The major recumng theme in Robinson's writings on baptism was the connection between 

water-baptism and Spirit-baptism. The ideaof a bestowal of the Holy Spirit in a sacramental manner 

was rooted not only in his biblical study, but also by his own account in a profound persona1 

experience, which he described in a third-penon narrative: 
* 

In 1913, in the course of a serious illness, he was led to ask himself why the truths of 
"evangelical" Christianity which he had oflen preached to others now failed to bring him 
personal strength. They remained tme to hirn, but they seemed to lack vitality. They seemed 
to demand an active effort of faith, for which the physical energy was lacking. The figure 
that presented itself at the time was that of a great bdloon, with ample lifting power,--if only 
one had the strength to grasp the rope that trailed down fiom it! He contrasted with this 
presentation of Christian truth that of a more "sacramental" religion, as he rightly or wrongly 
conceived it, in which the pnest would bring the sacred elements to the bedside, and with 
them the needed grace. The result of this experience was not to change a "Protestant" into 
a "Catholic", but to lead hirn to seek for the lacuna in his own conception of evangelical 



tnith. He found it in his relative neglect ofthose conceptions ofthe Holy Spirit in which the 
New Testament is so rich.' 

n ius  began his quest to interpret a kind of Christian religious experience which goes beyond a purely 

intemal, intellectualized response to the gospel to embrace the use of material means by the Spirit 

of God. 

The application of this to baptism was declared in an address which he gave to the ministers 

of the London Baptist Association on June 27, 1922, which was later published in The Baptist 

Quarterly as "The Place of Baptism in Baptist Churches of To-day." Some of the concems of the 

address were amplified in his later writing, but al1 the essential aspects of his renewal of baptismal 

theology were present in this earlier work. 

Robinson asserted that there were serious deficiencies in the typical Baptist approach to 

baptism in his day. The lack of a positive baptismal theology noted in the first chapter of this thesis 

was seen in his observation that mort Baptist treatments are "more concerned with showing what 

New Testament baptism is not, rather than what it is."' Most Baptists focus on baptisrn as an act of 

obedience, but he argued that as a sumrnary of the meaning of baptism this is seriously reductionistic 

and easily degenerates into a kind of legalism. If others are going to be convinced that baptism is 

still a moral and religious obligation, then "it must be by showing that it is still intrinsically worth 
& 

while."' Many Baptists have conceptually disconnected baptism from conversion and have seen it 

as simply the visible sign of entrance into forma1 church membership, and while it is such a sign, he 

'H. Wheeler Robinson, The Christian Erperience of the Ho& Spirit (London: Nisbet & Co., 
1928), 4. For another description of the same experience see Emest A. Payne, Henry Wheeler 
Robinson: Scholar, Teacher, Principal-A Memoir (London: Nisbet & Co., 1946), 56-57. 

2H. Wheeler Robinson, "The Place of Baptisrn in Baptist Churches of To-Day," The Baptist 
Quarterly n.s. 1 ( 1  922- 1923): 209. 



suggested that any attempt to interpret New Testament baptism must set it in the context of the 

church of the apostolic age, which was primarily a "spiritual community, whose life-breath is the 

Spirit of Christ." In that context "water-baptism is the outward and visible sign of an inward and 

spiritual baptism of the Holy SpirkW4 

For many British Baptists, both then and now, believer baptisms is not even the invariable 

sign of entrance into church membership, because they practise "open membership" and accept 

persons into membership on the basis of a verbal confession of faith alone. The practice began as 

an act of Christian charity toward believers whose personal faith ratified their baptism as infants, but 

in many cases it has been extended to those who have grown up in Baptist families. Robinson was 

ambivalent about the practice of open membenhip, not really favouring it but not fearing that it 

would be catastrophic, as long as the pastors of Baptist churches are convinced Baptists. But he was 

feamil that in fact the pastors were not convinced of the significance of believer baptism: 

1 am convinced that we are reaching a point at which we must make more of baptism, if 
much Iess is not to be made of it. The chief point, indeed, of what I want to say is that 
baptism is not maintaining its importance in the eyes of many among us, because Baptists 
are not proclaiming with sufficient clearness the full doctrine of the New Testament 
Baptisma6 

His practical concem was clear: if Baptists do not recover a more biblical estimate of baptism and 

understand it as much more than a "positive institution" and arbitrary test of obedience, then it will 

'The practice of restricting baptism to those who are suficiently mature to make a personal 
confession of faith is sometimes called "believer's baptism" and sometimes "believers' baptism." In 
order to avoid the confusion over the possessive form, and in order to provide an appropriate parallel 
to "infant baptism," this thesis consistently employs the t e m  "believer baptism." Paedobaptists oAen 
refer to this practice as "adult baptism," but this misses the point of the doctrine and is not the normal 
terni used by Baptists. 



continue to decline in importance, and the rationale for the existence of Baptists as a distinct 

denomination will disappear.' 

This concern for Baptist existence is not a sign of narrow denominationalism, but a firm 

beliefthat the Baptist doctrine of believer baptism is a valuable contribution to the universal Church. 

Robinson articulated three benefits of this doctrine: (1) Repentance and faith need to be embodied 

in a mernorable act which is psychologicaily powerful; otherwise, these fundamentai realities are less 

than fully conscious and personai. (2) The practice of believer baptism provides a continua1 

reminder of the essence of the gospel, especially when done by immersion, thus facilitating loyalty 

to the essence of the faith without an emphasis on the traditional language of the creeds (Robinson's 

liberal attitude toward traditional statements of orthodoxy is evident here). (3) Most important, the 

demand that baptism be connected to personal confession of faith enables us to give baptism its full 

rneaning as a vehicle of the Holy Spirit without falling into exaggerated, "sacramentarian" estimates 

of the rite.' 

Robinson recognized that paedobaptist churches have a firmer grasp on some biblical truths 

than many Baptists, including the idea that baptism is a divinely-appointed means of grace, in which 

God is at work in the experience of the baptizand. For him, then, Baptists needed to learn from 

others these truths, but those same truths ought to be expressed in the context of believer baptism: 

The uniquely ethical character of Our baptism safeguards us from the risk of 
misunderstanding, and leaves full room for the evangelical sacramentalism of the New 
Testament. The moral and religious experience of repentance and faith becomes the channel 
of the Spirit, and is psychologically reinforced by the definite expression of this experience 
in water-baptism. If we teach men that water-baptism is of real value on the human side-if 
it is not, we have no right to practice it-may we not teach that it is in the same way of value 
on the divine, possibly a real occasion, always a powemil declaration, of that baptism of the 



Spirit which is the tnie secret of Christian sanctifi~ation?~ 

His indication that baptism is "possibly" the point in tirne at which the Spirit is bestowed shows that 

he was not arguing for an invariable or automatic cause-effect relationship between baptism and the 

gift of the Spirit. He was not arguing for faith in the power of baptism, but for baptism as the rite 

in which faith in Christ cornes to definite persona1 expression. The gifi of the Spirit is God's work, 

and thus is not controlled by human activity, but at the experiential Level, baptism is seen as  the event 

which mediates the giftlreception of the Holy Spirit. A rite which is reduced to sheer obedience will 

not survive, but a rite with this kind of meaning deserves to be perpetuated, even if it implies a 

distinct denominational existence.I0 

These early concems were stated again in his small but influential book, Buptist Principles, 

fint published as a book in 1925 but reissued in several editions and printings." In it he argued that 

a right attitude toward baptism "implies much more than the conservative retention of an ancient 

ceremony; it irnplies that baptism is a sacrament of gra~e."'~ Anti-sacramentalists are prone to ask 

just what it is that is supposedly conveyed through such a sacrament that has not already been 

conveyed through faith alone. If by faith one is forgiven, regenerated and brought into union with 

Christ, what can be added by baptism? Robinson's reply was that this is a fundamentally unbiblical 

question, because "the New Testament never considers them [faith and baptism] apart in this 

' ' ~ h i s  work first appeared in 19 12 as a chapter in The Baptists of Yorkshire, ed. C. E. Shipley, 
a volume celebrating the centenary of the Yorkshire Baptist Association. 

12H. Wheeler Robinson, Baptist Principles, 4th ed. (London: Kingsgate Press, 1945),3. 
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detached rna~mer."'~ The disjunction between faith and baptism is what has allowed both a false kind 

of "sacrarnentananism" (in which baptism conveys benefits apart fiom personal, moral action) and 

"the entire rejection of sacraments" (in which the fidl experience of conversion occurs apart fiom 

physical-sacramental action).I4 

Robinson waç very far fiom affinning that there is power in the baptismal waterper se. The 

concept of consecrated water as a materiai means which the Spirit uses to convey grace is the essence 

of what he considered a false sacramentarianism." What he asserted is that the baptismal event (the 

use of water in dominically-established action) is the tangible expression of the work of the Spirit 

which is going on in the life of the baptizand, a work which has evoked this expression of conversion 

and gives assurance of a new filial relationship to God. 

Robinson's view of the sacramental meaning of baptism was not so much that the benefits 

a are given as a result of baptism, as that the benefits are being conveyed by the Spirit in a process 

which includes baptism as the event in which the spiritual transformation becomes a conscious 

reality. ïhus baptism does not mediate salvationper se in any sort of mechanical way, but it does 

mediate the experience of salvation as a conscious reality. It would, in his opinion, be false both to 

Scripture and to experience to assume that the normal experience of moral transformation through 

the gift of the Holy Spirit occurs through faith in isolation from action. Although this may be the 

experience of many persons (in many cases because they are taught to expect this), this is not to be 

I4Ibid. Robinson's language here shows that even Baptists who are cornfortable with the term 
"sacramentalism" will often use the terni "sacramentarianism" pejoratively to describe what they 
perceive to be an overemphasis on the physical action of the sacrament as opposed to the faith- 
response embodied in it. 
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considered normative, and such a separation between the inner life and its outer expression (sou1 

versus body) represents an unbiblical kind of dualism. 

These same ideas about Baptist principles were taken up into Robinson's larger book, The 

Life und Faith of the Baptists, which was first published in 1927 but went through many printings. 

In his opinion, the primary contribution of Baptists to the catholic Church was "the essential and 

primary place of the moral within the religi~us."'~ Within the context of baptismal theology, this 

implied a firm connection between baptism and persona1 comrnitrnent, the deniai of which is the 

cause of a false "sacrarnentarianism," which is in tum the cause of the typical Baptist reduction of 

baptisrn to a pure symbol: 

Baptists have been reluctant to recognize this "baptismal grace", just because, in their 
judgment, it is utterly misrepresented and distorted when ascribed to unconscious infants. 
The reaction from a false doctrine of divine grace in baptism has made them suspicious even 
of the genuine sacramentalism of the New Testament." 

His contention was that Baptists need to emphasize their doctrine of baptism for the benefit of the 

whole Church, but along the lines ofa "greater spiritual content" and not simply a "literalistic appeal 

to the Bible? 

In this book he further developed the contention that baptism as a confessional act is 

psychologically powemil as a defining moment in discipleship. Paedobaptist churches recognize 
* 

the need for some such defining moment, and for them the need must be met by confirmation or 

some similar vehicle for a persona1 confession of faith. His contention was that the need is met 

adequately only by believer baptism, which is the "rnost impressive and mernorable register of the 

I6H. Wheeler Robinson, The Life and Faith of the Baptists (London: Kingsgate Press, 1 W6), 175. 

171bid., 177. 

%id., 179. 



birth of a new p~rpose."'~ 

For Robinson, then, baptism provided an identifiable and memorable declaration of 

conversion (from the hurnan side) and spirihial empowering (from the divine side). Although he did 

not explicitly use the Reformed concept of "seal" to describe what is happening in baptism, this 

concept seems to be the most accurate way to summarize his baptismal theolcgy. In contrast to the 

Reformed tradition, he confined the seal to those who can personally declare their faith, and although 

the sealing is related to both the human and the divine aspects of the event, it is probably fair to Say 

that for him the focus fell on the confirmation of hurnan cornmitment to a degree that is different 

from the Reformed tradition. 

Perhaps the most significant statement by Robinson is his 1939 article, "Believers' Baptism 

and the Holy Spirit," which was first given as an address to the London Baptist Association and 

subsequently published in The Bapfist Quarterly. His earlier statements defended a sacramental 

understanding of baptism largely on the basis of general theological themes and psychological 

considerations, but this article developed the biblical support in a much more specific way. 

The argument began with the baptism of Jesus as a pmdigm for disciples of Jesus. The 

baptism of bsus in water was also a Spirit-baptism, as is seen in the Gospel accounts of the descent 

of the Spirit on that occasion and the use of the words of Isaiah 42, "1 have put my spirit upon him." 

Jesus was admittedly unique, but his uniqueness did not lie in any lack of genuine humanity. 

Therefore, he submitted to water-baptism as a believer, and that experience of believer baptisrn was 

also an expenence of Spirit-baptism. We, then, as followers ofthe Lord rnay expect that our baptism 

in water will facilitate "a humbler, yet related, expenence of the Holy Spirit" to empower us for a 



life of dis~ipleship.~~ 

Given the fact that the primitive church is viewed as a Spirit-filled cornmunity, it would be 

very stmnge if the rite of entrance into that community were not itself an experience of the Spirit. 

In fact, this is the normative expectation of the New Testament, dong the lines of Peter's declaration 

at Pentecost that baptism is the means of both forgiveness and the gifl of the Spirit (Acts 2:38). 

Adrnittedly, there are exceptions to this rule in the Book of Acts; in fact, there is no consistent 

pattern of cause and effect at d l .  However, the exceptional cases are there precisely because they 

are exceptions (e.g., Samaritans, Gentiles, distant disciples of John)." 

The most important authority on this question was held to be Paul, who was believed to 

emphasize the connection between baptism and the Spirit. His comments in 1 Corinthians 12: 13 

indicate that "the ideal beginning of the Spirit-filled life is at the water-baptism of the belie~er."'~ 

The passage in Romans 6: 1-6 shows Paul's assumption that by baptism "his readers have entered into 

such mystical union with Christ . . . that the new life to which he is calling them is already in some 

sense t h e i r ~ . " ~ ~  Although the Spirit is not explicitly mentioned in Romans 6, the elaboration of the 

new life in Romans 7-8 makes it clear that the dynamic of the transformed life is the Spirit. 

The connection present in Paul is even more explicit in John 3:3-8, in particular the reference 

to a birth "of water and the Spirit." Robinson recognized that Baptists have in many cases denied 

the allusion to baptism here, on the grounds that such a reference would make baptism absolutely 

'OH. Wheeler Robinson, "Believen' Baptism and the Holy Spirit," The Baptist Qwrterly n.s. 9 
(1938-1939): 390. 

"Ibid., 392. 



necessary for salvation. He replied: 

If a good Baptist is troubled-as many have been-by this apparent inculcation of baptismal 
regeneration through water, he may comfort himself with the not unimportant fact that "bom 
of the Spirit" in verse 6 replaces "bom of water and the Spirit" in verse S. The higher 
element is thus made inclusive of the lower. But this does not warrant us in trying to evade 
the natural meaning of the whole phrase, that a man is bom of water and the Spirit. Water- 
baptism was in the New Testament times the natural language and occasion and experienced 
means of the Spirit-baptism of be l i e~e r s .~~  

This use of water by the Spirit was interpreted as just one example of the general principle that the 

spiritual is mediated by lower (physical) forms of reality, a principle demonstrated supremely in the 

In~arnat ion.~~ The key is to remember that the Spirit is the sovereign agent in the event, and the 

water is only an instrument utilized by the Spirit. Sacramentarian errors occur when the means is 

severed from the agent's control and placed in the hands of a priestly caste, resulting in a "quasi- 

rnagical control of the higher by the 10wer."*~ 

a The tme paradigm for the function of water-baptism was found neither in pagan magic nor 

in the rituals of mystery religions, but in what Robinson called "prophetic symbolism." This was his 

way of denoting the comection between the prophetic word and prophetic action in some biblical 

accounts: 

The prophets of the Old Testament did not simply proclaim a word of the Lord; they 
sometimes began to put it into operation by identiQing themselves with it in a personal act, 

a which was already a fragment, as it were, of the whole act of God which they pr~claimed.~' 

An Old Testament exarnple wouid be Jeremiah's breaking a flask as a symbol of God's "breaking" 

of Judah and Jerusalem (Jer. 19: 1-1 51, and a New Testament example would be Agabus's binding 
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himself as a prophecy of the binding of Paul (Acts 21 : 1 1). Inherent in this notion is the idea that the 

prophetic action is more than "a mere accompaniment" of the prophetic word-in some sense the 

prophet "is beginning what the Lord will Himself ~ornplete ."~~ 

Near his retirement, in an address on Baptist distinctives given in 1941, Robinson again 

articulated his concern that the Baptist theology of baptism needed reformulation: 

Other communions have nghtly emphasized the doctrine of grace in relation to baptism, 
though, as we Baptists think, in a wrong and dangerous form. It should be for us, with the 
safeguard of personal faith, to follow the truth, avoiding the error. 1 believe that the future 
of the Baptist Church in this country does largely depend on the recovery of a lost 
sacramental emphasis; on our making more, not less, of believers' bapti~rn.'~ 

It is not clear whether for Robinson this "lost sacramental emphasis" was to be found in earlier 

Baptist thought or only in primitive Christianity. Given the absence of any references by him to 

specific Baptist ancestors with a high view of baptismal efficacy, he was probably thinking of his 

a interpretation of apostolic teaching. As show in the preceding chapter, there was in fact a Baptist 

tradition to which he could have appealed, but even if he wrongly assumed that Baptists had aiways 

been anti-sacramental, he was accurate in his recognition that he was proposing a baptismal theology 

which seriously modified that which he inherited from the 19th century. 

Arthur Clair Undenvood (1885-1948) 

Principal A. C. Underwood of Rawdon College was asked to write a chapter on the Baptist 

view of the ministry and the sacraments for a volume related tu the Faith and Order Movement and 

its conference at Edinburgh in 1937. It is actually the book's second chapter on Baptist views, and 

29H. Wheeler Robinson, "The Five Points of a Baptist's Faith," The Baptist Quarterly 1 1 (1942- 
1945): 9. 
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it was written to demonstrate that some Baptists held sacramental views that differed from what 

many assumed to be the only Baptist view. The first chapter, by Prof. Isaac. G. Matthews (1 871 - 
1959) of Crozer Seminary in the U.S.A. (fomerly of McMaster University), asserted that for 

Baptists, "Baptism is considered only an outward sign of an inner experience, a symbol in which the 

individual pledges himself to a newness of life."M 

Underwood responded as follows: 

While many Baptists would regard Professor 1. G. Matthews' paper as an adequate exposition 
of their opinions on the Ministry and the Sacraments, there is an increasing number of 
Baptists in both England and Amerka who could not give their assent to Professor Matthews' 
virtual reduction of the Sacraments to nuda signa.)' 

He then referred to another chapter in the book, that by Prof. J. S. Whale (b. 1896) delineating the 

Congregationalist view, and he afirmed that Whale's general sacramental perspective was his own, 

except for the Baptist distinctives about the subjects and mode of baptism." This would locate 

Underwood's conceptual scheme within the orbit of Calvinistic racramentalirm, in which the key 

word is that baptism is not only a sign but also a seal of union with Christ. That is, baptism confimis 

and applies at the Ievel of conscious experience what is done invisibly in the sou1 by the work of the 

Spirit. 

In his elaboration of this Framework, baptism was indeed viewed as a significant means of 
- 
grace, but in the end it was still a second. post-conversion work of grace. He argued that Baptists 

301. G. Matthews, "Views of Modem Churches: (g) Baptist (l)," in The Ministry and the 
Sucraments, ed. Roderic Dunkerley (London: SCM Press, 1937). 22 1. 

"A. C. Underwood, "Views of Modem Churches: (g) Baptists (21,'' in Dunkerley, ed., Ministry 
and Sacraments, 223. 



are "sacramentalists though they reject sacerdotalism."" He affirmed that the sacrarnents are 

"eficacious symbols which mediate the grace of God," but not in any ex opere operato sense." 

Baptism is thus "a definite religious experience, a genuine Sacrament, but only to those who submit 

to it in penitence and faith."" While he wanted to Say that baptism is "not a bare symbol as of 

something already ~ o r n ~ l e t e , " ~ ~  this was in conflict with his description of the relation between 

conversion and baptism: 

Al1 who proceed to baptism do so in virtue of their faith which has already welcomed the 
divine message of forgiveness and of new life in Christ. Apart fiom this faith their baptism 
would effect nothing. They are not baptised in order to be regenerated, for their conversion 
was their regeneration. Baptists adhere strictly to the New Testament doctrine of 
regeneration and do no t, there fore, regard regeneration and conversion as separate 
e~periences.~~ 

By defining conversion in this way, the sacramental nature of baptism is severely reduced, 

and what is mediated through it is "a present and deeper experience of divine grace, already 

embraced by faith."3a Comparing the baptisms of the New Testament to those done among Baptists 

today, he wrote: 

Now, as then, they surrendered to Christ at the time of their conversion, but in consciously 
submitting to baptism they make their surrender more complete and their consecration more 
absolute, and, therefore, they receive further divine power to walk in newness of life. At 
their conversion they received the gift of the Holy Spirit, but at their baptism they receive a 

"Ibid., 225. 

341bid. 

351bid. 

361bid., 227. 

"Ibid., 226. 

381bid., 227. 



further accession of the Spirit in response to their faith." 

In the end, then, although Underwood was compelled by the baptismal language of Scripture to 

interpret it as an occasion of a divine work of grace, he still severed baptism from conversion and 

regarded it as a testimony to a past experience of regeneration, rather than the defining moment when 

faith cornes to tangible expression and regeneration becomes an expenential reality. He was moving 

tentatively away from the "mere symbol" approach to baptism, but he was not far removed from it. 

In fact, it is probably fair to Say that those who affirm that baptism is a purely symbolic testimony 

to a completed conversion generally agree that there is in it (as in every act of obedient discipleship) 

some kind of spiritual benefit dong the Iines of strengthened commitment. That was not explicit in 

the "pure symbol" view of Matthews, but neither was it denied; and it is instructive to note that 

Matthews did refer to renewal of commitment through the Lord's Supper, which occasioned the 

comment, "Only thus do Baptists consider it a Sa~rament . "~~ Therefore, although Underwood's 

rhetoric was different from that of Matthews, it is open to question whether this kind of 

"sacramental" view was an alternative to the other or merely an elaboration. 

Robert C. Walton (1905-1985) 

- In 194 1 a group of younger Baptist ministers began meeting for corporate theological study 

with an ecclesiological focus. Ultimately the group numbered thirteen, and by 1944 they had arrived 

at certain conclusions which they desired to publish for discussion by the wider Baptist family. 

Robert Walton, who was serving at that time as the General Secretary of  the Student Christian 

Movement in Schools, was commissioned to articulate these conclusions in print, and after his ciraft 



108  

was revised by his colleagues, his statement of the matter was published as The Guthered Community 

(1946). In one sense the book was by an individual, for Walton took responsibility for its final form, 

but in another sense it was a group project that indicated growing ferment among Baptists about 

ecclesiology in general and sacramentalism in particular!' 

There were at least three distinctive contributions which WaIton made to the formulation of 

baptismal theology: (1) In his approach the church as a corporate entity was very important as a 

mediating factor in the persona1 experience of redemption, much more so than in Robinson's 

approach. (2) The sacramental view of baptism was rooted in a broader principle of sacramental 

action, of which the Incarnation is the supreme example. (3) In spite of a high view of the efficacy 

of believer baptism and the assertion of the irregularity of infant baptism, he denied the propriety of 

"rebaptism" for those who were baptized as infants and confessed persona1 faith at a later time. 

His strong sense of the church as a channel of grace can be seen in his treatment of the gift 

of the Holy Spirit. He argued that in the New Testament there are three essential features of 

Christian baptism: it is first "an act of penitence"; it is ciosely comected to the gifi ofthe Holy Spirit; 

and it is "the door of entrance into the redeemed ~ornrnunity."~~ Of these three elements, it would 

seem to be the gifl of the Spirit which is nearest to the heart of the sacramental question. 

- Walton rejected the idea that there is any sort of invariable cause-effect relation between 

baptism and the personal possession of the Spirit, both on the bais  of the diverse evidence of the 

data in Acts and on the bais  of Christian expenence. He admitted, though, that there is "an intimate 

' ~ o b e r t  C. Wal ton, The Gathered Community (London: Carey Press, 1 W6), 8-9. This source 
will hereafter be noted as GC. 
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relationship between the gifl and the sacrament to which the New Testament bears witness."" When 

this new experience of the Spirit that is connected to baptism was articulated, it was in terms of 

initiation into the cornmunity which is corporately indweIt by the Spirit. In his words, it is "the gift 

of the Spirit to the Christian community, in which a man shares because he has entered that 

comrnunity through baptism."" The same sort of imer logic is seen in his treatrnent of the classic 

text in John 3: 

In this same circle of ideas is the Johannine teaching on the new birth. When a man enters 
the Christian community he needs the promise of a new life, lived with a new purpose, at a 
new pitch of intensity, with new and finer motives. This new life is the gift of the Spirit; no 
man can achieve it by himself. To be bom again "of water and of the Spirit" is to enter the 
community which lives by the forthflowing of power from God." 

It appears, then, that this baptismal theology lacked any sense of a direct conveyance of the Spirit 

to the individual--it is rather the case that initiation into the church of the Spirit is the cause of the 

0 individual's empowering by the Spirit. 

It is universally admitted that in the act of Christian baptism, the church is active alongside 

of the baptizand and God, but for Walton the role of the church is fundamental and is in fact one 

aspect of God's action in the event. The church is "the extension ofthe Incarnation" which is brought 

into being "to continue Word and Sacment  among men."46 Both of the gospel sacraments are "acts 

of God through the Church," and this implied for him the rejection of the statement by Arthur 

Dakin (1 884- 1969) that "Christ is thought of in the ordinances as related not primarily to the Church 



as a body, but first to each believing individuai, and so to the ~ h u r c h . ' ' ~ ~  There was clearly, then, a 

shift by Walton away fiom a more traditional Baptist individualism (in which the church is created 

by bringing together redeemed individuals) toward a corporate focus (in which incorporation into 

the redeemed comrnunity facilitates the individual's experience). 

Traditionally, Protestant theology has tended to emphasize the uniqueness of baptism and the 

Lord's Supper as sacraments, in opposition to the Roman Catholic expansion of the sacraments, but 

Walton argued that sacramental action in baptism is merely one manifestation of God's use of 

materiai means to convey benefit to humans. He said: 

Christianity is a supematural religion which yet has its roots in history. . . . Christianity thus 
affirms that the spintual operates through the medium of the material. . . . So God is revealed 
and His grace is given through things seen and temporal. . . .Of this tnith the Incarnation is 
the supreme example. . . . The Incarnation, however, is not the only example of a principle 
which lies at the root of reality as Christians see it. . . . The material universe is pregnant with 
spiritual meaning and there is reality hidden within the "real" objects of earth and sky and 
sea, of man's physical body and mental lifeg8 

These sweeping assertions may or may not be justifiable inferences fiom Christianity's rootedness 

in the Incarnation, but at the very least it is irnperative to distinguish arnong the various ways in 

which the invisible God works through the visible creation. For example, God works through water 

to sustain human life, but this is different from the way in which God works through baptismal 

water, however one may explain the latter. To assert that God works through baptism could mean 

simply that God communicates spiritual truths in symbolic form through the event, but Walton and 

other sacramentalists want to say much more than this. The issue is not whether God is at work in 

some way in the event, but whether God is conveying to the baptizand in baptism (at some level) the 

471bid., 16 1. The quoted material is fiom Arthur Dakin, The Bapfist View of the Church and 
Ministry (London: Kingsgate Press, 1944). 34. 



benefits symbolized by baptism. It is the nature of Gods work, not the fact of Gods work, that is 

at issue. 

Walton was conscious that he was advancing views that were not in the centre of his Baptist 

tradition, but he overstated the difference when he chose John Smyth as a representative Baptist 

patriarch. Smyth defended "spintual wonhip" to such an extent that he rejected the use of any 

printed matter before the eyes in worship, thus sevenng wonhip not only from the Prayer Book, but 

also from hyrnn books and even from Bibles (though not fiom biblical statements recalled from 

memory)19 But this kind of extreme position was never a standard Baptist view, and as Walton 

admitted, Srnyth in fact affirmed that Christ was at work through physical elements in both baptism 

and the Lord's Supper. As shown in the preceding chapter, Walton could easily have found early 

Baptist interpretations of the sacraments which were very similar to his own. It was his sense of a 

"sacramental universe" which was more distinctive, and more debatable. On that point, he could 

have invoked H. Wheeler Robinson's concept of the action of the divine Spirit through lower, 

materid means, but there was no reference to Robinson's work. This is another example of the 

Baptist tendency to ignore the Baptist tradition. 

Although Walton defended a higher view of baptism's efficacy than was common in his 

inherited tradition, he affirmed the Baptist refusal to baptize infants. The point at which this 

becomes a profoundly practical issue is the request for membership in a Baptist church by one who 

was baptized as an infant. If infant baptism is rejected as an unbiblicai baptism, and if believer 

baptism is a significant means of grace as Walton passionately asserted, can it be nght to admit such 

persons to membership without believer baptism? Walton answered in the affirmative: 



Ought we, in such circurnstances, to insist upon re-baptism by immersion? . . . To insist upon 
re-baptism is, in Our view, to unchurch everybody but ourselves, and to deny to al1 except 
Baptists the title of Christian. . . . Thus, because Christendom is divided, we could accept as 
members those, who, baptised as infants, have, in Confirmation, expressed in another though 
less scriptural form, the essential requirement of pesonal acceptance and personal faith in 
Christ and His benefits which is sacramentally expressed in Believers' Baptism." 

This is a strange piece of argumentation in two ways. First, to introduce the issue of "immersion" 

is to miss the point of the question, which concems the subjects of baptism, not the mode. Second, 

it has never been true that Baptists who demanded believer baptism in such cases denied the 

genuineness of Christian faith in al1 those not baptized as believers, and many Baptists have accepted 

paedobaptist churches as genuine churches with some irregularities of practice.sl 

The difficulty of correlating a high view of baptism as a sacrament with an "open 

membeehip" policy was stated by Walton himself in relation to the practice of admission to 

membership on the basis of verbal confession of faith apart from any baptism (whether as an infant 

or as a believer). He noted that this is rooted in the idea that baptism is a "mere symbol" which is 

thus optional, and he replied: 

If, on the other hand, Believers' Baptism is a sacrament in which God acts, and an ordinance 
we are bound by our allegiance to obey, then to make it an optional extra means that the 
Baptist community sins grievously, misleading the flock committed to its charge, and by its 

"For exarnple, Chap. XXVI of the Second London Confession ("Of the Church") defines "visible 
saints" as "dl persons throughout the world, professing the faith of the gospel, and obedience unto 
God by Christ according unto it, not destroying their own profession by any errors perverting the 
foundation, or unholiness of conversation," and asserts that "of al1 such persons ought al1 particular 
congregations to be constituted." Thus the visible church is defined without reference to baptism. 
Furthemore, the same chapter says, "The purest churches under heaven are subject to mixture and 
error." Other chapters in the confession defxne the nght practice of baptism, but there is no statement 
conjoining baptisrn and the church in such a way that baptismal irregularities would invalidate a 
church's profession to be a genuine church of Christ. This attitude is also implicit in the fact that this 
Baptist confession is just a slightly modified form of the Westrnimtet Confession. 



neglect stops up one channel through which the divine blessing is mediated." 

Now, admittedly, the person baptized as an infant who later makes a personal confession of faith and 

the person who has never been baptized at al1 and now confesses faith are not in exactly the same 

situation. The former has been accepted as a member by a Christian church, though perhaps in an 

inappropriate way, while the latter is seeking initial acceptance in the church. Nevertheless, the 

repair of an inadequate baptism is still possible, and the situation in view is one in which the 

individual desires to be a sincere member of a church which is comrnitted to the practice of believer 

baptism. Both the integrity of church mernbership and the value of a sacramentally-expressed 

confeçsion of faith seem to dernand that Baptist churches practice closed membership. This is not 

the way in which the reformulation of Baptist sacrarnentalism has unfolded-for the most part, 

Walton's conclusion has been afinned, and Baptist sacrarnentalists have supported open 

membership. However, this seems to have stronger roots in the sociology of British ecclesiastical 

li fe than in the theology of Baptist sacramentalism. 

There are several aspects of Baptist life in 20th-century Great Britain which have predisposed 

them to the practice of open membeahip, even though the practice is in tension with their theology. 

Historically, Baptists in Great Britain (especially England) have had very close relations with other 

Nonconformists, especially the Congregationalists. The sense of being a minority group over against 

the established Church of England has helped to create a desire for numerical significance, and given 

the serious numerical decline of the Baptist Union over much of this century, the desire to make 

church membership as inclusive as possible is understandable." Furthemore, some of the notable 

')For a description and interpretation of this numerical decline, see McBeth, Baptist Heritage, 
507-5 10. 
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leaders of the Baptist Union have been strongly committed to ecumenism, thus inclining the 

churches toward a less sectarian ecclesiology. In particular, the offce of General Secretary was 

filled by J. H. Shakespeare (189801924) and Ernest A. Payne (195 1-1 967), both of whom were 

vigorous participants in the modem ecumenical movement." 

Henrv Cook [1886-1970) 

According to Roger Hayden, Henry Cook's attempt to articulate Baptist distinctives, FYhor 

Bapfists Stand For (1 947), was w-ritten as a reply to Walton, and Cook "attacked vecy strongly the 

use of the word 'sacrament' and pleaded for a r e t m  to 'ordinance'."" Hayden indicates that the book 

was widely used in the denomination for twenty years, and it rnay well be that the book was used by 

othen as an antidote to a resurgent sacramentalism, but to do so is to overstate the contrast between 

Walton and Cook. 

Cook did indeed explain the typical Baptist uneasiness about the term "sacrament," pointing 

out that it is "associated in their minds with semi-magical ideas that are utterly foreign to the New 

Te~tament."'~ This connection with sacerdotalism and traditional Roman Catholic ideas of grace, 

indeed the tendency among both Catholics and Protestants to associate the term with conveyance of 

grace in the absence of personal faith, not to mention the extension of the terni to cover five other 

rituals in the Catholic and Orthodox traditions, has made Baptists wary of the term. 

Baptists, therefore, have corne to prefer the term "ordinances" to descnbe the two rituals of 

the gospel, thus emphasizhg their dominical origin and binding character. However, the debate is 

-- - 

"Ibid., 499-504. 

ss Hayden, English Baptist Hislory, 1 63. 

s6Henry Cook, What Baptists Stand For (London: Kingsgate Press, 1 947), 8 7. 



not ultimately about tenninology, and Cook was quick to note this: 

The Baptist reason for avoiding the word sacraments is thus quite intelligible, but it 
is at the sarne time unfortunate, since the word Ordinances hardly does justice to d l  that is 
involved in Baptism and the Lord's Supper. These are Ordinances undoubtedly, but they are 
surely very much more, and their significance lies not merely in the fact that they were 
enjoined upon us by Christ but that they become to the man of faith an actual means of 
grace." 

This was hardly a plea for one term over another. Cook's concem as it relates to baptismal doctrine 

was to argue that baptism becomes sacramenta1 only as it is "laid hold of by the believing s o ~ l . " ~ ~  

In baptism there is "a vitalizing and e ~ c h i n g  experience of His grace and power," but there is "no 

magic in the sacraments, no confemng of grace independently of the will of the recipient."" To 

apply baptism to infants (or, for that matter, to anyone apart fiom explicit faith) is "to make a 

sacrament of grace into something that savours of magic."" 

The sacramental theologies of Walton and Cook were not antitheticai, but it would be 

accurate to Say that their emphases were different, as can be seen in Cook's treatment of "the value 

of baptism." He treated its value by listing nine aspects of the rneaning of baptism, and the focus 

clearly fell on the human side, the seventh aspect being the only one that implied some kind of 

sacramental action. Baptism was interpreted as: 

(1) . . . an act of obedience. . . . (2). . . the acceptance of a definite challenge. . . . (3) . . . a 
- witness for Christ, and experience suggests that no witness is more effective. . . . (4) . . . the 

evidence of a morally cleansing experience through the gifi of Christ in the Gospel. . . . (5) 
. . . an act of initiation. . . . the door of entrance into the Christian Church, . . . (6)  . . . an 
expression in symbolic form of basic Gospel fact. . . . (7) . . .[one of the ordinances in which] 
the believer appropriates for himself the truths symbolized in them, and in that way enables 

"Ibid., 89. 

"Ibid., 90. 

'%id., 9 1. 

601bid. 



them to become, as we Say, sacramental; media, that is, through which God in saving grace 
is able to corne to the soul. . . . (8) . . . a f o m d  reference Do the future consummation of 
salvation]. . . . (9) . . . an act of dedi~ation.~' 

This explanation of the rneaning of baptism certainly put the focus on the human action in the event; 

even the explicitly sacramental reference was phrased in terms of the believer's act of appropriation, 

and this rhetoric does sound different fiom Walton's assertion that God is the fint and primary actor 

in baptism. However, both Walton and Cook emphatically asserted that the operation of God's grace 

is such that it evokes the Free response of the individual as an absolutely necessary component in the 

bestowd of the benefits of Christ. Grace is free and sovereign but not coercive, and baptism 

embodies according to each of them both divine and hurnan action, and the grace in view both elicits 

and responds to the human faith. Cook's explanation may have been tilted more toward the human 

side, but he said of baptism that, "It is a 'high' moment of believing confession, and it is therefore a 

a 'high' moment of experienced grace."" 

Neville Clark (b. 1926) 

The years afler World War II were marked by ferment in baptismal theology, much of it 

sparked by Karl Barth's 1943 lecture, Die Kirkiiche Lehre von der Taufe, which was translated into 

English in 1948 by Emest Payne (1902-1980), a British Baptist. One of the first Baptist 

contributions to this discussion was An Approach to the Theology of the Sacraments (1956) by  

Neville Clark, who was serving as a Baptist pastor in England at the time and later served as a 

theological educator at the South Wales Baptist College. Three years later he contributed a chapter 

on the theology of baptism in Christian Baptism, a watershed volume for British Baptisa, which will 
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be discussed below. Certain thernes in his fmt  book were fùrther developed in a 1965 article in 

Studia Liturgicu, and this discussion at this point will focus on these two pieces of Iiterature. 

Clark stated emphatically that baptism is conceptualized in the New Testament as a 

sacrament in which God achieves what is there symbolized. He wrote: 

There is little doubt that the New Testament view of baptism is of a rite that is effective 
rather than merely symbolic. It brings the disciple into a union with Christ too deep and 
realistic for words adequately to describe it; it has objective ~ignificance.~~ 

The significance revolves around union with Christ and his vicarious action, so that, "In baptism the 

disciple enters into the whole redemptive action of his Lord, so that what was once done 

representatively for him may now be done in actuality in him."" On the bais  of Pauline teaching 

in Romans 6 and Galatians 3, he asserted, "The New Testament is no less clear that the point at 

which redemption becomes effective for us is at baptism."" Contrary to most Baptist theologians, 

he was prepared to posit a form of baptismal regeneration: 

Baptism and new birth are inseparably bound together, for the gift of the Holy Spirit involves 
a radical change at the centre of man's being. The divine promises attached to the sacraments 
are not empty promises; what God says, " g ~ e s . " ~ ~  

In contradistinction to Robinson and Walton, Clark did not ground his sense of baptism as 

a sacrament in some kind of broader sacramental principle. He argued in his early book that, "The 

sacraments stem fiom historical roots; they are not adequately to be defined by means of general 

63~evil le  Clark, An Approach to the Theolop of the Sacraments (London: SCM Press, 1 %6), 32. 
This source wi11 hereafter be noted as ATS. 

"Ibid., 3 1. 



later article he described such general definitions as "misleading traditional 

We have to 
abstract and 

which he replied: 

abandon the treatment of "sacrament" as a generic category, susceptible of 
a priori definition, which may then be regulatively imposed upon baptismal 

exposition. This is to liberate baptismal understanding frorn confining mould and unbiblical 
restrictive strait-jacket." 

This appears to have been a positive step fonvard tiiat was generally followed by later Baptist 

formulations; it avoided an unfmitful attempt to give precise definition to a term which is in fact 

never employed in Scripture, and it preserved the uniqueness of baptism and the Lord's Supper as 

signs comecting the work of Christ to human expenence. 

If', then, the meaning of baptism is to be detemined by the biblical witness, what is the 

biblical evidence that supports his vigorous assertion above that there is "little doubt" that baptism 

is an effective sign? For Clark, the evidence is present in latent form in the Book of Acts, it is stated 

in an oblique way in The Gospel of John, but it is found in a clear and developed way only in Paul's 

epistles. 

He recognized that it is necessary to look for clues in Acts as to the theology of baptism 

taught or assurned in the primitive preaching of the gospel, but he argued that "the picture is 

curiously confused," and he therefore questioned whether Luke's account will bear the weight that 
* 

rnany want to put on it.69 The variations within Acts in the description of the relation between 

baptism and the Spirit are well known (and will be treated in the following chapter), and Clark also 

- - 

"~bid., 72. 

68Neville Clark, "Christian Initiation: A Baptist Point of View," Studia Liturgica 4 ( 1  965): 156. 

69~Iark, A TS, 1 9-20. 



argued that Luke "is still working with a somewhat impersonal conception of holy spirit.""' But even 

though Acts does not provide the kind of system which we might desire, two general statements may 

be made: 

In the first place, baptism was the outward manifestation of a believing response to the 
proclamation of the gospel message; as such it was the appointed rite o f  initiation into the 
Church, the Spirit-filled cornrnunity. Secondly, it was comected with cleansing and 
forgiveness of sins, and, as the obvene of this, with the reception of the Holy spirit." 

Some have argued that the Gospel of John is designed to teach a high sacramental doctrine 

by means of multiple figures of speech and allusions. Clark was only prepared to use the Gospel in 

a very limited way: 

Sorne reference to the fourth Gospel is however appropriate, even though the difficulties of 
interpretation entitle us to use it only for the illustration and confirmation of conclusions 
already firmly grounded. . . . [Conceming John 31 The evangelist looks back to the baptism 
of Jesus himself, when water and Spirit were conjoined; but he also points forward to 
Christian baptism as rebirth through the operation of the Holy Spirit, the means of entrance 
into the Kngdom? 

The heart of the matter for Clark was the Pauline treatment of baptism, notably a text like 

Romans 6, in which Paul interprets baptisrn as the event in which the believer is salvifically united 

with Christ, or perhaps more accurately, with the whole Christ-event from Incarnation to Ascension. 

Baptism is "a sacrament of inaugurated eschatology," effecting the believer's entrance into the 

benefits presently attached to the Kingdom of God and giving hope of the consummation of this 

salvation at the ~arousia.~' 

When Clark sought to interpret the "how" of such Pauline assertions, the Church became a 

"Ibid., 20. 

"Ibid., 21. 
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major factor. He wrote: 

How is this union with Christ accomplished; how does baptism effect it? The answer is 
given in t ems  of initiation into the Church. Baptism accomplishes union with Christ 
because it gives entry into the Church which is his resurrection body. Into that body the 
baptized are incorporated as "memben."" 

With regard to the gifi of the Spirit he said, "In baptism the Holy Spirit is given; for baptism is into 

Christ upon whom the Spirit abided, into the body of Christ which is the locus of the SpirW7' He 

argued that Chnst is neither to be identified with the Body nor to be separated from the Body, so that 

to be united with the one is to be united with the other, the Totus Christus of Head and rnembers. 

However, although there is no separation between "in Christ" and "in the Church", there was clearly 

for him a logical order such that we are "in Christ" because we are "in the ~hurch."" Union with 

the ascended Christ and possession of the Holy Spirit bestowed by Christ are realities mediated 

through the Church which is indwelt by Christ through the Spirit. This account of the logical order 

was rirnilar to Walton's treatrnent, but it would later be challenged by G. R. Beasley-Murray. 

Traditionally Baptists have judged faith in Christ on the part of the baptizand to be an 

essential part of Christian baptism, so that infant baptism has been considered invalid. Even those 

Baptist churches which practised "open membership" did so on the basis of Christian charity and the 

assumption that baptism is not essential to salvation, not on the basis that infant baptism is in some 

sense valid. It would seem, then, that a heightened sense of the efficacy of baptism within a Baptist 

theology would strengthen this conclusion that infant baptism is invalid. If baptism is understood 

as an effective sign which unites the baptizand to Christ and al1 the present benefits of redemption, 

"Ibid., 33. 

"Ibid., 34. 

"Ibid., 33. 
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then it would seem that the only way to relate this kind of baptism to infants would be along the lines 

of traditional Catholic thought However, Clark argued for the acceptance of infant baptism as valid, 

although irregular. He wrote: 

It would be arrogant, grievous, and wholly unjustifiable for any to suggest that infant baptism 
is no baptism. It is true baptism. The question that must constantly be posed, hurnbly yet 
searchingly, is whether it is not impaired baptism, baptism which distorts the sacramental 
reality, and whether with the partial disappearance of its cntical assurances relative to 
original guilt and etemal destiny it is not increasingly a baptism in search of a theology." 

It is not clear what there is in Clark's baptismal theology that would justi@ his categorical 

defence of the validity of infant baptism. There rnay be a way to support validity in spite of 

irregularity, but to cal1 the denial of this claim "wholly" unjustifiable seems to go far beyond the 

evidence. There are two factors in his theology which rnay be at work here: (1) the logical order of 

"in the Church" and "in Christ"; and (2) the eschatological dimension of baptism. 

0 With regard to the first factor, one might argue that the children of church members are in 

some sense "in the Church" and thus in the sphere of the Spirit's activity. If personal possession of 

the Spirit is a logical result of being introduced into the corporate locus of the Spirit (i.e., the 

Church), then it may make sense to speak of small children in Christian families as those who are 

"in the Spirit." In paedobaptist churches this life in the sphere of the Spirit is sacramentally signified 

by infant baptism. If one adds to this Clark's strong assertion of the unrepeatability of baptism, 

corresponding to the E+&nac of redemption, then the inference of accepting a dcfacto infant baptism 

may make sense. However, this leaves some major questions about the correlation between Clark's 

view of baptismal efficacy and the experience of infmts, not to mention the problem of interpreting 

the relation of unbaptized infants to the Church. 

"Clark, "Initiation," 165. 
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With regard to the second factor, baptisrn as an eschatological sign embodies both an 

"already" and a "not yet." Just as the first advent of Christ inaugurated the kingdom of God without 

its immediate consummation, so it is true that our incorporation into Christ and his work has 

immediate effects, but the fiil1 effects await the Parousia. In Clark's words: 

In one sense, baptism effects what it signifies. In another sense, the effective realisation of 
its significance is the whole of life lived in the Body, that working out of union with Christ 
crucified and risen, in the flesh and blood of temporal existence, in corponte and corporal 
fashion, which is the life of eucharistic man." 

Christians die and nse with Christ in baptism, but the full expenence of this spiritual death and 

resurrection is a future reality. This proleptic element in baptism is in fact a common argument for 

the practice of paedobaptism, as Clark noted. It may be possible to argue that since baptism effects 

spiritual rebirth in principle though not in its fullness, then those baptized as infants and those 

baptized as believers are not in totally different categories--in both cases the baptized persons are 

called to progressive actualization of what is true in principle. 

These attempts to fil1 out the argumentation are admittedly speculative, because Clark 

asserted his position on the acceptance of de facto infant baptism without developing his case. If 

these factors are the relevant ones, and if there is validity to such arguments, then it is dif'fïcult to see 

why they would not imply thepractice of infant baptism, not simply the ucceptance of such baptism 
& 

after the fact. There appears to be an incoherence in Clark's baptismal theology at this point. 

The Publication of Christian Ba~tism (1959) 

In the summer of 1955 four Baptist rninisters in London began meeting to discuss baptism, 

aware that the topic was near the top of the ecumenical agenda but also that Baptists had contributed 
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very little to the discussion. They solicited the involvement of other Baptists, and ultimately ten 

scholars, pastors and theologicai educaton, formed a working group in which the individuals 

researched specific parts of the question and submitted their conclusions for evaluation by the group. 

The results were published in 1959, edited by Alec Gilmore @. 1928), under the title of Christian 

Baptism: A Fresh Attempt fo Understand the Rite in terms of Scripture, History, and Theohgy. 

Ernest A. Payne, who was then the General Secretary of the Baptist Union, wrote an introductory 

chapter descnbing "Baptism in Recent Discussion" to set the historical context, but he was not a 

mernber of the working group and did not commit himself to the positions of the group. The book 

proved to be the watershed in the reformulation of baptismal doctrine, providing for public scrutiny 

the relatively advanced sacramentalism of a group of younger Baptist leaders and thus provoking 

public criticism fiom those who lamented this new departure. What follows is a summary of the 

sacramental contribution of the book and the criticism directed toward it. This summary is not of 

the book as a whole, but only of those aspects of it which argued that baptism is an eficacious sign 

(Le., a sacrament) and attempted to define the benefits of baptism or the mode of their conveyance. 

Stephen F. Winward (19 1 1-1986, Baptist Minister, London--the one person who was also 

a member of the group that produced Walton's earlier book) launched the book with a discussion of 

'!Scripture, Tradition, and Baptism." This chapter did not deal explicitly with the sacramental 

question, but it did argue for a view of the Bible and tradition which was significantly different nom 

the typical Baptist approach. He rejected a simple biblicism which functions on the assumption that 

the Bible is a level collection of fully adequate insights and proof-texts, and argued that apostolic 

practice is normative onIy when it refiects what is essential to the gospel." He accepted the idea that 

"Stephen F. Winward, "Scripture, Tradition, and Baptism," in Christian Baptism: A Fresh 
Affempt to Understand the Rite in T e m  ofScripfure, History and Theology, ed. Alec Gilmore 



apostolic tradition has been perpetuated not only through the New Testament writings, but also 

through successive generations of the Church (although this latter transmission always stands under 

the judgment of the uniquely valuable apostolic deposit in the Scriptures)." This allows for the 

possible adoption of theological conshucts which are legitimate developments of apostolic teaching, 

although not explicitly present in the New Testament, but this has more relevance for issues of 

subject and mode of baptism than for the sacramental question. A high view of baptismal efficacy 

cm in fact be argued on the b a i s  of a primitive biblicism-the long-standing Baptist reduction of 

baptism to a mere symbol of  a completed conversion requires the assertion that key New Testament 

texts do not mean what they seem to mean when they speak, for example, of being "baptized into 

Christ." 

Alec Gilmore (Baptist Minister, Northampton, and editor of the volume) analysed "Jewish 

a Antecedents." In treating the relation of baptism to circumcision, which has always been at the heart 

of the debate, he suggested a kind of confirmatory significance for baptism: 

Under the new covenant, union with Christ did away with the need for circurncision, and 
created the need for something to bring home to a man his union with Christ and the 
redization that he was possessed by Christ's spirit. It was this need which was filled by 
baptism." 

Here the point of "bring home" seems to be that baptism mediates the conscious experience of 
* 

entrante into the sphere of redemption; in other words, he interpreted baptism dong the lines of a 

"seal" that has no eficacy in itself but does by virtue of  its comection to a recognized authority or 

benefactor have an efficacy at the level of assurance. 

(London: Luttenvorth Press, 1959), 5 1. 

"Ibid., 49. 

' ' ~ l e c  Gilmore, "Jewish Antecedents," in CB, 65. 
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At the heart of the book is the exegesis of the New Testament evidence, and R. E. O. White 

(b. 1914, Baptist Minister, Birkenhead) treated both "The Baptism of Jesus" and "Baptism in the 

Synoptic Gospels." White provided a balanced and carefully nuanced interpretation of baptism as 

an event embodying both a human act of obedience to the gospel and a divine act of grace conveying 

the benefits of the gospel. He posited a strong comection of this sacramental sense to the baptism 

of ksus, in that the bestowal of the Spirit at the baptism of Jesus indicated that the focus of the rite 

was shifiing from an act of obedience to a divine empowering of obedience. Although the baptism 

of Jesus is unique in some ways, he argued (like Robinson before him) that there is "ample 

suggestion and warrant for a new and vastly enriched conception of what baptism could mean also 

for those who followed in His steps."'* 

White expanded the significance of the baptism of Jesus along at least five lines: (1) "It lends 

to the practice his personal authority." (2) "It lends a note of positive enrichment, rather than of 

negative renunciation, to baptism." (3) It provides as a motive for baptism "personal dedication and 

obedience," in that this is the meaning of a baptism of "repentance" for the one sinless human. (4) 

It connects the rite to persona1 assurance of being a child of God, i.e., it has "filial overtones." (5) 

It links baptism to the reception of the Spirit, the promise of the Hebrew prophets for the last days, 

and thus "baptism becomes the sacrament for the transmission of the s pi rit."" The 1 s t  two points 

of this reonentation of baptism indicate something of its sacramental significance for those who 

"follow the Lord" in baptism. In some sense the Spirit is conveyed to the baptizand in the event, and 

the presence of the Spirit is an experiential reality which gives assurance that the individual is indeed 

accepted by grace as a child of God (not a Son of God in the same sense as Jesus, but in a related 

"R. E. O. White, "The Baptism of ksus," in CB, 93. 

"~bid., 96-97. 



sense). 

White argued that Jesus provided two kinds of wamings which relate to baptism, one against 

the temptation to disparage baptism as a mere ceremony that is an optionai extra, and the other 

against the attempt to make baptism absolutely necessary for salvation. In his words: 

Unquestionably Jesus opposed any reliance upon the performance of religious acts 
as eficacious in themselves apart fiom the state of the heart which they express. . . . 

Nowhere does Jesus suggest that religion can consist in wholly inward States of sou1 
that seek and find no expression in appropnate acts of devotion and cornitment, such as 
baptism might pr~vide.'~ 

S. 1. Buse (191 3-1971, Lecturer in New Testament Studies, University College of North 

Wales) treated "Baptism in the Acts of the Apostles" and "Baptism in Other New Testament 

Writings." In his treatment of Acts he was very hesitant to dogmatize, and he posited a very 

moderate kind of sacramentalism. He was only prepared to Say that baptism may have been the 

normal rite of initiation into the primitive church, but "it cm hardly be described as either universal 

or necessary for sa lva t i~n."~~ l e  attempted to steer a middle course between Cullmann, who 

considered the baptizand as a passive person, and Markus Barth, who considered baptism to be a 

purely human act. He denied that the human activity in baptism is the whole essence of the event, 

thus parting Company with a sizable part of Baptist tradition. The two sides of baptism are seen in 

the fact that the individual chooses to be baptized, but baptism is done by an administrator (not by 

self-baptism). Therefore, "Only when the two sides of baptism, the human and the divine, are seen 

together is Luke's picture viewed ~ho le . " '~  

Centrai to the treatrnent of Acts is the issue of the relation between baptism and the gift of 

UR. E. O. White, "Baptism in the Synoptic Gospels," in CB, 1 1 1. 

"S. I. Buse, "Baptism in the Acts of the Aposties," in CB, 1 16. 



the Spirit. Buse recognized that there is no standard description of this in Acts, and the challenge 

is to identiQ the n o m  (if there is one) and the exceptions. He sumrnarized his modest conclusions 

thus: 

"(i) There is no indication that Spirit-baptism at any stage superseded water-baptism, (ii) to 
assert that baptism and the gifi of the Spirit always go together in Acts is to go beyond the 
evidence, (iii) in part of Acts there is a close co~ec t ion  between the gifi of the Spirit and the 
laying-on of hands, but there are signs that this was a development later than the primitive 
Jerusalem ch~rch.~' 

In the end, he saw too much diversity of expenence represented in Acts to drarv any firm conclusions 

about the exact relation between baptism and the benefits signified by it. 

Buse found more explicit indications of the efficacy of baptism in other New Testament texts. 

For exarnple, he asserted conceming 1 Peter 3:2 1 : 

Once more we have an approximation to the kind of teaching we find in the Pauline letten: 
the Christian dies with Christ in the waters of baptism, and in that experience he finds 
salvation [italics his]." 

Conceming the Epistle to the Hebrews he argued: 

In 10:22 the tense o f  the participles, "sprinkled" and "washed", justifies us in regarding them 
as references to baptism. Christian initiation is pictured as succeeding where the older 
Levitical rites failed: it gives the cleansing essential for men's approach to God. . . . The 
writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews thus regards baptism as the point in Christian 
experience where the results of the death of Christ are mode grective by entry into that close 
fellowship with God which is represented as the Hoiy of M i e s  [italics his]." 

This inference from the combination of washing imagery and an aorkt participle to a baptismal 

reference is quite commonW but questionable. In particular, the grammatical significance of the 

"S. 1. Buse, "Baptism in Other New Testament Wntings," in CB, 179. 

%For other examples see G. R. Beasley-Munay, Baptisrn in the New Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1 9621, 163, 173. This source is hereafter noted as BNT. 



aorist tense is not suficiently precise to justify the inference that these participies must refer to one 

specific event. 

George R. Beasley-Murray (b. 1916, Principal, Spurgeon's College, London) dealt with 

"Baptism in the Epistles of Paul," which was in many ways the most crucial part of the book, given 

the dominance of Paul in the formulation of Christian theology. He began his chapter with Romans 

10:9-10, which does not explicitly refer to baptism but has been interpreted as an allusion to 

confession of faith in Jesus in baptism. Even though the text is not explicitly baptismal, it does 

clearly show that Paul can treat some outward human action (verbal confession that Jesus is Lord) 

that goes beyond faith as instrumental in the reception of salvation, thus demonstrating that great 

care must be taken in drawing inferences from his sulafide teaching. As Beasley-Murray said: 

Since faith in Jesus as the risen Lord brings justification, and confession of His n m e  
deliverance from this world and the life of the age to come (verse IO), the baptismal act in 
which both are expressed is the supreme moment in the believer's expenence of salvation. 
The enigma of the relation of the Pauline teaching on salvation by faith and his high estimate 
of the value of baptism come most nearly to solution in this verse. For Paul the inner and 
outer acts of the decision of faith and its expression in baptism form one indissoluble e ~ e n t . ~ '  

He then proceeded :O accumulate the evidence of Paul's explicit statements about baptism, 

the consistent tendency of which is to see it as the event in which simers are salvifically united to 

Christ by faith. For example, on Galatians 3:27: - 
The union was realized in baptism. It is evident that baptism info Christ results in being in 
Christ, which is a putting on Christ. . . . Baptism brings unity with Christ and His church. 
And in that order ofprecedence [itaiics bis]." 

He recognized that there is a social dimension to being in Christ, but he vigorously argued that union 

with Christ is the logical foundation of union with his Body. It is, he asserted, Christ who redeems, 

91G. R. Beasley-Murray, "Baptism in the Epistles of Paul," in CB, 129-130. 

"~bid., 13 8. 
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net the church?' In this logical order he was countering the order defended by both Walton and 

- 
Clark, although without naming them. 

Romans 6:3-4 and Colossians 2: 12 both express Paul's conviction that what happened for o u  

benefit objectively in the death and resurrection of Christ also happens in us subjectively at 

conversion, which is to Say at baptism. Romans 6 is the more frequently quoted text, but Colossians 

2 brings certain elements of Romans 6 to clearer expression, in particular the experience of 

resurrection with Christ in the baptismal event and the fact that what happens in baptism does so 

"through faith."" 

Titus 3 5  has been interpreted in various ways by Baptists, some accepting the "washing" 

terminology as an allusion to baptism, while others have argued that it is a reference to spintual 

cleansing and not to baptism. The underlying theological concem of the latter group has been to 

avoid traditional concepts of baptismal regeneration. Beasley-Murray said: 

Its central conception is that in baptism the corresponding event occurs in the life of the 
individual as happened to the church at Pentecost: the Spirit is "poured out" through the risen 
Christ--an idea in direct line with the earliest interpretation of baptism, Acts 2:33, 38. 
Certainly the saying implies a realistic rather than symbolic understanding of baptism, but 
that applies to most of the Pauline utterances on baptism? 

He described the effect of the gospel in an individual life, according to Paul, as a "radical 

influence" when it is received in faith, but the "decisive expression" of faith is bapti~rn?~ To Say that 

baptism is "decisive" in salvation is to Say that whatever may be true invisibly of the relation of the 

individual to God (and only God knows this), baptism is the means by which faith is translated from 
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attitude into action, and thus the means by which salvation becomes visible and an assured personal 

- 

reality. Baptism is, for Paul, an effective sign precisely because it is tied to faith. To assert that 

baptism saves apart from faith is to sever baptismal doctrine from Paul's teaching, but to assert that 

baptism saves by virtue of being the vehicle of faith is to take senously what Paul says about both 

faith and baptisrn. 

D. R. Griffiths (191 5-1990, Lecturer in Biblical Studies, University College, Cardiff) treated 

"Baptism in the Fourth Gospel and the First Epistle of John." He recognized that there is great 

diversity in scholarly opinion about the extent to which sacramentdism is taught by, or even 

congruous with, the Johannine literature, and he concluded that the only safe path is to treat every 

text on its own, rather than assuming a comprehensive sacramental grid?' He was prepared to admit 

the presence of allusions to baptism in various texts about water: probably in John 13: 1-1 1 and 

19:3 1-37; and possibly in 1 John 55-8." However, the important text in John is the reference to a 

birth "of water and Spirit" in John 3 5 .  Many Baptists (and others) have argued that this does not 

refer to baptism at all, but instead is a figurative reference to something else, perhaps the spiritual 

cleansing wrought by the Spirit. But GrifEths considered it impossible to imagine an emly Christian 

writer using "water" in this way without thinking of baptism, concluding that it is both a positive 

statement about the significance of Christian baptism and "an underlying polemical allusion to John's 

baptism."" He summarized: 

The positive teaching of 3:s is thus, very briefly, that entrance into the kingdom of God is 
impossible excepi by means ofthe rebirth in baptism which is both a water-baptism and a 
bestowal of the Spirit; [italics his] the very form of the construction suggests their 

"D. R. Griffiths, "Baptism in the Fourth Gospel and the First Epistle of John," in CB, 150- 15 1. 

"~bid., 162, 164, 167. 

wIbid., 156. 



indissoluble connection.'" 

This concept of spintual rebirth (or birth fiom above) is the Johannine parallel to the Pauline concept 

of spinhial death and resurrection, and in both cases it is connected to baptism. Why does John not 

speak explicitly of baptism here? Grifiths followed C. H. Dodd (1 884-1 973) on this point, 

concluding that John's audience included pagans whom he wanted to bring to Christian faith, and 

this kind of allusive language conveys an appropriate kind of sacramentalism without misleading his 

readers in magical or superstitious directions with which they would be farniliar.lO' As will be noted 

below, his relatively modest sacramental interpretation of John 3 5  was severely criticized by some 

fellow Baptists as a capitulation to magical ideas of baptismal regeneration. 

Tuming to the historical development of baptismal doctrine and practice, A. W. Argyle (b. 

19 10, Tutor, Regent's Park College, Oxford) surveyed "Baptism in the Early Christian Centuries." 

He chronicled what he interpreted as the descent of the early church into superstitious views of 

baptismal eficacy which depart from the New Testament, and he traced the rise of infant baptism 

as a corollary of this shift. He vigorously denied "the superstitious notion that water-baptism itself 

was regenerative."lo2 For many Baptists this is equivalent to denying the sacramental character of 

baptism, but that was not his point. His comment was that, "The growth of infant baptism inevitably 

obscured the New Testament significance of baptism as a sacrament of penitence and faith in which 

the Holy Spint is received." 'O3 Therefore, he was defending the idea that baptism is sacramental, and 

specifically that it mediates the gifi of the Spirit, which gifi is in fact at the heart of the benefits of 

lmIbid., 158. 

'"Ibid., 156- 157. 

'"A. W. Argyle, "Baptism in the Early Christian Centuries," in CB, 217. 

lo31bid., 205. 
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a the new covenant. What he was attacking was the idea that baptism per se regenerates apart from 

faith in the baptizand. In this regard he was like early Baptists noted in the preceding chapter who, 

when they denied baptismal regeneration, were not rejecting the idea that God conveys spiritual 

benefits (indeed, the Spirit himself) through baptism, only the idea that he conveys such benefits to 

infants or othen who have not believed the gospel. 

W. M. S. West (b. 1922, Tutor, Regent's Park College, Oxford, and later president of Bristol 

Baptist College) wrote on "nie Anabaptists and the Rise ofthe Baptist Movement." There was little 

in this chapter that related to the sacramental issue; the material was focussed on the rise of the 

"believers' church" among the Anabaptists and ultimately the origin of Baptists through the 

application of the same ecclesioIogy among English Separatists in the first decade of the 17th 

century. The major burden of the chapter was to show the link between believer baptism and the 

concept of the church as a Company of confessing believers voluntarily associated with one another. 

Unfortunately, West did not seek to interpret in any detail the baptismal language of early Baptists 

like John Smyth, who spoke of baptism as a "sacrament" and a "visible word" offerhg Christ to 

believing recipients. 

"Baptismal Controveaies, 1640- 1900" were surveyed by D. M. Himbury (b. 1922, Principal, 

n i e  Baptist College of Victoria, Melbourne), with a focus on Baptist debates about the subjects of 

baptism, the mode of baptism, and the relation of baptism to communion. The only significant 

reference to the sacramental question was in his suggestion that near the end of the penod surveyed, 

Le., in the latter part of the 19th century, some Baptists articulated a more sacramental view of 

baptism in the sense that, "God really acts; by it the believer enters the church and receives new 



power by the gifi of the spirit."'" This assertion is a bit mystifling, because he gave no exarnples 

of this supposed trend, and in the preceding chapter it was noted that Baptist thought at that time was 

largely in revolt against sacramentalisrn, due in great measure to a reaction against Tractarianism. 

He indicated that he was following J. R. C. Perkin on this point, but as noted in the preceding 

chapter, Perkin suggested that this Baptist sacramentalism was relatively insignificant numerically. 

Earlier Baptists had sometimes posited an empowering work of the Spirit through baptism, often as 

a kind of second, post-conversion, cri si^,'^^ but this is not tme of later Baptist thought. This chapter 

accurately focussed on the baptismal debates that consumed the energy of Baptists, but for that very 

reason it did little to advance the understanding of Baptist sacramentalism. 

The final chapter, "The Theology of Baptism," was authored by Neville Clark ( t 'en a Baptist 

Minister in Rochester) and was generally considered to be the most controversial chapter. This 

a chapter covered much of the same ground as his earlier book (1 956) which was surveyed above, but 

perhaps in a more aggressive tone. There is no doubt about his affirmation of the sacramental nature 

of baptism. For example: 

Grounded in the atoning work of Christ, which it applies and extends, its theology must 
always be an inference from Christology transposed into its true eschatological key. . . . 
Baptism, in this normative period, implies, embodies and effects forgiveness of sin, initiation 
into the church and the gift of the Holy 

Again he wrote: 

Baptism effects initiation into the life of the blessed Trhity and a11 the blessings of the new 
"age," and so embodies the wholeness of redemption. It is "into Christ," into the crucified, 

'"D. M. Himbury, "Baptismal Controversies, 1640- 1900," in CB, 274. 

'*'AS noted in Chapter One above, both the Somerset Confission (1656) and the Standard 
Confession (1 660) posit the idea of a post-conversion gift of the Spirit conditioned partly on baptism. 
See also the commentary on Acts 2:38 in Gill, Exposition of the New Testament, 2: 167. 

lo6Neville Clark, "The Theology of Baptism," in CB, 308. 



risen and ascended Lord, into the whole drama of His redemption achievement.I0' 

- 

In fact, he was emphatic in his assertion that the divine action in baptism is the fundamental aspect 

of the event: 

Baptism is a sacrament of the Gospel, not of our experience of it; of Go& faithhilness, not 
of our faithfùl response to Him; and any theological formulation which lends itself so readily 
to an interpretation of the rite pnmarily in terms of a public confession of faith m u t  at once 
be suspect. 'O8 

The most significant advance beyond his earlier treatment of the sacraments was his 

development of the andogy between the Christ-event and the baptism-into-Christ-event. The basic 

point was, "Since baptism initiates into the fulness of redernption, into the crucified and glorified 

hurnanity of the Lord, the pattern of the Christ event m u t  be interpretively dec i s i~e . " '~  If baptism 

into Christ means a share in the vicarious work of Christ (cf Romans 6), then the pattem of divine 

and human action in the work of Christ is presumed to be operative in the event of baptism into that 

work. One implication is that the governing action in baptism is the divine work: 

The priority is always with God, for the incarnation is rightly to be understood not in tems 
of Adoptionist Christology but of the assumptio carnis; and this principle remains regulative 
for the theology of baptism.'I0 

However, just as the divine and human in Christ are distinguishable but not separable, this goveming 

nature of the divine action in baptism does not irnply the irrelevance of human response and thus 
. 
paedobaptism: 

What is, however, demanded of us is a reading of baptism in terms of the redemptive work 
of the God-man which fi& uneasily with the Paedo-Baptist position. Salvation is not to be 



effected outside of, apart from, over the head of man. To deny this would be to deny both 
the principle of incarnation and the pattern of the life and death of the incarnate Son. But just 
as the baptism unto deah of the Lord is constituted by the conjunction of divine action and 
human response, so the baptism into His death of His followers demands for its reality their 
ratification of His response, in obedience to the word proclaimed to them."' 

In spite of this critique of paedobaptism, Clark argued emphatically against the rebaptism as 

believers of those who were baptized in infancy. He was not simply saying that rebaptism should 

not be demanded as a condition of church membership-he was asserting that any such rebaptism is 

"a blow at the heart of the Christian faith.""' As noted above, his argument here was rooted in the 

once-for-allness of redemption which is reflected in baptism, the proleptic nature of every baptism 

(infant or believer), and the assumption that to reject the validity of infant baptism is to deny the 

validity of paedobaptist ch~rches."~ It should corne as no surprise to note that this argument was 

widely rejected by his fellow Baptists. Many other Baptists who would defend the principle of "open 

a membeship" would at the same time allow for (and perhaps encourage) rebaptism of those whose 

conscience called for it, which is a reminder that "open mernbership" is more a practical policy than 

a theology of baptism. 

Reviews of Christian Boptism show that Clark's chapter rated the highest praise of al1 the 

chapters from paedobaptist cri tic^"^ and the strongest protest from ~aptists. '  " His own explanation 

'I4See for example John Heron, Review of Christian Baptisrn, ed. N e c  Gilmore, in Scottish 
Journal ofTheo2og-y 13 (1 960): 102-1 03. 

'"For a mild criticism see Norman Maring, Review of Christian Baptism, ed. Mec Gilmore, in 
Foundatiom 3 (January 1960): 91; for a strong criticism see Ernest F. Kevan, "Christian Baptism 
I~,1'~eFmrnol,no.113(July1959):10-12. 
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a of this was that he was writing with non-Baptists in mind and thus using conceptual categories that 

were much more intelligible in the ecumenical discussion of "biblical theology" than in typical 

Baptist ~ircles."~ While this may make sense at one level, concem to bnng fellow Baptists along 

with him ought to have had some impact on the shape of his argument. It may be that his choice of 

rhetorical style was simply an unfortunate tactical error which diluted the potential impact of his 

argument among Baptists, but it may also be true, as H. H. Rowley (1 890-1 969) noted, that Clark 

was just more acute as a thinker than he was lucid as a writedI7 

Criticisms of the book bv Ba~tis ts  

Within a very short time afier the publication of Christian Baptism, it wos under attack as 

an unbiblical and unbaptistic capitulation to alien theologies. For several months there was a 

sustained flow of critical letters to The Buptist Times, a weekly newspaper published in London, and 

ultimately a critical article in that publication by J. D. Hughey (1914-1984) of the Baptist 

Theological Seminary in Rüschlikon, Switzerland. There was also a strongly critical review of the 

book by Emest Kevan (1 903-1 965, Principal of London Bible College) in The Fruternal (July 1959). 

G. R. Beasley-Murray wrote two articles in The Baptist Times (1 O December 1959 and 1 1 February 

L960) clariQing and defending the general perspective of the book, but the critical letters continued. 

R. L. Child (1 89 1 - 197 1, Principal-Emeritus of Regent's Park College, Oxford) also contributed an 

article in The Baptist Times (4 February 1960) defending a moderate sacramentalism which posits 

some kind of divine action in baptism, although he was reluctant to define it very precisely. The 

"6Neville Clark, "Christian Baptism Under Fire," The Fraternal, no. 1 14 (October 1959): 17- 18. 

"'H. H. Rowley, Review of Christian Baptism, ed. Alec Gilmore, in The Expository Times 70 
( M y  1959): 302. 
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following material is an explanation of five lines of criticism which continually recurred in the lettea 

and articles, followed by a sumrnary of the respowe by Beasley-Murray. The chief criticisms were 

these: 

First, that the sacramental view denies the '[faith alone" character of salvation so dearZy 

taught in the New Testament. Hughey, along with many others, emphasized the Pauline texts which 

a f i m  the reality of justification by faith apart from works (Ephesians 2:8; Romans; ~alatians)."' 

Others pointed to Acts 16 and Paul's answer to the Philippian jailor's question, which promised 

salvation through faith with no reference to bapti~rn."~ Still others pointed to Acts 10 and the 

salvation of Cornelius and his household, when the Spirit was bestowed on them as they received 

the gospel with a believing attitude, pnor to any outward re~ponse.''~ One letter pointed out that if 

one assumes that faith is a condition of baptism (as do al1 Baptists, even the authoa of the book in 

question), then there is posited some interval (short or long) between faith and baptisrn, so that if 

salvation cornes to al1 who believe, then it must corne prior to baptism.I2' One referred to Neville 

Clark's chapter and his three tenses of redemption (cross/resurrection, baptism, parousia) and no ted 

that conversion is omitted.12* This was by far the most common criticism of the book, which is 

understandable in view of the Baptist cornmitment to the Reformation principle of solajide. 

a Second chat the book teaches baptismal regeneration in a way that is equivalent to 

traditional Cutholic doctrine, thus vie w ing baptism as a kind of magical ceremony. In particular, 

I i 8 ~ .  D. Hughey, Jr., "The New Trend in Baptism," The Baptist Times, 18 February 1960, 7. 

"'S. F. Carter, Letter to The Bapfist Times, 28 January 1960.6. 

12*L. S. Jaeger, Leîîer to The Baptist Times, 24 September 1959,6. 

1 2 ' ~ .  J. Stones, Letter to The Baptist Times, 10 September 1959,6. 

In~obert Clarke, Letter to The Baptist Times, 8 October 1959.6. 
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this criticism was directed at the treatment of John 3:s by D. R. GriEths (quoted above). One writer 

asserted that this was clearly an affirmation of baptismal regeneration,Iu and another writer 

concmed with this judgment, adding that it was an example of an ex opere operato view and as such 

it constituted "heresy."'" GriRths wrote one letter to The Baptist Times admitting that his words, 

if read superficially, might be taken in that sense, but emphasizing that his assertion of the role of 

the Spirit in baptism safeguards his interpretation from "the matenalistic and the magical," and so, 

"most readee would agree that this is hardly the way in which a writer arguing in favour of baptismal 

regeneration would put things.lttu Othea phrased the criticism more generally, noting that the book 

betrayed an unbiblical focus on ceremony which is seriously at variance with the spirituaVmoral tone 

of New Testament teaching.Iz6 Hughey took issue with Clark's statement that baptism not only 

"implies" and "embodies" the benefits of salvation, but also "effects" them. He was prepared to 

admit a close relation between the sign and the benefits signified, "but not one of cause and effect." '*' 
Thus he concluded that Clark's language was at best misleading and unfortunate, and probably 

fdlacious. 

Third. that the writcrs of the book misinterpret key scripture tcxts which are capable of non- 

sacramental readings. One text that looms large in any attempt to understand the role of baptism 

in primitive Christian preaching is Acts 2:38, which on the surface seems to clearly view baptism 

as a rneans to both forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit. However, Hughey and othes 

- 

IU1bid. 

IZ4S. B. John, Letter to The Baptist Times, 25 February 1960,6. 

'*D. R. Griffith, Letter to The Baptist Times, 10 December 1959,6. 

Iz6S. B. John, Letter to The Baptist Times, 8 October 1959,6. 

I2'Hughey, "New Trend," 7. 
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utilized A. T. Robertson (1 863-1934? the noted Southern Baptist Theological Seminary professor 
- 

and Greek scholar) to argue that the preposition ci5 in that passage should be translated "because of' 

or "on the ba i s  OP', thus reversing the IogicaVtemporal order of baptism and forgi~eness.'~' 

Robertson admitted that "for" in the sense of aim or purpose would be a possible rendering of ~ i ç ,  

but argued that in a few places it means "because of" (Matthew 10:4 1 ; 12:4 l), and the analogy of 

faith calls for that meaning in Acts 2:38. Hughey quoted Robertson as follows: 

One will decide the use here according as he believes that baptism is essential to the 
remission of sins or not. My view is decidedly against the idea that Peter, Paul, or any one 
in the New Testament taught baptism as essential to the remission of sins or the means of 
securing such remission. So 1 understand Peter to be urging baptism on each of them who 
had already turned (repented) and for it to be done in the name of Jesus Christ on the basis 
of the forgiveness of sins which they had already received.'" 

What tends to go unnoticed by those who suggest this retranslation is that even if it be accepted, the 

words of Peter still suggest that the gifl of the Spirit is dependent on both repentance and baptism, 

and the "problern" of sacramental language rernains. 

The apparent teaching of baptismal regeneration in John 3 :5 is often dealt with by an exegesis 

which denies that "water" in this text refers to baptism. One writer argued, following Calvin and 

some others, that the  ai in the statement is epexegetical, giving the sense, "of water, that is, of the 

Spirit."'1o Another writer suggested that "water" denotes natural birth, making the statement a 
* 

declaration of the need for those who have been bom physically to be born again ~~i r i tua l ly . '~ '  

Romans 6:1-4 is a classic text which has always been central to any discussion of the 

I2'Hughey, "New Trend," 7; Robert Clarke, Letter to The Baptist Times, 7 January 1960.6. 

'29Hughey, "New Trend," 7. 

'30Clarke, Letter, 7 January 1960.6. 

"'John, Letter, 25 February 1960,6. 
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baptismal theology of Paul, and it has played a crucial role from the begiming in the Baptist defence 

of immersion as the appropriate mode of baptism. However, at least one cntic alleged that the text 

is actually a reference to Spirit-baptism, not to water-baptism at d l ,  claiming to follow the lead of 

"many Spirit-filled expositors of the W~rd ." '~=  As Beasley-Murray noted, the application of this 

approach to Paul's epistles as a whole might well leave us with virtually no Pauline references to 

water-baptism at d l .  It should also be noted that if this reading of Romans 6 (and presumably the 

parallel in Colossians 2A2) is accurate, then the idea of baptism as a symbol of death and 

resurrection appears to be unfounded. 

Kevan took the authon to task for seeing a baptismal reference in various texts which do not 

refer to it explicitly but do use images like "water" or "washing". Included in this list would be texts 

like 1 Corinthians 6: 1 1, Ephesians 526, and Titus 35, which he argued "no one would ever have 

dreamed of interpreting sacrarnentally unless the dilemma of Paedo-Baptists had brought them into 

the discu~sion."~~' He concluded that "it is astonishing, therefore, to find that the authon are willing 

to concede a reference to Baptism in these pa~sages ." '~~ It is difficult to understand his c o ~ e c t i n g  

the sacramental use of these texts to the issue of paedobaptism-each of the texts looks more like a 

description of sacramental action in the case of adult converts, especially in 1 Corinthians and Titus, 

where in both cases the previously pagan lifestyle of the readers is assumed. Even if none of these 

texts is an allusion to baptism, it is still not dificult to understand why allusions to washing with 

water might be read that way. 

Fourth, that the authors'sacrumental view of boplism excludes the unbaptizedforn salvation 
- - 

132Clarke, Letter, 7 January 1960,6. 

'33Kevan, "Christian Baptism II," 9. 

IJ4Ibid. 
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and the Church. This particular criticism was rooted in an alleged inference from the basic principle 

of Baptist sacramentalism. One writer phrased it as a "defective definition of the Church as 

including only baptized believers and not the whole body of believing peop~e."'~' Another argued 

that if baptism "results in being in Christ" (to quote from Christian Baptism), "then it follows that 

al1 the fine Christians who are unbaptized are still out of Chri~t .""~ These unbaptized Christians 

would include Quakers, members of the Salvation A m y ,  and (from a Baptist viewpoint) those 

baptized in infancy. Hughey emphasized that experience, not to mention Scripture, makes it 

undeniably clear that saving grace is experienced by huge numbers of persons who have not been 

baptized as believers.'" The critics recognized that the Baptist sacramentalists did not draw this 

inference about the unbaptized, but they argued that this simply represented an incoherence in their 

theology. 

FiJh, thar the feaching of the book is contrary to historic Baptist theology, so that whafever 

e Ise may be said about it, it does not deserve the Iabel "Baptist. " None of the critics who made this 

point were saying that Baptist tradition is infallible, only that the label is not sufficiently elastic to 

include this kind of baptismal theology. One writer pointed out that he became a Baptist because 

he was assured that Baptists think of baptism as a symbol rather than a sacrament. Another writer 

argued that the view was ostensibly rooted in ecurnenical concems, but it would in fact cause 

division within the Baptist family where no division presently existed.'j9 Hughey suggested that the 

'35Stones, Letter, 10 September 196076. 

'"Clarke, Letter, 7 January 1960,6; also John, Letter, 14 January 1960,6. 

'37Hughey, "New Trend," 7. 

138Stones, Letter, 10 September 1959,6. 

139John, Letter, 8 October 1959,6. 
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debate was actually a repetition of that between the Baptists and Disciples of Christ in North 

America over a century earlier, thus equating the "new view" with the Disciples' view.'" Kevan was 

perhaps the most forceful cntic on this point, especially in his response to Clark's chapter on the 

theology of baptism: 

It was an editorial blunder of the highest kind to assign this important chapter to a man who, 
apart from his pastoral inexperience, is an individualist in his views and does not realise how 
completely out of step he is with his fellow Baptists. Anything less Baptist written by an 
avowedly Baptist minister it will be hard to find. It is dificult indeed to recognise a Baptist 
in this chapter, for the magic wand of ecumenicity has been laid on his thinking. . . . The 
historical sense of every Baptist will rise up within him and Say, "John Smythe 1 know, and 
Thomas Helwys 1 know, but who are you"?"' 

The "Preface" to Christian Baptism indicated that one purpose of the book was to clarify for the 

broader Christian world what Baptists think about baptismal issues, but according to Kevan, "No 

Paedo-Baptist enquirer could gather fiom this chapter even the remotest idea of what is nonnally in 

a the mind of the Baptist minister and the believer at the time of Baptism."14' Kevan's words were 

probably accurate as a description of most Baptist thinking about baptism in his day-the book in 

question was probably more idiosyncratic than representative."' However, as demonstrated in the 

preceding chapter, the kind of Baptist thinking represented by Kevan differs significantly from the 

first century of Baptist thought. 

Arnong other things, this interchange about what can properly be called "Baptist" theology 

illustrates the distressing and ongoing Baptist tendency to ignore the work of previous Baptists as 

140Hughey, "New Trend," 7. 

14'Kevan, "Christian Baptism II," 10-1 1. 

'"This is candidly admitted by Beasley-Murray, BNT, vi, who refers to his thinking as "a" Baptist 
view with the ernphasir on the indefinite article. 
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if there were no Baptist tradition at dl .  Thus John Gill wrote about baptism as if his influential 

predecessor, Benjamin Keach, never existed; Robert Walton wrote about baptism as one example 

of a broader sacramental principle with references to various Catholic and Anglican scholars, but 

never referred to Wheeler Robinson, even though Robinson did not retire fiorn academic duties until 

afler Wdton's study group began their discussions; and the authors of Christian Baptism almost 

never included Baptist sources in their footnotes, except in histoncal chapters devoted to Baptist 

debates, and even there they faiied to note precursors of their own viewpoint. 

Beaslev-Murray's resgonse 

After a series of very critical letters about Christian Baptism, G. R. Beasley-Murray wrote 

an article in The Baptist Times (1 0 December 1959) to respond to the major criticisms. He began 

by dealing with the charge of teaching baptismal regeneration, noting that the phrase is "a slogan 

with an unpleasant odour about it," inasmuch as it tends to mean (among Baptists, at least) 

"automatic production of spiritual and moral ends by going through extemal motions according to 

prescription."'" He vigorously denied that he and his colleagues meant anything like this in their 

interpretation of baptism, but he did assert that baptism is a significant means of grace as "the climax 

of God's dealing with the penitent seeker and of the convert's return to  GO^."'^^ 

This high view of baptism was defended by showing that it is the natural way to read the 

actual baptismal texts of the New Testament. The baptismal commission in Matthew 28: 19, by its 

use of si5 TO Gvopa, conceives of baptism as the event in which the baptizand hands hirnself over 

'"G. R. Beasley-Murray, "The Spirit 1s There," The Baptist Times. 10 December 1959.8. 
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to and is appropriated by the Triune God. The "plain import" of Peter's statement in Acts 2:38 is that 

repentance and baptism are answered by God's bestowal of forgiveness and the Holy Spirit. Paul's 

account of his own baptism in Acts 22: 16 does not mean that there is morally cleansing power in the 

water of baptism, "but it does mean that Paul and the Lord are going to have dealings on that 

occasion with the stated re~ult.""~ Texts like Romans 6: 1-4, Colossians 2: 12, and Galatians 3:26-27 

indicate that saving union with Christ, which includes a spiritual death and resurrection, is mediated 

through baptism. Peterts statement that "baptism now saves you" (1 Peter 3:21) indicates that 

through the cornmitment expressed in baptism God saves penitent sinners. The point of this list of 

texts is to show that the common Baptist idea of baptism as a mere symbol pointing backward to a 

completed conversion has to be read into the actual baptismal references of the New Testament. 

He then emphasized that the point of the book was to articulate baptism in the "Church of 

the Apostles," while recognizing that it may be impossible to replicate it thoroughly today. When 

viewed in the light of that kind of baptismal expenence and theology, current Baptist practice and 

theology are judged to represent a reduced and impoverished baptism. As he put it: 

This teaching relates to baptism in the apostolic Church [italics his], not to baptism in the 
average modem Baptist church. Where baptism is sundered from conversion on the one 
hand, and from entry into the Church on the other, this language c m o t  be applied to it; such 
a baptism is a reduced baptism. . . . My concem, along with my colleagues, is to put before 
Baptists the picture of ideal baptism, as it is portrayed in the apostolic writings, in the hope 
that we may strive to recover it or get somewhere near it. To insist on keeping our 
impoverished version of baptism would be a tragedy among a people who pride themselves 
on being the people of the New Te~tarnent.'~~ 

The authors of the book acknowledged that God's grace touches many persons today in patterns that 

do not correspond to the patterns assumed in the apostolic writings, but this is just to Say that God 

'46~bid. 

14'1 bid. 
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- 
He concluded the article by noting that the Baptist tradition needs to be senously exarnined 

before anyone makes sweeping statements as to who are the ffaithfil heirs of that tradition, if in fact 

there is a consistent tradition. 

After several more critical letters to The Baptist Times in response to this article, Beasley- 

Murray penned a second article (1 1 February 1960) to provide hrther clarification. His first, and 

most crucial, point was to argue that in the New Testament baptism is normatively an integral part 

of conversion, the climax of entrance into the Christian life. If that be the case, then the idea of 

being baptized in order to enjoy the benefits of Christ ought not seem strange to Baptists, because 

to be baptized for salvation is essentially another way to describe being converied for salvation. He 

wro te: 

We are not contending that God justifies by faith but gives the Spirit and unites to Christ by 
baptism, as though baptism was a "work" alongside faith. That would be a perversion of the 
Gospel. Our plea has been that in the New Testament baptism is inseparable from the 
turning to God in faith, on the bais of which God justifies, gives the Spirit, and unites to 

With regard to the exegesis of key texts like Romans 6: 1-4 and Acts 2:38, he countered the 

arguments for a non-sacramental reading of them. He pointed out that the view that Romans 6 is 

talking about Spirit-baptism is "an eccentric interpretation of a few earlier commentators that will 

not be found in any of the great contemporary expositions of ~ornans."'~~ This resort to an umatural 

exegesis of Romans 6 is actually an admission that the passage is talking about baptism as the door 

to profound spiritual experience, not about baptism as a mere symbol. A similar response was given 

148G. R. Beasley-Murray, "Baptism and the Sacramental View," The Baptist Times, 1 1 February 
1960, 9. 
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to A. T. Robertson's suggestion that eiq in Acts 2:38 be translated "because OP'. Even if such a 

translation were possible (which he denied), it would hardly fit the context in which Peter is replying 

to "conscience stricken men, convicted of their part in the murder of the Messiah and seeking 

forgiveness". His assessrnent was that if Robertson were able to speak posthumously, he would 

admit that when he wrote his commentary on Acts 2:38, "he must have had his tongue in his cheek 

and his conscience locked up.""O 

Conceming the charge of "magic" in his sacramentalism, he was "amazed at the suggestion." 

He had never suggested that there is power in the rite as such, oniy that baptism is the vehicle of 

confessing faith in Christ and surrendering to him as Lord. It is because of its connection to this 

inner attitude that it becomes an effective symbol. This idea should not have been foreign to his 

critics, because such symbolic acts are common in human experience. Two examples that are readily 

understood are the waving of a white flag which can end hostilities, and a wedding ceremony in 

which saying "1 will" and giving a ring can unite a man and woman in marriage. Such signs are 

effective symbols which by their performance Say, "This here and now becomes true," (as in 

sacramentalism) rather than, "This has already become true" (as in mere symbolism). IS' 

Finally he dealt with the charge that he made baptism necessary for salvation and thus 

excluded fiom salvation al1 those not baptized as believers. His essentiai response was to Say that 

his baptismal doctrine was an attempt to state "what God has willed baptism to be," but this implies 

nothing about what happens when baptism is misunderstood or misapplied. He was prepared to 

recognize people of faith among paedobaptists and even among those who reject the use of 

"'For an extended treatrnent of this kind of symbolic act, see James W. McCIendon, "Baptism 
as a Performative Sign," Theology Today 23 (1 966-1 967): 403-41 6. 
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a sacraments entirely, but he insisted that this is not helpful in fomulating a positive baptismal 

theology, for "we get nowhere by discussing what God c m  do without." In point of fact, God has 

given us sacrarnents, and " o u  task is not to make the least of them but to receive in gratitude 

whatever God has to give through them.""' What the critics failed to note was that the Baptist 

sacramentalists never drew negative inferences about the spiritual condition of anyone from their 

baptismal theology. Although that has been true of sorne theological traditions histoncally, it was 

not true of the Baptists in question. This should have been perfectly clear to the cntics, because it 

was inherent in Neville Clark's rejection of the rebaptism of those baptized in infancy--if he 

considered believer baptism to be necessary for salvation, then he certainly would have urged 

rebaptism in these cases. 

R. E. O. White, The Biblical Doctrine of initiation (1960) 

White, who later becarne the Principal of the Baptist Theological College of Scotland, was 

still in pastoral ministry when he published this magnum opus. As the title indicates, it explored the 

entirety of the Bible on the question of the means by which individuals enter into a right relationship 

with God. He argued for a significant degree of continuity between Old Testament prophetic religion 

and New Testament teaching in this area, but the bulk of the work was in reality a New Testament 

theology of baptism and evangelism. He interacted with a wide range of British sources, in 

particular the work done in the Church of Scotland in the 1950's conceming the doctrine of baptism. 

Some reviewers cnticized the book for its lack of interaction with Continental sources,'*' its 

'52~easley-~urray, "Sacramental View," 1 0. 

'"William E. Hull, Review of The Biblical Doctrine of Initiation, by R. E. O. White, in Review 
and Expositor 59 (July 1962): 403. 



purported failure to understand contemporary Catholic th~ught,' '~ and what seemed to some its 

excessively confident rejection of infant bapt i~rn. '~~ However, it was widely recognized as a major 

contribution to the baptismal debate, a book that could not be ignored. Its long-tem influence would 

have been greater if Beasley-Murray had not published his Baptism in the New Testament in 1962. 

This latter work interacted with a wider array of sources and demonstrated convincing exegetical 

judgment, and it rapidly came to be acknowledged as the crowning achievement of the Baptist 

contribution to the discussion of baptismal theology. Nevertheless, White's work was vigorously 

argued and worthy of note. 

As one of the authors of Christian Baptism, White was well aware of the Baptist resistance 

to sacramentalism, but he mounted a vigorous and unapologetic counter-attack in this book. He 

referred to the common, purely symbolic Baptist kind of baptism as "an attenuated parable-rite in 

which nothing vital is even expected to happen."Is6 He made a powemil plea for what he termed a 

"dynamic sacramentalism" which afirms baptism as the meeting-place of human acceptance of the 

gospel and divine regenerative power, arguing that standard concerns about baptismal regeneration 

are inapplicable in the context of faith-baptism.lS7 One of his summaries of primitive Christian 

baptism was this: 

- Faith-obedience in response to the kerygma's announcernent remains the precondition: it is 
still the word heard and believed that is the operative power, and not the rite. But in the total 

'"W. A. Van Roo, Review of The Biblicd Doctrine of Initiation, by R. E.  O. White, in 
Gregorianum 42 ( 1  961): 150. 

"'J. K. S. Reid, Review of The Biblical Doctrine of Initiation by R. E.  O. White, in The Baptist 
Quarterly 19 (January 1961): 46-47. 

'"R. E. O. White, The Biblical Doctrine of Initiation (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 196O), 
305. This source wilL hereafter be noted as BDI. 



human act of repentance-belief-baptism divine things happen; the blessings offered in the 
gospel are not merely assurecl but given to whomsoever would respond in penitence and faith 
to the kerygma message, and the appointed response was baptism upon confession of faith, 
calling upon the name of the Lord."' 

His explanation of the fully-developed New Testament doctrine was as follows: 

The dynamic, or existential, sacramentalism of the New Testament seizes upon the fact that 
divine activity and human response rneet in sacramental action. The sacramental effect- 
enduement, gift, remission, reception, incorporation, death-resurrection--occurs within the 
personal relationship which the act expresses. Thus eficacy belongs strictly neither to the 
element, nor to the rite, but to the action of God within the sou1 of the baptised who at that 
time, in that way, is making his response to the grace offered to him in the gospel. The 
sacrament consists not in the thing done, but in the doing of that which gives expression to 
faith in appointed ways. On the one side, the faith of the person doing the appointed things 
invests the rite at that moment, for himself, with sacramental meaning; on the other side, 
God, accepting this response, in fulfilment of His promise in the gospel invests the rite at that 
moment, for that convert, with sacramental power.'" 

Such assertions were a recumng theme throughout White's book, and they were exegetically 

grounded in the New Testament along the lines followed by him and his CO-authors in Christian 

Baptism. There were, however, certain emphases in White which made their own special 

contribution to this process of reforrnulation. 

First, he argued that this approach to initiation hasfirm roofs in the Old Testament prophets. 

Many Baptists emphasize that Christian baptism is a post-Pentecost phenornenon, inasmuch as its 

function is to unite believers to the accomplished work of the whole Christ-event, and few want to 
* 

draw bold comecting lines to anything earlier than the baptism of Jesus. Clearly the baptism of John 

has some relevance as a precursor, and to a lesser degree Jewish proselyte baptism and perhaps 

Qumran lustrations, but White saw significance in the prophetic interpretation of the covenant motif. 

The significance lay in the fact that although God's covenant relation to Israel was unilaterally 



a defined from God's side, it was ineffectual apart fiom faitfi l  response from the human side. The 

prophets recognized this and declared that the covenant was a saving reality not for Israel as a whole, 

but only for the believing remnant, and ultimately it was revealed that a new covenant would be 

established which intemalized the Torah. In White's words, "Inwardness and individualism go 

together,"Im which has relevance for the debate about the subjects of baptism. 

Second. he emphasized the pivotal and paradigrnatic nature of the baptism of Jeszrr. Here 

he expanded his argument noted above in the treatrnent of Christian Buptism, arguing that Jesus 

transformed the rite of baptism fiom a negative and candidatetentred focus into a positive and God- 

centred vehicle of grace and power. "Here, at any rate, the rite becomes ~acramental."'~' As he later 

said, "Never, with Jesus' baptismal experience before us, can we reverently Say that 'nothing happens' 

He was, of course, not oblivious to the fact that Jesus is unique in some ways, but as was true 

for Robinson before him, he argued that in other respects he is imitable and paradigrnatic. He 

That according to our Lord's own testimony such a wealth of meaning and spiritual 
e ~ c h m e n t  attended His own baptism with water at the hands of John, could not but have 
the most far-reaching influence upon the thoughts and expectations of al1 who would follow 
Him in undergoing the rite. Unique in many ways though His experience must be, it set the 
pattern for Christian baptism as the medium of spiritual confidence in divine acceptance and 
approval, and as the concomitant of the gift of the Spirit of truth and power. Christ's 
example and experience have charged the rite of baptism with immense authority and 
promise. 
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The support of this assertion demands an explanation of the apparent silence of apostolic teaching 

about Christ's exarnple in being baptized. White suggested that this silence is not as strange as it 

may seem, being grounded partly in the lack of any opposition to the rite among Chnstians (rnaking 

such an exhortation unnecessary) and partly in the perceived distance between Jesus and those saved 

by him. He indicated that there may be an allusion to such imitation of Christ in Matthew's account 

of ksus' saying that "it is proper for us to fulfill al1 righteousness" (Matt. 3:15).'" 

Third. he cautioned against the application of "prophetic symbolism" to Christian baptism. 

This attempt to explain the way in which baptism works was a contribution of Wheeler Robinson 

to the discussion, and although White recognized that it was attractive to those who perceive in 

baptism a means of great spiritual benefit, he argued that there are some major dificulties in using 

the analogy. First, in the Old Testament, prophetic symbolism is basically predictive of future 

realities, whereas Christian baptism is about present experience of the benefits signified by it. 

Second, the prophetic acts were never performed on persons whose cooperation was necessary to 

fulfill the prophecy--cornparhg baptism to those acts might make sense in terms of an ex opere 

operato model, but not in terms of believer baptism. Third, the normative character of such action 

is open to question, because "even with H. Wheeler Robinson's caveat as to its transcendence of 

rnimetic magic, prophetic symbolism is perilously near to supersti t i~n." '~~ 

Fourth, he argued forcefilly that fuith as u precondition of boptism is compatible with 

baptism as a means of divine gruce. Al1 Baptist sacramentalists must agree with this staternent, but 

some of them have tended to minimize the human action in baptism as a way of maximizing the 

divine side of baptism and deflecting a common paedobaptist cnticism that says to make faith a 
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condition of baptism is in effect to turn faith into a meritorious work. White, however, argued 

without apology that there is in baptism a work of grace which is a respome to human faith. This 

does not deny the reality of a prevenient grace which draws the human to faith and baptism-it 

merely denies that the prevenient grace is conveyed through baptism. 

For example, in his treatrnent of the Lukan developrnent of doctrine, he argued that although 

Luke goes out of his way to make it clear that it is the Lord who adds to the church those who are 

being saved, displaying the divine initiative in a variety of conversions, "Even so, God's will to Save 

waits upon man's acceptance of salvation in penitent faith, of which baptism is the dramatic and 

appropriate expre~sion."'~~ Even though the divine initiative is sometimes expressed in 

predestinarian ways (Acts 13:48--". . . as many as were ordained to etemal life believed"), it is clear 

that in those cases the actual bestowal of salvation was an effect of human response. 

One of his cnticisms of paedobaptisrn was that it "deserts the covenantal pattern of biblical 

thought, the two-sidedness of spiritual initiation which is one of the constant features of scriptural 

religion," and in doing so it sacrifices "the truly persona1 nature of grace."'" Following Emil 

Brunner (1889-1966) and John Oman (1860-1939), he ernphasized that at the heart of human 

salvation is a divine-human encounter in which God, because he is a perfectly holy Person, "respects 

personal action above al1 el~e." '~ '  He inferred from the persona1 character of both God and humans 

that "man, being a person, can maintain his separateness from God, and God's relation to us being 

personal, He cannot overcome it merely by a grace which "irresistibly" removes it."'69 The iast 
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statement makes it reasonably cIear where White stood in the Calvinist-Anninian debate, but it does 

not follow that his assertion of a responding grace in conversion-baptism demands an Arminian 

structure. The distinctive view of Calvinistic theology at this point would not lie in a denial that 

human response precedes justification, but in an affirmation that the grace which evokes this 

response is ultimately a special work of "irresistible" or "efficacious" grace done only in the elect. 

Whether this concept is consistent with responsible human agency in convenion is an issue that 

Calvinists and Arminians will continue to debate, but in any case it concerns the relation between 

prevenient grace and faith (Le., the prelude to conversion), and in no way does it nullify White's 

assertion concerning the relation between faith and justifying grace (i.e., the effect of conversion). 

White's contribution at this point serves to clarify the debate between Baptists and 

paedobaptists with regard to the implications of the prevenience of grace. There is no difference of 

opinion as to the reality of prevenient grace. There are essentially two questions at issue: (1) whether 

prevenient grace is mediated through baptism; and (2) whether divine grace is ever a response to 

human action. Paedobaptists answer Yes to the first question and in some cases seem to Say No to 

the second one. White answers No to the first question, and Yes to the second one. 

FiJih, he interpreted baptisrn as an object~jicution of repentance and fuith, so thar it mediates 

rhe fullypersonal experience ojsalvation. Both Hebrew prophetic religion and its fulfillment in the 

new covenant make it clear that initiation into and maintenance of a right relationship with God are 

ultimately about the attitude of the heart, not outward acts. But neither the old nor the new covenant 

supports a "gnostic idealism" (White's term)'n which treats persons as disembodied entities and 

ritual acts as if they were of no value at dl. Applied to baptism this means: 



The rite of water-baptism, objectifjbg for proselytes, for John's disciples, and for Christians, 
both ~el~cleans ing repentance and divine forgiveness, does in fact create and express 
precisely that attitude, of penitence towards the past and faith towards God's grace and power 
in the future, which God answers with the gifl of His Spirit."' 

In his interpretation of Johannine sacrarnentalism, White followed C. K. Barrett (b. 19 17) in his view 

that for John the sacraments are "extensions of the fündarnental sacramental fact of the incarnate life 

of the Son of Gad? Just as the Word became "flesh" (i.e., fùlly human), so the salvation that 

cornes through the Incarnation touches the whole person, and adherence to this truth will help to 

deliver us from a kind of mystical experience which is disconnected from the historical realities of 

the Christ-event. In White's words: 

Men are saved by faith: but faith too can degenerate into a transient mood of the sou1 unless 
it be given body, substance, objectivity, in the overt acts of believing men. Faith needs to 
be "objectified" in the sacramental expenence of the believer, and this involves no 
inconsistency, because for John, as for the whole New Testament, "sacrament" meam "faith- 
sacrament". 17' 

Ifthe absolutely essential thing is the inward attitude ofpenitent faith, then one can talk about 

the possibility, indeed the reality, that individuals do enter into a right relationship with God apart 

from baptism. Clearly White would affirm this much, because he quite obviously afirmed the 

genuine Christian experience of paedobaptists who, according to his conceptual structure, entered 

into that relationship at some point distinct from their baptism as infants. If so, then it rnay be 
- 
accurate to Say that what baptism mediates is not the fact of salvation, but the experience of 

salvation, which is to Say that baptism "objectifies" both the human and the divine action. But this 

is not to reduce in any way the significance of baptism for us, because al1 that we know is the visible 
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evidence of the Spirit who "blows where he pleases," so that for us baptism mediates whatever we 

know about salvation. 

G. R. Beaslev-Murrav. Bu~tism in the New Testament (1962) 

If the publication of Christian Baptism brought Baptist sacrarnentalism into the public view, 

then the publication of Baptism in the New Testament raised it to its highest level of visibility and 

provided its most articulate defence. Beasley-Murray has been in many ways a major influence in 

this movement being reviewed by this thesis: he defended the concept of sacraments in the Baptist 

context as early as 1948;'" his literary contributions to the movement are far more numerous than 

those of anyone else, as the bibliography of this thesis will attest; when Christian Baptism was under 

attack, it was he who defended it in the Baptist press; he taught Baptist pastors not only at Spurgeonts 

College in London, but also at the Baptist Theological Seminary in Rilschlikon, Switzerland and at 

Southem Baptist Theological Seminary in the U.S.A.; he wrestled with baptismal issues as a Baptist 

participant in the European section of the Faith and Order ~ommission;"' and finally he wrote this 

book, which has been widely quoted and respected by scholars of al1 traditions, as well as the smaller 

Baptism Today and Tomorrow ( 1  966). 

b The major contribution of this book to sacramental theology was the thoroughness of its 

exegetical detail. Christian Baplism treated every facet of its content (biblical, histoncal, and 

theological) in sumrnary fashion, and The Biblical Doctrine of Initiation was strong on synthesis of 

biblical materials and the broad strokes of baptismal theology, and each approach had its value. But 

174G. R. Beasley-Murray, "The Sacraments," The Fraternul, no. 70 (October 1948): 3-7. 

'7SHis appreciative comments on this ecurnenical experience can be found in Beasley-Murray, 
BNI: vi. 
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a if anyone pressed the question as to whether this kind of theology is firmly rooted in the exegesis of 

the New Testament, then Beasley-Murray's book provided the answer. Every biblical reference or 

apparent allusion to baptism was studied in detail, and this was done while interacting with a wide 

range of sources in several languages. 

Afier 262 pages of painstaking exegesis, he began his synthesis of baptismal doctrine in this 

way : 

In the light of the foregoing exposition of the New Testament representations of 
baptism, the idea that baptism is a purely symbolic rite rnust be pronounced not alone 
unsatisfactory but out of harmony with the New Testament itself. Admittedly, such a 
judgment nuis counter to the popular tradition of the Denomination to which the writer 
belongs. . . . But the New Testament belongs to us al1 and we al1 stand judged by it. . . . The 
Apostolic writers make free use of the symbolism of the baptismal action; but they go M e r  
and view the act as a symbol with power, that is, a sacrament. " Whoever says sacrament says 
grace," wrote H. J. Wotherspoon, "for grace is the differentia of the sacrament, by which it 
is more than a symbol." The extent and nature of the grace which the New Testament writers 
declare to be present in baptism is astonishing for any who corne to the study freshly with an 
open mind. 

The chapter which followed these words developed this thought in its various facets and related 

baptism to other soteriological realities. The thought was similar to White's book in many ways, but 

the following aspects were particularly important or distinctive contributions to the ongoing Baptist 

discussion. 

- First, he emphasiled that baptism is fundamentally an occasion for an individus! divine- 

human encounter. In other words, the heart of baptism, its modus operandi, is not the power of 

sanctified water, nor even the power of doing appropriate actions in the name of the Lord, but the 

acted prayer of a penitent simer which is answered by a gracious God. This emphasis was very 

similar to that of White which was noted above, but whereas White's concem was to argue that both 



human and divine action are embodied in baptism in that order, Beasley-Murray's concem was to 

assert emphatically that this conjunction of prayer and response Wamentally exhausts the content 

of the event. In other words, baptism is efficacious only in the sense that it is the event which 

facilitates this personal encounter. 

In his discussion of baptism in Acts he argued, "Just as baptism is an occasion of confessing 

faith in Christ and is itself a confession, so it is the occasion of prayer by the baptizand and is itself 

an act of prayer."'" Later he asserted, "Baptism saves, not because water washes dirt fiom the body, 

but as the occasion when a man is met by the Risen ~hrist."'" He rejected the idea that there is "any 

decisive significance imputed to water, in the sense of its possessing magical sacramental p ~ w e r . " ' ~ ~  

Contrary to at l e s t  the superficial sense of much in the Catholic tradition, the grace offered in 

baptism is "no impersonal influence, injected through material substances, but the gracious action 

of God himrelf[italics his]."'" He concluded his chapter of doctrinal synthesis with these words: 

It behoves us accordingly to make much of baptism. It is given as the trysting place 
of the simer with his Saviour; he who has met Him there will not despise it. But in the last 
resort it is only aplace: the Lord Himself is its glory, as He is its grace. Let the glory then be 
given to whom it belongs!'" 

This emphasis was not entirely absent from earlier literature in this movement, but he seemed to 

articulate it with a unique passion and an acute sensitivity to the concems of his fellow Baptists. - 
Second, he dealt direct& with the issue of the necessily of baptism in an attempt to answer 



honest Baptist questions. As noted above, one of the major concems of the critics of Christian 

Baptism was their claim that a sacramental understanding of baptism excluded al1 the unbaptized 

nom salvation. This was a major issue for Baptists for a variety of reasons, but the earlier Baptist 

sacramental literature tended to ignore the concem. Whatever the reasons may have been for that 

apparently cavalier attitude toward the question, it should be obvious that it cannot rightly be 

ignored. Beasley-Murray's treatment of it was carefully nuanced. He began by noting that in the 

apostolic age the question would have sounded strange, given the assumption that al1 those who 

tumed to Christ sealed their conversion by baptism. Paul, for example, codd include "one baptism" 

(Eph. 45)  in his list of commonalities of the Body of Christ, and he could assume that al1 those who 

believed in Christ were baptized into Christ (Gal. 3:26-27). But is this assumption grounded in a 

necessity for baptism that is the same as the necessity for penitent faith? He argued that the evidence 

indicates a "margin of ambiguity that exists in the New Testament with regard to baptisrn."'" 

One of the powemil indicators of this margin of ambiguity is the account given in the Acts 

of the Apostles conceming the gift of the Spirit in the apostolic age. He noted: 

The complex phenomena of the Spirit in relation to baptism in Acts compel a dual 
recognition: first that baptism is closely linked with the reception of the Spirit, howsoever 
it may be received; secondly that allowance must be made for the fieedom of God in 
bestowing the Spirit, since God exercises thatfreedom.'" - 

John 3 5  has been a text commonly used to argue for the absolute (or vimially absolute) necessity 

of baptism for regeneration, which has led many Baptiçts to deny that "water" here denotes baptism. 

Beasley-Murray, however, argued that while this text relates baptism to regeneration, it is only the 

Spirit who is described as the agent or instrument of rebirth: it is the "Spirit" who gives life, not "the 
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water and Spirit."'" Furthemore, the Spirit is said to be as unfathomable in his working as the air 

is in its movement, and if this is so, how cm his regenerating activity be invariably tied to baptism? 

Both John 3 5  and Titus 3 5  refer to a conjunction of baptism and the Spirit's work of regeneration, 

but neither text argues that salvation cannot happen apart £tom baptism."* 

To this list could be added Paul's treatment ofjustification by faith in Romans, especially the 

extended argument of chapter 4. There Paul argues that Abraham's experience is paradigrnatic for 

al1 believers, and the assertion of Paul is that "this pattern-faith of Abraham's was wholly 

independent of an extemal Although Paul values baptism highly (Romans 6), it is clear that 

for him it is the faith expressed in baptism that is absolutely necessary, and baptism's necessity is not 

in quite the same category. 

In the end Beasley-Murray concluded that "it is desirable to avoid the term 'necessary' when 

considering the meaning of baptism,"'" given the amount of misunderstanding and equivocation 

which occurs in connection with the tem. It would be better "to recognize positively that God has 

graciously given us sacraments for our good and that it is our part to receive them gratefully." "' This 

declaration that the sacramental character of baptism hct ions  only positively ("be baptized in order 

to be saved by Christ"), not negatively ("if you are not baptized, then you cannot be saved"), is a 

srucial point which could have been emphatically stated much earlier in the reformulation of 

baptismal theology . 

"Ibid., 303. 

Ig5Ibid. 

Ig6Ibid. 

Ig71bid., 304. 



a Third, he argued that we are in the Church because we are in Christ, not vice versa. In 

making this plea to avoid what he considered an unbiblical elevation of the role of the Church, he 

was responding not only to some outside his own tradition, but also to writers like Walton and Clark 

within the Baptist tradition. As noted above, both Walton and Clark accepted the premise that "in 

Christ" is fundarnentally an ecclesiologicai formula for Paul, implying that "the convert is in the 

Church and consequently is in Christ."'" Beasley-Murray dissented from this view of the matter, 

arguing that, "The ody  control over baptism that the Church or its representatives has is to grant it 

or withhold it, but its spiritual significance first and last is fiom the ~ o r d . " ' ~  He elaborated thus: 

Against al1 tendencies to a misplaced stress on the Church it must be insisted that baptism 
takes place in the narne of the Lord Jesus, not in the name of the Church. The believer is 
ingrafted into the Body because he is united with the Christ in his saving work by the Spirit; 
the reverse is never contemplated in the New Testament. Not even the richness of the 
symbol of the Body must be permitted to minimize the fact that there is a Redeerner and 
there are the redeemed, there is a Lord and there are his servants, there is a King and there 
are his subjects, there is a Judge and there are those to be judged-and judgment begins at the 
house of God! In every symbol representing the relationship of Christ and his people, 
including that of the Body, Christ dominates the scene."' 

Fourth, he rejected the volidity of infant baptism, even though he definded the practice of 

"open rnembership. " In his treatment of "Baptismal Reform and Church Relationships," he raised 

the question as to whether Baptists should change their traditional practice and accept the validity 

~f infant baptism in spite of its perceived irregularity. Many of the Baptists who had adopted a 

higher view of the significance of baptism also felt a heightened sensitivity about the rebaptism of 

those baptized in infancy, believing that such action was a functional denial of the 4ha5 of 

redemption. As noted above, both Walton and Clark had earlier made this argument, and in 1966 

'"~bid., 280. 

'''1 bid. 

lg'lbid., 28 1-282. 



Alec Gilmore would adopt the sarne position in his Bapfisrn and Christian Unity. Beasley-Murray 

responded: 

1 confess my inability to concur with them. For the reasons earlier made known, I find 
myself unable to recognize in infant baptism the baptism of the New Testament Church and 
nothing that my fellows have written has helped to mitigate this dificulty for me. Moreover 
1 think it right to disabuse the minds of any who have been led by the utterances of some of 
my Baptist colleagues to imagine that a change of view on this matter is taking place in 
Baptist circles; there is strong resistance to any such change among Bntish Baptists and the 
mere voicing of it is looked on with astonishment among Baptists in the rest of the world, 
who form the bulk of our people.In 

His own position was that Baptist churches should admit to membeahip those who are already 

members of other churches, even if they were baptized as infants, but on the bais  of Christian 

charity rather than the presumed validity of their baptism. He admiîted that "a is  policy is open to 

criticism and is often misunderstood" by Baptists outside England (where it was widely accepted) 

and by paedobaptists, but he defended it as an appropriate "compromise in a complex ecclesiastical 

s i t~a t ion ." '~~ He would suggest in general that Baptists abstain from rebaptizing those who were 

baptized in infancy, although he argued that it should be allowed "where there is a strong plea for 

it fiom the applicant."lg4 

This question of "open membership" and its correlation with a sacramental view of believer 

baptism is indeed a difficult one and will require M e r  exploration below in Chapter Four. What - 
is crucial here is to recognize that the theological support for the policy is not uniform. Beasley- 

Murray's argument would be rejected by many Baptists, but it is important to note that it is a very 

different kind of argument fiom that of Neville Clark or Robert Walton. 



Alec Gilmore. B a ~ t b n  and Chrhtian Unie 11966) 

When Gilmore edited Christian Baptism in 1959, he had very little chance to develop his 

own theology of baptism, because his chapter was devoted to "Jewish Antecedents." However, in 

this 1966 volume he fomulated his variety of sacramentaIism in his continuing attempt to move 

Baptists beyond their cherished traditions. He was well aware that many Baptists were resistant to 

the "body of younger Baptist opinion"1Q5 which he represented, and he characterized them thus: 

Behind this self-defence there obviously lies a fear. It is the fear that Catholic and 
sacramentarian teaching might be accepted by the growing generation of Baptists. It is more 
than that: it is the fear that some Baptists might nin away with the idea that in the sacrarnents 
something happens. It is more even than that: deep down, it is the fear that in the sacraments 
God might do so~nething. '~~ 

He cited two examples of what he considered an excessively defensive attitude toward 

sacrarnentalism: First, he referred to Henry Cook's 1947 volume and his criticisrn of both Roman 

a Catholic and Luthem doctrines of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist, in which he accused 

them of "trying to rnaterialize something that is and must be essentially spiritual" and affirmed that 

the bread and wine are "merely symbolic." Second, he referred to a statement on the Eucharist by 

the Baptist Union Council in 1948 which said, " We hold that . . . Christ is really and truly present, 

not in the material elements, but in the hem and mind and sou1 of the believer." 19' 

- Over against this typical Baptist kind of affirmation, Gilmore asked "whether in the light of 

modem scholarship it is both right and profitable to keep trying to drive this wedge between the 

' 9 5 ~ l e c  Gilmore, Baptism and Christian Uni& (Valley Forge: The Judson Press, 1966). 40. This 
source wilI hereafler be noted as BCU. 
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spintual world and the material ~orld." '~ '  The modem scholarship which he adduced to affirm a 

correlation of the material and the spiritual worlds was both scientific and biblical. 

There are several ways in which science and rnedicine were invoked as witnesses. He began 

with the observation that, contrary to the antagonistic relation between science and religion around 

the tum of this century, it had become increasingly hue that for scientists "the worlds of rnatter and 

spirit are not nearly so clearly distinguished the one from the other as used to be imagined."'* In the 

realm of medicine, especially psychiatry, "the old dichotomy of mind and spirit has at least begun 

finally to be resolved by an acceptance of the interdependence of the one upon the other,"" leading 

to a body of knowledge about psychosomatic medicine. The resultant assumption was that neither 

psychiatric illness nor physical illness could be studied in isolation from the other. Modem 

psychology bears witness to the power of physical actions as symbols. for example the power of 

parental hugs to communicate love and a sense of security to their ~h i ld ren .~~ '  Both the materiai and 

the spiritual are at work in such displays of affection--a caress is more than just a certain amount of 

pressure being applied to the body, because a robot could not communicate the sarne concem even 

if the physical action were identical. So in the end, "The whole trend of our age is against dividing 

man up into body and soul, and dividing his values up into matenal and ~piritual."~'~ 

Alongside this evidence from the sciences, Gilmore also noted various trends in biblical- 

theological scholarship. First of dl, modem Old Testament scholarship "has come to see a unity in 
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the pnest-prophet controver~y."~~' For some time much of Old Testament scholarship posited a 

contradiction between the priestly-ritualistic and prophetic-ethical kinds of religion evidenced in the 

history of Israel, but scholars increasingly were admitting that this distinction is about "priorities 

rather than al te mat ive^."^^ Similady, one does not have to choose between sacraments on the one 

hand and evangelical faith on the other. Some would set Jesus over against this conjunction of ritual 

and ethics, but this was considered misguided, inasmuch as the sacrificial system of the old covenant 

came to an end not because of Jesus' prophetic teaching, but because of his death. Jesus' attitude 

toward the temple and its cultic activity may be prophetic, but it is not anti-p~iestly.~"~ 

But what about Paul and the early church? There is indeed some tension between the 

"institutional" apostolate of the twelve and the "charismatic" apostolate of Paul, but the two are not 

in conflict. They are complementary rather than contradictory, as modem scholarship increasingly 

asserts. Neither the Catholic nor the Protestant style of churchmanship can lay exclusive claim to 

biblical roots; each needs to be modified by the other in a search for the complete picture.'06 

With regard to Paul himself, the articulate defender ofjustification by faith, "Modem biblical 

scholarship finds much of the sacramental in Paul."2o7 Gilmore referred here to the work of A. 

Wikenhauser (1 883-1960), a German Catholic New Testament scholar, on Pauline mysticism, in 

which he argued for baptism as the crucial objective component in Paul's concept of religious 

experience. Gilmore said of Wikenhauser, apparently with approval: 



He examines the relevant passages to discover what role, if any, is played by faith in the 
process, and concludes that though faith does not establish union with Chxist, it is the 
indispensable condition for the establishment of this union. ". . . without faith there is no 
union with Christ. . . faith is the necessary condition for receiving baptism, which establishes 
union with ~hris t .""~ 

If indeed he was afirming Wikenhauser's perspective, then he was expressing a relationship between 

faith and baptism which is significantly different from that which was present in White and Beasley- 

Murray. For both White and Beasley-Murray, it was the faith which is objectified in baptism that 

establishes union with Christ; this did not disparage the importance of baptism, but it did view 

baptism as important specificaily because it is the definite confession of personai repentance and 

faith-faith is the "soul" which anirnates the "body" of baptism. For Wikenhauser, and apparently 

Gilmore, faith is not the invisible content of baptism, but merely the precondition of baptism. 

The final example of contemporary biblical theology which he invoked was the contribution 

of H. Wheeler Robinson, specifically his development of the ideas of "corporate personality" and 

"prophetic symb~lism." '~ It is easy enough to see the significance of the latter idea, as noted above 

in the summary of Robinson's baptismal theology, but it is more dificult to see the point of 

corporate personality as a support for sacramentalism. The only illustration which Gilmore gave is 

the Pauline tendency to switch freely from "in Christ" to "in the Church," but while this may be 

selevant for certain aspects of baptismal theology, it does not seem to be relevant for the "symbol 

versus sacrament" question. The one possible point of relevance may be to support the idea that 

when the Church acts in baptizing, Christ is also acting, so that baptism embodies a "spiritual" work 

of grace dong with the "physical" work of obedience. But if this is the inference to be drawn from 

corporate personality, Gilmore did not explicitly state it. 
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As has already become clear, one of the perplexing questions for Baptist sacramentalists, 

recognizing that they refuse to practise infant baptism, is whether to accept the validity of de facto 

infant baptism. The early Baptists refused to do so, but they resented being called "Anabaptists," for 

in their opinion infant baptism, whatever positive intentions it may express, was simply not Christian 

baptism. Some modem Baptists (e.g., Walton and Clark) have argued vigorously that infant baptism 

is genuine (though unwise) baptism, while others (e.g., Beasley-Murray) have rejected this 

conclusion, even though they may afErm open membership as a policy. Gilmore came down on the 

side of Walton and Clark, on the b a i s  that, "if infant baptism is 'no baptism,' then the Church that 

practises it is 'no ch~rch . " '~ '~  Few Baptists affirm that nanow view at a theoretical level, and fewer 

still at a practical level; therefore: 

It is better to acknowledge that infant baptism, though partial in its expression of the truth 
and though involving serious theological distortion, is nevertheless baptism, and cannot 
therefore be followed by believers' baptism being administered to the same per~on.~ ' '  

Thus in Baptism and Christian Uni& Gilmore articulated a Baptist sacramentalism which 

pressed the case for the reformulation initiated by Robinson and applied it to questions of Christian 

unity, but there are indications that his conceptual scheme went beyond the parameters of earlier 

statements. Specifically, it appears that he defended a more Catholic kind of sacrarnentalism in 

which the operations of divine grace are more localized in material elements and physical actions. 

The evidence for this is found in his critical appraisal of previous Baptist statements by Henry Cook 

and the Baptist Union Council, as quoted above. Both of these statements dealt directly with the 

Eucharist and the relation of Christ to the material elements; however, it was in the context of an 

attempt to articulate the nature of sacraments in general, so that explicit statements about the bread 



and wine of the Eucharist cany implicit meaning for the water of baptism. 

His use of Cook revolved around Cook's criticism of the doctrines of transubstantiation and 

consubstantiation as explanations of the presence of Christ in the bread and wine of the Eucharist. 

He took issue with Cook's assertion that both doctrines are illegitimately translating spiritual realities 

into the material realm, which implies that he was prepared to accept a genuinely material presence 

of Christ in the elements. If he were unwilling to accept this, then what would be the point of his 

cnticism of Cook? As shown above in the summary of Cook's thought, he was open to the term 

"sacrament" when carefully explained, and he viewed both baptism and the Lord's Supper as means 

of grace to those who receive them in faith; therefore, his assertion that the elements are "merely 

symbolic" does not imply a Zwinglian, purely mernorialistic, view of the Eucharist, only that the 

elements are vehicles of a work of the Holy Spirit rather than carriers of the physical body and blood 

of Christ. As applied to baptism, Gilmore's approach would seem to imply that God acts through 

the waterper se, rather than in a direct personal encounter occasioned by the water-based ritual. 

Similarly, Gilmore suggested that the Baptist Union Council was driving a "wedge between 

the spirihial world and the material world" in its statement that the presence of Christ in the 

Eucharist is "not in the material elements." But if this qualification was objectionable to him, it can 

only be because he affirmed what the statement denied, which would be the actual physical presence 

of Christ in the elements. The historical referent of the Council statement is not really in question, 

given that the intent of the statement was to position British Baptists in relation to the ecumenical 

Church. The staternent afiïrmed that Christ is "really and tmly present" (and presumably active) in 

the celebration of the Lord's Supper, so that the only thing lacking (from Gilmore's standpoint) would 

be activity in the elements themselves. 

It is one thing to a f i m  that God is actively conveying the benefits of redemption to the 
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believing person in the baptismal event, but quite another thing to Say that God conveys this benefit 

through the water as such. Although Gilrnore may not explicitly Say the latter, it seems to be implicit 

in his thought. 

Denominational Statements 

The Baptist Union of Great Britain has been eom its inception a relatively non-credal body, 

but there have been periodic statements adopted by either an annual Assembly as a whole or by the 

Council elected to govern the Union. Some of these statements have discussed the doctrine of 

baptism and thus illustrate the shape and direction of Baptist thought. The relevant statements for 

this century indicate that the Union is willing (despite the reservations of some of its members) to 

use the term "sacrament" to describe baptism, that baptism is thought of as a means by which God's 

grace affects human experience, but that the grace which is mediated is perhaps only a "second" kind 

of grace comected to post-conversion experience. 

In April 19 1 8, the Baptist Union Assembly, under the influence of its ecumenically oriented 

Secretary, J. H. Shakespeare, approved a doctrinal basis for a projected Free Church Federal 

Council, which included the following paragraph: 

- The Sacrarnents--Baptism and the Lord's Supperœ-are instituted by Christ, Who is 
Himself certainly and really present in His own ordinances (though not bodily in the 
elements thereof), and are signs and seals of His Gospel not to be separated therefrom. They 
confinn the promises and gifts of salvation, and, when nghtly used by believers with faith 
and prayer, are, through the operation of the Holy Spirit, true means of gra~e .~ '*  

Although this statement did not originate with the Baptist Union, its approval by the Assembly 

indicated that it qualified as a Baptist assertion. It was highly general in tone, using the term 

*"Emest A. Payne, The Bapfist Union: A Short History (London: Carey Kingsgate Press, 1958), 
276. The full text of the doctrinal statement is "Appendix VIII" of this book. 



169 

a "sacrament" in the sense of a "means of grace," but without defining the precise sense in which grace 

is at work in the event. It was, no doubt, this lack of precision that allowed the approval of the 

statement. 

In 1920 the Lambeth Conference of the Anglican Communion issued an "Appeal to al1 

Christian People" conceming Christian unity. After a delay to allow for c1ariQing conversations 

between Anglican bishops and Free Church leaders, a Baptist Union reply was adopted unanimously 

by the Assembly in May 1926, which said at one point: 

Christian Baptism and the Communion of the Lord's Supper are duly received by us not only 
as rites instituted and hallowed by our Lord Himself, but as means of grace to al1 who receive 
them in faih2I3 

The paragraph following the above explained the continuing Baptist refusal to practise infant 

baptisrn and the normative role of immersion as the mode of baptisrn, and in so doing it used the 

terminology of "the ordinance of baptism." Later it dissented frorn "the place given to Sacraments 

by the Lambeth Appeal," but it did not reject the term "~acratnent."~'~ 

The most explicit affirmations are found in a statement called "The Baptist Doctrine of the 

Church," which was approved by the Council of the Baptist Union in March 1948 as a part of their 

involvement in the founding of the World Council of Churches. The statement asserted, "We 

recognize the two sacraments of Believen' Baptism and the Lord's Supper as being of the Lord's 

ordaining," and it affirmed that "both are 'means of grace' to those who receive them in faith.""' It 

expressed a belief "that Christ is really and truly present" in the sacramental action of the believing 



a community, although not in the material elernent~."~ The rnanner in which baptism functions 

sacramentally was stated thus: 

As a means of grace to the believer and to the church and as an act of obedience to our Lord's 
command, we treasure this sacrament. The New Testament clearly indicates a comection 
of the gift of the Holy Spirit with the experience of baptism which, without making the rite 
the necessary or inevitable channel of that g i 4  yet makes it the appropriate occasion of a new 
and deeper reception of it? 

This concept of baptism as a means of a "deeper" experience of the Spint echoed the comments of 

Underwood a decade earlier and still posited an expenence of conversion and the Spirit which is 

completed pnor to baptism. This was even more explicit in their statement about the conditions of 

church membership : 

The basis of our membership in the church is a conscious and deliberate acceptance of Christ 
as Saviour and Lord by each individual. There is, we hold, a persona1 crisis in the soul's life 
when a man stands alone in God's presence, responds to God's gracious activity, accepts His 
forgiveness and commits himself to the Christian way of life. Such a crisis may be swifi and 
emotional or slow-developing and undramatic, and is normally expenenced within and 
because of our life in the Christian cornrnunity, but it is always a personal experience 
wherein God offers His salvation in Christ, and the individual, responding by faith, receives 
the assurance of the Spirit that by grace he is the child of God. It is this vital evangelical 
expenence which underlies the Baptist conception of the Church and is both expressed and 
safeguarded by the sacrament of Believers' Bapti~rn.~" 

Given the later admission that they were divided on the question of whether baptism is a 

precondition of church membership, this "vital evangelical experience" was clearly thought of as 
C 

occuming apart from and pnor to baptism; i.e., this experience is "expressed" by baptism as 

something which has already occurred, not as something which happens in the act of baptism itself. 

Later developments in Baptist sacnmentalism argued that although personal experience cannot be 
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made uniforni, the normative expectation is that this response to the offer of grace occurs in baptism, 

rather than prior to if i.e., that the "personal crisis" occurs in baptism. 

Ba~tist  Service Books 

Since the theology of baptism is expressed in the practice of baptism, one evidence of a shift 

in theology might be found in printed liturgies of baptism. Although there is no uniform "Prayer 

Book" in the British Baptist tradition, there have been various outlines for the conduct of worship 

and the sacraments that have been widely used. For most of the period in view the most widely used 

service book was The Minister's Munual, published in 1927 by M. E. Aubrey (1 885-1 957), who later 

became the General Secretary of the Baptist Union, but it was eclipsed by the publication in 1960 

of Orders und Prayers for Church Worship by Ernest Payne and Stephen Winward. The developing 

Baptist theology is reflected in the differences between the two books. 

In Aubrey's book there were guidelines for a pastoral homily which clarifies what is 

presurned to happen in the baptismal event. Baptism is interpreted as (1) an act of obedience to the 

command of Christ and his apostles; (2) an open confession of faith in God and devotion to the 

service of Christ; (3) the act by which the individual joins himself to the community of believers; 

and (4) an imitation of Christ. Only afler this four-fold focus on the human expression of 

commitrnent is there a stated recognition that the act symbolizes God's work in Christ, and that there 

is some experience of grace to be anti~ipated?~ 

In the later book by Payne and Winward, published just one year after Christian Baptism and 

in the sarne year as The Biblical Doctrine of Initiation, the emphasis was decidedly reversed. Afler 

2'9Cited by Michael J. Walker, "Baptism: Doctrine and Practice among Baptists in the United 
Kingdom," Foundations 22, no. 1 (1 979): 75-76. 



reading selected baptismal texts from the New Testament, the minister says, "Let us now set forth 

the great benefits which we are to receive nom the Lord, according to his word and promise, in this 

holy sacrament." The benefits are then declared as follows: 

In baptism we are united with Cbrist through faith, dying with him unto sin and nsing with 
him unto newness of tife. 

The washing of our bodies with water is the outward and visible sign of the cleansing of our 
souk fiom sin through the sacrifice of our Saviour. 

The Holy spirit, the Lord and giver of life, by whose unseen operation we have already been 
brought to repentance and faith, is given and sealed to us in this sacrament of grace. 

By this same Holy Spirit, we are baptized into one body and made members of the holy 
catholic and apostolic Church, the blessed Company of al1 Christ's faithful people. 

These great benefits are promised and pledged to those who profess repentance toward God 
and faith in Our Lord Jesus ~hrist."' 

This attitude of repentance and faith is then described as coming to expression in baptism, and prior 

to the act of immersion the minister prays that the baptizands "may by faith be united with Christ in 

his Church, and receive according to thy promise the forgiveness of their sins, and the gift of the 

Holy Spirit.'tu1 

The earlier and later service books were not contradictory in any explicit way, but the focus 

of the later book was clearly on God's action in a way that was not true of the earlier book. This is 

reflective of the growing sense that baptism is not merely a means of some sort of "second" work 

of the Spirit that strengthens an assurance of salvation which has already been experienced, but 

instead the normative means by which entrance into the benefits of Christ becomes an assured, 

experiential reality. To put it another way, the earlier and milder form of sacramentalism conceived 

*OEmest A. Payne and Stephen F. Winward, Orders and Prayers for Church Worship (London: 
Kingsgate Press, l96O), 1 7 1-1 72. 
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of baptism as an act of an obedient disciple by which she is empowered for further steps in the 

Christian life, but the later and stronger form thought of baptism as an act of a penitent simer by 

which she consciously responds to the offer of grace in the gospel and becomes a disciple of Christ. 

Summary 

At a descriptive-historical level, the 20th-century refomulation of a Baptist-sacramental 

view of baptism would be characterized as follows: (1) It originated in a context of concern for 

denominational identity. Baptists in England had always existed as an uncornfortable minority over 

against a state Church and paedobaptist Free Churches, and it was not clear that a purely symbolic 

view of baptism was sufficient to undergird a distinct denominational existence. (2) It was marked 

by collegiality . Two of the major books, The Gathered corn muni^ ( 1  946) and Christian Baplism 

( 1  959), were products of group discussion with a view to consensus. (3) It was rooted in ecurnenical 

concem. Much of the literature was a conscious attempt to be involved meaningfully in the 

baptismal debates which marked most denominations after World War II. Several of the major 

contributors participated in Faith and Order Commission discussions of baptism, notably Emest 

Payne, G. R. Beasley-Murray, and Morris West; and Neville Clark was involved in the Joint 

Liturgical Group in Great Britain. (4) The contributors were aware that they were seeking to refom 

Baptist thought and practice, but they showed only a limited knowledge of the Baptist tradition. 

They were in general much more concemed to interact with scholars of other traditions than to 

interact with earlier Baptist literature. Consequently, they failed to demonstrate that they were 

legitimate heirs of an early Baptist tradition, and at times they failed to anticipate Baptist objections 

to their conceptual structure. (5) The movement was very much rooted in biblical theology, to the 

neglect of systematic theology. Their interaction with scholars of other traditions was generally in 
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a the area of New Testament exegesis (where there was a high degree of ecumenicai consensus), not 

the area of systematic formulations. 

At a theological level, there were two key principles at work: (1) Whatever may be the 

Baptist tradition, an accurate interpretation of the Bible demands that baptism be viewed as an 

effective sign, i.e., a sacrament. At the heart of the movement was a cherished Baptist principle: the 

unique authonty of Scripture and the corresponding possibility of error in al1 creeds and extra- 

biblical traditions. It was assurned that the Church is semper reformanda, and the reshaping of 

baptismal theology is part of the process. (2) As human beings we function holistically; therefore, 

it is important that an attitude of cornitment to Christ be objectified in persona1 action. Baptism 

is the divinely-ordained context in which attitude is translaied into action. Although many persons 

enter into genuine Christian discipleship apart from believer baptism, this is in biblical ternis an 

0 anomaly, and something is missing when conversion is not sacrarnentally sealed. 

There was in general a high degree of consensus in this collegial modification of Baptist 

theology, but there were some intemal points of tension and lingering questions. (1) To what extent 

is this understanding of baptism rooted in a general principle of sacramental action? (2) What is the 

exact significance of the baptismal water and action? 1s the divine bestowal of grace mediated 

rhrough the water or the action as such, or is the water-based action simply the occasion for a direct 

divine-human encounter? (3) What is the significance of the Church in baptism? 1s it simply the 

community entered as the result of baptism into Christ, or is it a related means by which the 

individual is united with Christ? 

Having surveyed this refomulation ofa Baptist-sacramental interpretation of baptism, it will 

now be necessary to test the validity of the arguments used to support it. Chapter Three wiil examine 

the biblical exegesis which has informed the conceptual shift, and Chapter Four will analyse the 



a theological meaning and coherence of this new Baptist paradigm. 



C W T E R  3 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS 

As George Beasley-Murray has noted, the refomulation of British Baptist sacramentalism 

has been rooted to a great degree in a fiesh exegesis of New Testament baptismal texts. This is not 

to Say that the system is grounded in a naive, proof-texting biblicism which ignores issues of 

historical criticism and assumes apriori that al1 the biblical data constitute a fully unified picture.' 

It is to Say that at the heart of the movement is the conclusion that the New Testament statements 

about baptism, in spite of their diversity of expression, do consistently view baptism as instrumental 

in the application of redemption to the individual. Indeed, it would not be an oventatement to Say 

that the validity of this baptismal theology depends ultimately on the accuracy of the exegesis which 

informs it. For these Baptists, as for Baptists in general, no ultimate appeal can be made to 

qxlesiastical tradition-only Scripture can be the bais for such an appeal. Accordingly, an analysis 

'The British Baptist authors examined in this thesis held divergent views concerning some of the 
critical issues about the date and authorship of the New Testament books. However, this made no 
significant difference in their theologicd conclusions, because they were al1 attempting to discover 
the meaning of baptism in the canonicai New Testament as it has corne to us, on the assurnption that 
this is at least the starting point for any genuinely Christian theology. Accordingly, this thesis is 
concemed with the meaning of the biblical text, not with cntical questions about how it came to exist 
in its present form. References to authorship are normally phrased in traditional terms, but these are 
not intended as answen to critical questions. 
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of this Baptist sacramentalism demands above al1 else an assessrnent of this exegetical foundation. 

The Baptist sacramental exegesis represents an alignrnent of this Baptist thought with the 

consensus of the historic churches. Although other denominations have articulated their 

sacramentalism in divergent ways, they have agreed that the biblical statements about baptism imply 

that baptism is more than a symbol, that it is in some way a means of conveying what it signifies. 

Historically, the idea that baptism is merely a symbol giving testimony to a conversion already 

completed has been formally accepted only in the Anabaptist and Baptist traditions. Therefore, it 

would be of little value in this chapter to compare Baptist exegesis to that of the histone chuches- 

the two are hdamentally equivalent. What is relevant is to assess this exegesis in relation to the 

non-sacramental interpretations of other Baptists (and "baptists" who share the basic theology 

without the denorninational label). The balance of this chapter, then, will take the following forrn: 

first, a surnmary of the exegetical foundations of Baptist sacramentalism; second, a summary and 

evaluation of the Baptist challenge to this exegesis; third, a surnmary and evaluation of a Baptist 

hermeneutical critique which accepts most of the exegetical details but challenges the sacramental 

synthesis; and fourth, an analysis of the critique of sacramentalism put forward by Karl Barth (1 886- 

1968) in his Church Dogrnatics IW4. Although he never became a Baptist in ternis of 

denominational affiliation, Barth adopted a "baptist" view of the subjects of baptism in his 

provocative lecture of 1943; therefore, his rejection in 1967 of the sacramental character of baptism 

may be seen as a criticism of Baptist sacramentalism fiom within its tradition, theologically if not 

ecclesiastically. In any case, given Barth's statu as arguably the most significant Protestant 

theologian of the 20' century, his critique can hardly be ignored. 



Ba~tist Sacramental Exwesis 

The biblical texts which speak of John's baptism are of limited value here, inasmuch as 

Christian baptism is assumed to be distinct from John's baptism, but the two are related if not 

equivalent. Therefore, it is significant that John's baptism is an act of repentance which is done "for 

the forgiveness of sins" (ci5 Oi@nv Lpapriôv--Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3). This forgiveness of sins is 

sought as a way of avoiding the eschatological wrath associated with the inauguration of the 

kingdom of God (Luke 3:7). Although there is no power in the rite apart £iom genuine repentance 

(Luke 3:7-14), the act of baptism is done as a plea for eschatological salvation, which is to Say that 

the rite is in some way sacramental. 

The baptism of Jesus has traditionally played a large part in Baptist rhetoric about baptism, 

as in the typical language about "following the Lord in baptism." However, the exact relationship 

between the baptism of Jesus and Christian baptism is a matter of ongoing debate; it is therefore 

impossible to define confidently the nature of Christian baptism on the basis of the Gospels' witness 

to the baptism of Jesus. Some Baptists, notably R. E. O. White, have seen great significance in the 

expenence of Jesus, arguing that the description of his baptisrn is an indication that what had been 

a sacrament of anticipation is becoming through him a sacrament of realization.' In his baptism 

jesus received an assurance of his divine sonship and the ernpowering gift of the Holy Spirit, and 

the vicarious character of his hurnanity readily leads to the inference that there is some sort of 

parallel between his baptism and ours. Other Baptists have been more reluctant to draw inferences 

fiom the baptism of Jesus, noting both the uniqueness of his baptism and the fact that no New 

'White, BDI, 90-109. 
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Testament writer uses the baptism of Jesus as a basis for exhortation.' What can be said is that ifthe 

Lord's baptism is paradigmatic, then Christian baptism should be thought of as containing both a 

human act of cornmitment and a divine bestowal of spiritual benefit. 

The baptismal commission of Matthew 28: 19 was discussed by these Baptist writers mostly 

to assess the genuineness of the saying and its relevance for the dominical institution of baptism. 

There was significant variety of opinion among hem about the extent to which the saying cornes 

fiom the mouth of Christ, but there was general agreement that the text represents a valid Christian 

inference that baptism is to be done in obedience to C h r i ~ t . ~  They did not emphasize this text as a 

support for the sacramental sense of baptism, but it may in fact be usehl in that regard. There is 

general agreement that the idea of baptism "into the name" (eiq rb ovopct.) of the Trinity signifies 

being brought into the possession or ownership of the Triune Gad,' and thus into the sphere of 

salvation wrought by God. But if baptism establishes this soa of relationship between the individual 

and God, then it can hardly be thought of as a mere symbol. 

One of the crucial issues in interpreting the significance of baptism in this commission is that 

of the syntactical comection between the imperative "make disciples" (paûqscUaar~) and the 

participles "baptizing" and "teaching" (panryowq and 6i6~mcovreS). Although many Baptists 
* 

have assumed a chronological relationship (make disciples, then baptize the disciples, then continue 

4For a negative assessment of the authenticity of the saying, see Clark, ATS, 16,19. For a positive 
assessment, see White, B01,338-345 and Beasley-Murray, BNT, 87-88. 

'Beasley-~urray, BNT, 90-9 1 ; D. A. Carson, Matthew, in The Erpositor's Bible corn men ta^, 
Vol. 8, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 597. 
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to teach them), this is not a self-evident interpretatiod It may well be that the participles are 

instrumental or modal in force, describing the way in which the nations are to be brought into 

Christian discipleship (make disciples by baptizing them and teaching them).' In that case, a disciple 

of Christ would be one who has signified cornmitment by baptism and entered into the process of 

leaming and obeying the commands of Christ, which is to Say that baptism makes one a disciple of 

Christ rather than testQing that one has already become a disciple. The instrumental sense of 

panrxovraq has sometimes been used as a support for infant baptism, but this is not a necessary 

inference. 

The book of Acts is a source of sacramental teaching about baptism, although the evidence 

is not as consistent as one might like. When the text gives an account of what might be called 

didactic baptismal language, the sacramental sense is strong. For example, Acts 2:38 records Peter's 

instructions to Jews who have corne to recognize their rejection of the Messiah, and the apparent 

sense of his instructions is that repentance (and the implied faith in Jesus as Lord and Christ) is to 

be expressed in baptism, with the result of their baptism being their forgiveness by God and the 

bestowal of the Holy Spirit upon them. Acts 22: 16 records Ananias' exhortation to Saul to "wash 

away" his sins as he calls on the name of the Lord in baptism. While the reference to invoking the 

riame of the Lord indicates that the power at work is that of the Lord, and not baptismper se, it is 

equally clear that this spiritually cleansing power of God is conceived as operative in the context of 

baptism. The enigmatic account of the twelve "disciples" in Ephesus (Acts 19:l-7) provides both 

7 For a confident assertion of this exegesis, see R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation cf St. 
Matthew !s Gospel (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1943), 1 173. For the acceptance of 
a loosely-defined modal interpretation, see Beasley-Murray, BAT, 89 and Carson, Matthew, 597. 
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narrative and didactic evidence for sacramentalism. At the narrative level, it is at the time of their 

Christian baptism that these men receive the gifl of the Spirit (vss. 5-6); and at the didactic b e l ,  

Paul's probing question about their reception of the Holy Spirit (vs. 2) is rooted in his assumption 

that they ought to have received the Spirit through their faith-baptism (vs. 3). 

The narratives of Acts, however, make it clear that there is no simple cause-effect relation 

between baptism and the gifi of the Spirit. In the Cornelius episode of Acts 10, the Spirit is poured 

out on the Gentile household as they are listening to Peter's preaching, thus prior to any visible 

response on their part. But even here it is clear that baptism in the Spirit does not nullify the 

significance of baptism in water, for Peter calls for the immediate baptism in water of those who 

have received the Spirit, thus affirming the normative Iink between baptism and the benefits of 

Christ. It is assumed that in the normal pattern of God's salvific work, baptism and the gifi of the 

Spirit occur together, although the precise linkage is a fbnction of God's free activity and not of 

human manipulation. 

The Samaritan episode of Acts 8 provides an example of another way in which baptism and 

the Spirit may be experienced, and in this case it involves a post-baptismal delay in the gift of the 

Spirit. Although this narrative clearly implies that there is no power inherent in baptisrn such that 

baptism automatically conveys the Spirit, it would be unwarranted to construct a baptismal paradigm 

from such an exceptional case. The narrative itself appears to assume the exceptional character of 

the events in Samaria. For example, vs. 16 indicates that the Samaritans had "not yet" (oUGÉrco) 

received the Spirit; they had "only" (p6vov) been baptized "into the name of the Lord Jesus." The 

use of o M x o  here, rather than the simple negative 06 indicates that there is an expected comection 

between two things (in this case, Christian baptism and the bestowal of the Spirit), which for some 



reason are disc~nnected.~ 

The evidence of Acts does not allow for easy harmonization, but the data do not support in 

any way a non-sacramental reading which posits a normative bestowal of the benefits of salvation 

through a calling on the name of the Lord prier to and apart fkom baptism. The only evidence in the 

book for the bestowal of salvation prior to Christian baptism is in Acts 10, and in that case the Spirit 

cornes prior to any kind of outward response, including prayer, which is not the paradigm of non- 

sacramental Baptist thought. The initial movement of the gospel into the Gentile world can hardly 

be a timeless paradigm; its revolutionary chamter is the reason for its unusual fonn, and even in that 

case it is clear that baptism and the Spirit go together. 

The evidence of the narratives of Acts may be ambiguous, but the references to baptism in 

the Pauline epistles seem to give clear support for a sacramental sense of baptism. The loczrs 

ciassicu is Paul's reference to baptism ci5 Xpiorh in Romans 6:3-4. Baptism is there viewed as 

the event in which believers were effectively united to Christ and thus to the benefits of his 

redernptive work--baptism si5 Xpimbv results in the condition of being Ev XptorQ. For centuries 

Baptists have relied on this text as a support for the mode of immersion, but while the irnagery of 

immersion may underlie Paul's words, the text itself seems to assert much more than a pictorial 
* 

significance for baptism. This language of burial with Christ in baptism occurs also in Colossians 

2: 12, where Paul clarifies that this occurs "through faith" and not simply through a ritual act, and 

where he explicitly refea to being "raised" with Christ in baptism (as opposed to the more guarded 

language about resurrection in Romans 6). The language of baptisrn ~ i 5  Xpcar5v appears dso in 

Galatians 3:27, where it explains the condition of being 8v XptatQ 'Iqao8 (vss. 26, 28). The 

'Frederick Dale Bruner, A Theology of the Holy Spirit (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1 WO), 177- 178. 
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conjunction of sis X p i o r h  and hi XpiarQ seems to indicate that the former phrase means 

something more than simply "with reference to Chnstl'-it is indicative of movement into saving 

union with Christ. 

If Romans 6 is the crucial Pauline reference to baptism as a means of union with Christ, it 

might also be said that the crucial reference to the Spirit and the Church is 1 Corinthians 12: 13. 

Baptist sacramentalists almost univendly have interpreted this as a reference to water-baptism and 

an indicator that water-baptism is also a baptism in the Spirit, and thus a means of union with the 

body of Christ. It is clear that whatever baptism is in view here initiates individuals into union with 

the body of Christ, which is to Say into union with Chnst himself (vs. 12). 

Pauline texts such as 1 Corinthians 6: 1 1, Ephesians 5:25-27, and Titus 3 5  may allude to 

baptism via metaphors related to washing. If so, then justification, sanctification, and regeneration 

are all connected in Pauline thought to the baptismal event, although these texts give little help in 

defining the precise causal relation between baptism and these concepts. 

On the surface 1 Corinthians 1:lO-17 seems to contradict this Pauline respect for the 

significance of baptism. There Paul draws a sharp distinction between baptism and the preaching 

of the gospel, indicates that his commission is to preach rather than to baptize, and gives thanks that 
L 

he baptized so few of the Corinthian converts. Although some use this text to modify the force of 

the other baptismal references in Paul's epistles, this is not the only solution. The apparent 

disparagement of baptism is stated in the context of Paul's anguish over divisions within the church 

at Corinth, divisions which were rooted in appreciation for one minister of the gospel over another. 

Part of the Pauline reply to this division is expressed in the rhetorical question, "Were you baptized 

in [&id the name of Paul?", which of course demands a negative answer. The fact that baptism is 
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a brought into the discussion at this point indicates that the rite was the cornrnon experience of al1 to 

whom Paul wrote and that in some way it was central to Christian identity. Baptists have argued that 

although it may appear that Paul was indifferent to the rite, this is a false inference? At most the text 

is a reminder that the gospel embodied in baptism is the heart of the matter, not baptism per se. 

Paul's thanksgiving that he personally baptized so few Corinthians simply points to a division of 

ministry among Paul and his colleagues, and his concem that those baptized by him might make too 

much of this may point precisely to the great significance attached to baptism. 

Interpreters of the Gospel of John hold widely varying views of the Johannine attitude toward 

sacraments, some seeing in the Gospel a pronounced sacrarnentalism couched in references to water, 

flesh and blood, while others see in it a corrective to excessive ~acramentalisrn.~~ Baptist 

sacrarnentalists have been generally reluctant to base their theology on any of these general schemes, 

given the uncertainty of their assurnptions." At the heart of the Johannine contribution is the 

reference to spiritual rebirth as a birth "of water and Spirit" (John 3 5 ) .  Although several alternatives 

have been suggested, Christian interpreters have traditiondly understood this "water" as a reference 

to baptism, and Baptist sacramentalists nomally have shared this opinion. Suggestions that the 

saying is actually about two births, one ÜGaro~ and the other EK ~ F V E ~ ~ O T O ~  are not compelling, 

* 

because in fact the two nouns are governed by one preposition (Ec UGaroç KU; n v ~ C p a t o ~ ) ,  pointing 

to one birth which is related to both water and the Spirit. Some have suggested that "water" here is 

9Beasley-~umiy, BNT, 1 80- 18 1. 

'OGriffiths, in CB, 150 refers to Albert Schweitzer and Oscar Cullmann as proponents of a high 
sacramentalism in John, and to Rudolf Bultmann and Amos N. Wilder as defenders of the anti- 
sacramental view of John. 

"Clark, ATS, 27; Grifiths, in CB, 15 1 ; White, BDI, 247-264; Beasley-Murray, BNT, 2 16-226. 
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purely figurative, denoting the spiritual cleansing and transformation wrought by the Spirit, as 

promised by the prophets (Ezek 36:25-27). Although this is possible, it is dificult to read John 3 5  

in its context without thinking of baptism (cf. 1 :24-34; 3:22-23; 4: 1-2). 

However, even if it is assumed that "water" in this saying refers to baptism, there are various 

ways of interpreting the systematic implications of this reading of the text. Some see in it a 

polemical reference to John's baptisrn, an emphasis that John's baptism is inadequate in itself to 

effect entrance into the kingdom of God. Others see a reference to Christian baptism, an indication 

that through the work of Jesus Christ baptism will become not simply an expression of repentance 

but an occasion for the transforming gift of the Holy Spirit. Given this Gospel's frequent use of 

terms that are pregnant with meaning, it may well be that there is both a backward and a forward 

reference in the word.I2 It is crucial to note that the emphasis in John 3 is on the fact that this birth 

is é~ roû ~ I V E U ~ U T O Ç  (VSS. 6 and 8, as weI1 as S) ,  which is to Say that although this birth is related 

to both water and the Spirit, it is not related to both in the same way. Water has a role to play, but 

its significance is found not in itself but in its connection to the Spirit. Nevertheless, in a real 

(though secondary) sense water (baptism) is a vehicle of spiritual rebirth, which is to say that 

baptism is sacramental in character. 

In the rest of the New Testament, the most significant t e d  is 1 Peter 3:21 and its reference 

to "baptism which now saves you." If, as several interpreters have suggested, al1 or most of 1 Peter 

is a baptismal sermon, then al1 the references within the book to God's salvific work can be related 

in some way to baptism. Baptist d t e r s  generally have agreed (with various degrees of confidence) 

12This idea of a double allusion to John's baptism and to Christian baptism is suggested by 
Griffiths, in CB, 156; White, BDI, 253-255; and Beasley-Murray, BNT, 229-230. 
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that much of the epistle is rooted in a baptismal context,I3 but this cannot be dogmatically asserted. 

Therefore, the focus must rernain on the one explicit statement about baptism within the epistle. 

This statement occurs in a passage with al1 sorts of exegetical dificulties, but it clearly asserts that 

baptism effects salvation now in some way which is analogous to the ancient deliverance of Noah 

and his farnily from divine wrath. Peter's language emphasizes that the salvific role of baptism is 

not due to any power inherent in the physical act of baptism-instead it saves ultimately "by the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ" and proximately by "an appeal to God for a good conscience." This last 

phrase is translated in various ways, depending on whether k e p O q p a  is taken to denote a 

"request" or a "pledge," and whether the genitive o u v e t 6 ~ c m o ~  tkya0flç is taken to be subjective or 

objective. In any case, the attitude toward God which comes to expression in baptism is the 

fundamental concern and the basic instrumental cause of salvation from the human side. 

Nevertheless, it is assumed that this attitude comes to expression in baprism, and thus baptism is 

instrumental in the application of salvation to the individual. 

In summary, although there is diveeity of expression, and some of the exegetical details do 

not allow for dogmatism in interpretation, the New Testament consistently views baptism as a means 

of entrance into the eschatological salvation wrought by Jesus Christ. Although the crucial factor 
- 
from the human side is penitent faith in Christ, this faith is not normally thought of as fùlly formed 

apart from baptism. However laudable may be the common Baptist insistence on salvation by faith 

alone, the idea of faith apart from baptism with its corollary of baptism as merely a symbolic 

testimony to a past experience of salvation is foreign to the New Testament. 

I3Buse, in CB, 17 1-1 75; White, BD1,228; Beasely-Murray, BNT, 25 1-258. 



Ba~tist Exe~etical criticisms 

The sacramental exegesis surnmarized above is challenged at every point by some within the 

Baptist tradition. This thesis will not investigate every detail of this dispute, but instead will focus 

on the three major aspects of it: (1) the assertion that Matthew 28: 19-20 teaches that entrance into 

Christian discipleship precedes baptism, thus refuting the daim that union with Christ is mediated 

through baptism; (2) the assertion that Acts 2:38 does not view the forgiveness of sins as the result 

of baptism; and (3) the assertion that the key Pauline tex& about baptism are actually talking about 

Spirit-baptism and not water-baptism. 

Matthew 28: 19-20 

A dominant Stream of Baptist thought has interpreted the Great Commission along these 

lines: "Go (to al1 the world) and make disciples of al1 the nations, then baptize (these who have 

become disciples) as a sign of their (previous) entrance into union with the Triune God, and then go 

on teaching them how to live in obedience to the commands of Christ." Interpreters going back to 

John Gill have argued on the basis of the Greek text that the objects of this baptizing and teaching 

must be disciples, not the nations. The object of the discipling, n k a  rà E ~ M \ ,  is neuter in gender, 

C 

while the object of both pairri<ovrs~ and 6t6&o~ovr&ç is arirocç, which is masculine in gender. 

Thus it is argued that the two objects cannot be the same, and it is concluded that airroù~ must 

denote the disciples (paûqtai) who are the implied result of the discipling (evangelizing) of the 

nations.I4 Within this interpretation, a "disciple" is one who has indicated a positive response to the 

"Gill, Divinity, 901. Carson, Matthew, 597 sees this as a possibility but does not commit himself 
to it. 



gospel, and this response is confïrmed prior to baptism. 

Akhough this conceptual structure rnay not be impossible, the switch fkom the neuter B q  

to the masculine a k o ù ~  does not prove the point. The sarne switch occurs in Matthew 2532, 

where in a description of final judgment by Christ it is said that navra .ràr Eûvq will be assernbled 

before him, and he will separate them (aUroù5) into two groups, and it is quite clear that the two 

terms denote the same penons. The distinction is that of people-groups (&\nt) versus the 

individuals who constitute those groups (ahoUS), not that of the whole versus the part. Restricting 

baptism to those who respond positively to the gospel is biblically defensible, but not on the basis 

of gender shifts in Matthew 28: 19. 

The syntactical relation between the imperative (pa0qreUoarg) and the participles 

(pairri<ovry and Gi6bcncoviq) in this text cannot be dogmatically defined. Such adverbial 

participles modiQ the action of the main verb (in this case the imperative), but the exact force is 

determined by the context. Whatever may be the exact relation between the imperative and the 

participles, it seems clear that the verbs for baptizing and teaching are not gramrnatically coordinate 

with the verb for discipling, making it very unlikely that the statement means, "Make disciples, then 

baptize them, and then teach them." Rather the actions of baptizing and teaching are subordinate to - 
that of discipling, and the natural conclusion is that in tems of this text, a Christian disciple is one 

who has signified faith in Christ by baptism and entered into the process of leaming how to live out 

this baptismal ~ommitrnent.'~ But this implies that baptism is instrumental in the entrance into 

discipleship, not that it bears witness to a previous entrance into discipleship. 

"Carson, Matthew, 597. 



Acts 2:38 

On the surface, it would seem that Pe ter's exhortation recorded here plainly indicates that 

baptism is done for the purpose of persona1 salvation, but there are two distinct ways in which 

baptistic interpreters have sought to deny this inference. The first is the assertion that ~ i 5  b+smv 

rôv &paprtôv ii@v means "on the basis of the forgiveness of your sins," rather than "for the 

purpose of the forgiveness of your sins," and the second is the assertion that the entire baptismal 

clause is parenthetical, so that forgiveness of sins is connected to repentance and not to baptism.I6 

Defenders of theflrst approach tend to rely on the argument of A. T. Robertson, a Southem 

Baptist schalar and author of a widely used grammar of New Testament Greek. With regard to this 

key phrase he wrote: 

This phrase is the subject of endless controversy as men look at it fiom the standpoint of 
sacramental or of evangelical theology. In themselves the words can express aim or purpose 
for that use of eis does exist as in 1 Cor. 2:7 eis doxun hemon (for our glory). But then 
another usage exists which is just as good Greek as the use of eis for aim or purpose. It is 
seen in Matt. 10:41 in three examples eis onoma prophetou, dikniou, mathetou where it 
cannot be purpose or aim, but rather the basis or ground, on the basis of the name of prophet, 
nghteous man, disciple, because one is, etc. It is seen again in Matt. 12:41 about the 
preaching of Jonah (eis to kerugma lona). They repented because of (or at) the preaching of 
Jonah. . . . One will decide the use here according as he believes that baptism is essential to 
the remission of sins or not. My view is decidedly against the idea that Peter, Paul, or any 
one in the New Testament taught baptism as essential to the remission of sins or the means 
of securing such remission. So 1 understand Peter to be urging baptism on each of them who . had already tumed (repented) and for it to be done in the narne of Jesus Christ on the basis 
of the forgiveness of sins which they had already received." 

Robertson's argument, then, takes this fom: the Greek preposition ciç may indicate either cause or 

purpose; its meaning here m u t  be determined by theological principles; therefore, biblical 

I6Both approaches are suggested by B. H. Carroll, An Interpretation of the Eng[ish Bible: Acts 
(1948; reprint Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1986), 76-77,89093. 

"A. T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament (Nashville: Broadman Press, 193 O), 3 : 3 5- 
36. 
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soteriology demands that it indicate cause here. Given Robertson's stature as a Greek scholar, it is 

not surprising that his reasoning has commanded wide assent among Baptists, but in the end his case 

is not convincing. 

The major premise of his argument, the existence of a recognized causai use of E ~ G ,  is 

disputed by lexicographers and grammarians. The conternporary lexicon of Arndt and Gingnch lists 

it only as a possible but disputed meaning," and although J. R. Mantey tried to establish such a 

meaning in Hellenistic Greek,I9 Nigel Turner stated that "hardly any of the Hellenistic parallels 

brought forward by Mantey are con~incing."'~ Robertson listed as New Testament examples only 

Matthew 1 O:4l and l2:41 (parailel in Luke 1 1 :32), but each is capable of more than one sense. 

M i l e  Matthew 10:41 may mean something like "receive a prophet because he is a prophet," it may 

also mean "receive a prophet into the treatrnent appropnate to a prophet" or "receive a prophet in the 

narne of a prophet" (the latter if e i ~  is equivalent to Év as it often is)." Simiiarly Matthew 12:41 

may mean "repented because of the preaching of Jonah," but it may also mean "changed their mind 

in the direction of what Jonah preached" or "repented when Jonah preached" (again if is 

equivalent to Ev). There is no unanimity among interpreters conceming the precise use of ~ i ç  in 

these texts, and there is doubt about the causal use of e i ~  in Hellenistic literature, which indicates 

Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and 
Other Early Christian Liferature, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 230. 

I9J. R. Mantey, "The Causal Use of eis in the New Testament," Journal of Biblical Literature 70 
(1 95 1): 45-48. 

20'Nigel Turner and James Hope Moulton, A Grammar of New Testament Greek (Edinburgh: T .  
& T. Clark, l963), 3: 266. 

"A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the GreekNew Testament in the Lighl of Historical Research 
(Nashville: Broadrnan Press, 1934), 593; Lenski, M'tthew, 42 1-422. 



the doubtful character of this major premise of Robertson's argument. 

A more profitable study of ~ i ç  would consider other occurrences of the preposition in 

connection with the forgiveness of sins. There are only four occurrences of ci5 ilt#Jsatv apaprtov 

in the New Testament apart fiom Acts 2:38. Matthew 26:28 uses the phrase to modiQ Christ's blood 

of the covenant, indicating that it is poured oui "for the forgiveness of sins." clearly denoting 

purpose. Luke 24:47 (in a variant reading) refers to the preaching of the gospel to al1 nations "for 

the forgiveness of sins," and this forgiveness is clearly the result (not the condition) of the preaching. 

Both Mark 1:4 and Luke 3:3 describe John's baptism as a poirrriapa p ~ r a v o i a q  E ~ S  C&oiv 

Lpaapriôv, and given Luke's statement that the baptizands are seeking deliverance from 

eschatological wrath, the forgiveness of sins here is something experienced through baptism rather 

than a condition of baptism. 

In the end, then, Robertson's reconstruction of Peter's comments is flawed in several ways: 

(1) The causai use of siç is very rare at best and perhaps unsubstantiated. (2) When the phrase siç 

&+EDIV bpapsiôv occurs elsewhere in the New Testament, it indicates purpose, not cause. (3) 

Robertson himself admitted that his conclusion was determined by theology and not grammar, and 

his theology failed to note that other baptismal texts are in fact very similar to Acts 2:38 and demand 

similarly strained explanation if they are to fit his syçtem. (4) Even if the causal use of si5 be 

granted in Acts 2:38, the text would still appear to Say that the gifi of the Spirit occurs through both 

repentance and baptism, and this would create just as much difficulty for anti-sacramentalists as the 

phrase concerning forgiveness of sins.* 

"For an extended critique of this approach to Acts 2:38, see J. C. Davis, "Another Look at the 
Relationship Between Baptism and Forgiveness of Sins in Acts 2:38," Restoration Quurterly 24 
(1981): 80-88. 
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The second way to minimize the force of Acts 2:3 8 recognizes the improbability of a causal 

~ i ç  but still sees in the text a threat to the idea of salvation by grace through faith alone. The 

proposed solution is to connect the purposive to repentance (p~~avojoare) rather than baptism, 

thus making the baptismal clause a parenthesis. Support is found within the text in the shift from 

the plural p~ravo jaars to the singular panrio0+o L ~ a a s o ~  VpOv and outside the text in Acts 

3: 19 where relief from sins is promised on the bais of repentance without reference to baptism.* 

Although this exegesis may be possible, there are several weaknesses in the argument: (1) 

The shift from plural to singular is explicable without disconnecting baptism from forgiveness. The 

plural imperative for repentance is appropriate in view of the fact that al1 the members of the crowd 

could change their mind about Jesus sirnultaneously, but their baptisms could only occur individually 

and sequentially. (2) As the narrative continues, it is baptism which is noted in describing the 

conversion of 3,000 persons (vs. 41), thus indicating its crucial character. (3) Even if this 

parenthetical interpretation be accepted, repentance and baptism are coordinated in a way that seems 

to view both as means to the reception of the Spirit, thus supporting the sacramental nature of 

baptism. (4) This exegesis is rooted in the same sort of theological concems as those in Robertson's 

approach, but these concems are phrased in a way that fails to account for the actual baptismal 

h g u a g e  of the New Testament and thus draws a false contrat between the "sacramental" and the 

"evangelical." 

Water versus Spirit 

Traditional Christian exegesis has assumed that Pauline references to being "baptized into 

=Stanley D. Toussaint, "Acts," in n i e  Bible Knowledge Commentary: New Testament, eds. John 
F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck (Wheaton: Victor Books, 1983),359. 
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a Christ" (Rom 6:3; Ga1 3:27) refer to water-baptism as the event in which persona1 union with Christ 

is effected, and that Paul links possession of the Holy Spirit and membership in the Church to water- 

baptism (1 Cor 12: 13), but some modem interpretea have argued that each of these texts is actually 

a reference to baptism in the Spirit. 

Many baptistic interpreters argue that the luiguage of baptism "into Christ1' (E~S XpimOv) 

is simply too strong to be referred to water-baptism, their assumption being that such language would 

teach baptismal regeneration, which is believed to be impossible?Some see a reference to a 

syrnbolic water-baptism in Romans 6:4 (and the parallel Col 2:12) as the element of persona1 

experience which corresponds to the bunal of Christ, so that baptism confimis the penon's previous 

(spiritual) "death with Christ" just as the b u h l  of Christ confirmed his previous (physical) death, 

even though the language of Romans 6:3 about baptism into Christ and thus into his death is limited 

a by them to Spirit-bapti~m.~~ 

Aithough he does not d i s c o ~ e c t  baptism from conversion in exactly the same way as much 

of the Baptist tradition (in fact he criticizes the Pentecostal type of baptistic thought at this very 

point), James Dunn (b. 1939) has argued that pairri<~iv eis Xpior6v should be read as a 

metaphorical reference to Spirit-baptism as the means of incorporation into Christ, while p&nrtapa 

denotes only the water ritua1.26 

Although this interpretation is argued skillfûlly, especially by D m ,  it is less than 

"John A. Witmer, "Romans," in Bible Knowledge Cornmentaty, 461; Donald K. Campbell, 
"Galatians," in Bible Knowledge C o m m e n t q ,  600; Norman L. Geisler, "Colossians," in Bible 
Knowledge Commentary, 677. 

"Witmer, 462; Geisler, 678. 

26~ames D. G. Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit (London: SCM Press, 1 970), 1 09- 1 12, 140- 14 1 ; 
idem, Romans 1-8, Vol. 3 8A, Word Biblicul Commentary (Dallas: Word Books, l988), 3 1 1-3 13, 
327-430. 
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convincing. First, given the compressed nature of Paul's argument in Romans 6, it seems highly 

unlikely that "baptized into his death" in vs. 3 would denote only baptism in the Spirit, while 

"baptism into death" in the next sentence would denote only baptism in water. Granted that the 

spintual realities in view may demand that more than water-baptism is in view in vs. 3, it is still 

unlikely that water-baptism is absent fiom view there if it is admittedly present in vs. 4. Since about 

1640, Baptists have wanted to see in Romans 6 a basis for the mode of immersion, due to the symbol 

of burial and resurrection, while at the same t h e  they have often been nervous about the apparent 

indication that baptism actually unites the individual to Christ, but they cannot have it both ways. 

If water is in view in this text, then it is more than a symbol. 

Second. the imagery of baptism in the Spirit, as found in the Gospels and in Acts 1 5 ,  points 

to Christ as the baptizer who brings his people into the sphere of the Spirit, but in both Romans 6:3 

and Galatians 3:27 Christ is the goal of the baptism rather than the baptizer. Although some fluidity 

of language is allowable in the use of metaphors, the use of e i ~  Xpicrr6v appears to c o ~ e c t  Romans 

6 to Matthew 28: 19 (E~G TG iivopa) more naturally than to the language about baptism Cv xve6parr. 

Third, the connection between baptism in water and baptism in the Spirit is suficiently close 

to question this bifurcation of water and Spirit which is being suggested. Although Christ's baptizing 

the Holy Spirit is contrasted to John's baptisrn, it is never contrasted to Christian baptism. In fact, 

both Acts 2:38 and Acts 19: 1-6 seem to assume that the n o m  is that Christ would baptize in the 

Spirit in connection with baptism in water. Ifthis is true, then allusions to Spirit-baptism in Romans 

6 or Galatians 3 would not imply that water-baptism is absent fkom view. 

The use of 1 Corinthians 12: 13, on the other hand, presents more problems, and the critique 

at this point may be well-founded. In that text Paul explicitiy names the Spirit as the element in 

which Christians are baptized, and the goal of the baptisrn is incorporation into the body of Christ, 
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the Church. Going back to the ministry ofJohn, when the Holy Spirit is named in relation to baptism 

it is by the phrase iv avsupari, which corresponds to N Gan in the water-baptism of John. The 

text in question uses the phrase N évi m d p a s i ,  emphasizing that there is only one Spirit shared 

by al1 Christians, but apart frorn the numerical adjective, the language is precisely that of the 

Johannine promise about the work of the Messiah. What Paul afErms here as the experience of al1 

Christians is what was promised through John, and that experience is phrased in language that 

displaces water as the medium of baptism. 

It should be noted that the dominant theme of 1 Corinthians 12 is the Holy Spirit. The entire 

context of the debated verse focuses on the Spirit, both in terms of the unity located in the common 

possession of the same Spirit and the appropriate divenity located in the manifestations of the Spirit. 

Even if there is an allusion to water-baptism in vs. 13, the locus of unity in this passage is the Spirit. 

not baptisrn. Accordingly, in vs. 13 ni b v i  nvaupari stands fint for emphasis, and the verb 

@ a m i o û q p w  cornes only at the end of the clause. Paul's point in this passage does not depend 

on any reference to water-baptisrn. 

It might be argued that even though the primary reference in this text is to baptism in the 

Spirit, the very use of the terni "baptize" points to a normative connection between water-baptism 

ând Spirit-baptism, in which case this text would affirm that water-baptism is also the occasion for 

the gift of the Spirit. However, this connection between water and Spirit cannot successfully be 

established simply on the basis of the term "baptize," because there is evidence for a purely 

metaphorical use of the terni going back to Jesus (Mark 10:38; Luke 1250). Dunn's point here is 

well-taken: the teminology is sometimes metaphorical, and 1 Connthians 12: 13 may well be one 

example, especially in view of the fact that the medium of the baptism in view is explicitly named 



Some have argued that if Paul is to achieve his purpose of teaching the unity of the body of 

Christ, then he needs to provide for his readers a clear and tangible rnarker of their unity, which 

would be found in their common experience of acknowledging Jesus as Lord in water-baptism, an 

experience noted in vs. 13. The argument assumes that water-baptism provides a tangible, public 

sign of unity in contrast to the invisible and somewhat nebulous Spirit-baptisrn, but this would be 

an anachronistic approach to Paul's argument. Dunn is accurate when he asserts that within the New 

Testament the gift of the Spirit is viewed as essential evidence of being a Christian and an 

experienced reality which can be known as a fact." For example, it was recognized as a fact that the 

Samaritans had not received the Spirit at their baptism and that they did later receive him (Acts 8), 

and Paul asked the Ephesian "disciples" whether they had received the Spirit when they believed, 

assuming that they knew the answer (Acts 19). However strange it may seem to modem Christian 

experience, the implication of New Testament language about the Spirit is that the indwelling 

presence of the Spirit is an identifiable reality, even apart from its connection to baptism. Therefore, 

although it appears that Paul believed that there was a normative c o ~ e c t i o n  between baptism and 

the Holy Spirit (Acts 19), he also seemed to believe that baptism in the Spirit was just as definite an 

experience as baptism in water, so that his appeal to baptism in the Spint in this text may be 

perfectly meaningful apart fiom baptism in water. 

Although Baptist sacrarnentalisis have referred repeatedly to 1 Corinthians 12: 13 as support 

for their theology of baptism, the same conclusions cm be reached without this support. It may be 

that this Pauline statement links water and the Spirit in a way that was clear to his original readers, 

but at this distance in time this is not seKevident. 

*'Dm, Baptism in Spiriî, 229. 



Ba~t is t  Hermeneutical Criticisms 

Most Baptist criticisms of a sacramental view of baptism lie in the exegetical areas as noted 

above, but at least one Baptist scholar has accepted the exegetical conclusions without affirming the 

theological synthesis. In 1968 William E. Hull (b. l92O), a Southem Baptist scholar, wrote a critique 

of Beasley-Murray's Boptism in the New Testament which was intended to be a response to "a 

significant new development in the study of New Testament baptism," as seen in "the findings put 

forth recently by a group of British Baptists," of which Beasley-Murray's work is taken to be the 

outstanding o ta te ment.^' Accordingly, Hull's critique, although focussed on Beasley-Murray, was 

directed at the entire reformulation of baptismal theology which is being analysed in this study. 

Hull summarized the recent British view in tenns of tiiree fùndarnental contentions: that 

baptism is a confessional act of the baptizand; that baptism is an integral part of conversion; and that 

baptism is sacramental, an effective symbol embodying God's gracious action. His initial response 

was this: 

We may begin with a surprising concession: most of the exegesis of the relevant passages 
is thorough and accurate. Beasley-Murray is at his best as an interpreter of the Greek text 
and 1 doubt if his findings at this level should be seriousiy r n ~ d i f i e d . ~ ~  

Although this would be the final word for some interpreters (especially Baptists), he asserted that 

nexegetical findings are but the indispensable raw materials out of which the house of meaning must 

be b~ilt ."~'  Beyond the details of exegesis of particular texts, there are broader issues to be addressed 

which "mise the very questions which Beasley-Murray must answer before we can accept his exalted 

28William E. Hull, "Baptism in the New Testament: a Hermeneutical Critique," Review and 
Expositor 65, no. 1 (Winter 1968): 3. 
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clairns for the place of baptism in the New Testament."" There were three crucial issues to be 

considered. 

(1) The relation between the Old Testament and the New Testament. Any genuinely 

Christian perspective must recognize both continuity and discontinuity between the Testaments, but 

Hull claimed that Beasley-Murray overstated the discontinuity between the Testaments and was able 

to exalt baptism only by questioning the reality of religious experience under the old covenant. To 

refer as Beasley-Murray does to the old covenant in ternis of "death. . .flesh. . .old creation. . . and 

life of this age" seemed to be seriously out of balance, given that these realities are also present in 

new covenant experience, and îheir opposites are present within the Old Testament. Hull argued: 

From a unified biblical perspective, the normative elements in man's relation to God are 
those fundamental spirihial realities characteristic of tme religion in both Testaments, not the 
variety of rites employed in different periods to express them." 

Thus 1 am uncornfortable with sweeping genedizations to the effect that baptism is 
a unique vehicle of the divine encounter, because this emphasis minimizes, or may even 
radically cal1 into question, the quality of religious experience in the OId Testament. 

Hull concluded this criticism by noting Beasley-Murray's concession that Paul's classic description 

of faith in Romans 4 is that of Abraham's faith prior to circumcision, that is, faith which is "wholly 

independent of an extemal rite."') 

In response to Hull, it should be noted that the locus of continuity between the covenants lies 

not only in certain timeless elements of religious experience, but also in the theme of promise and 

fulfillment. When Hull attempted to demonstrate that New Testament themes like "life, Spirit, new 

creation, and age to come" occur in the Old Testament as well, al1 but one of his proof-texts came 

)'1bid. 

32~bid., 6. 

"~bid., 6-7, quoting Beasley-Murray, BNT. 303. 
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from the latter part of Isaiah and looked forward to these as anticipated rather than realized, and the 

other text (Deut 30: 1 5) envisioned only the possibility of "Me" through obedience to the covenant 

stipulations. By the time of the exile the prophets had concluded that a radicaily new, intemalized 

work of God would be necessary if Israel would ever fulfill its destiny (Jer 3 1 :3 1-34; Ezek 36:24- 

27). Whatever may be the nature of the continuity between the covenants, it is not an equivalence 

of religious experience in the two cases. 

The continuity between the covenants may in fact support sacramentalism as much as it 

seems to question it. While Paul's exposition of Abraham's faith does indicate that no ritual act is 

ultimately decisive in a person's acceptance before God, it is equally true that the patterns of the old 

covenant show that ritual acts (when they are the vehicles of faith) are not insignificant in the 

nurture of the divine-human relationship. Baptist sacramentalism tries to maintain this balance, 

recognizing that great effects are predicated of baptism in the New Testament not because baptism 

is more powerful than Old Testament rituals, but because the benefits experienced by the new 

covenant cornrnunity (to which baptism unites believers in Christ) are greater than those of the old 

covenant- 

(21 The historical Jesus and the keqematic Christ. As far as one can tell from the Gospel 

accounts, Jesus had very little to Say about baptism, and he and his disciples practised baptism only 

briefly in an early Judean ministry. If the message and mission of the historical Jesus are to be 

determinative for Christian thought, then it would appear that baptism's significance may be 

minimal. To magni@ its significance, then, as Beasley-Murray did, was in Hull's view to exaggerate 

the discontinuity between Jesus and the C h m h  and " to suggest the iderior situation of the disciples 

during the earthly ministry, when Christian baptism was not yet available, as compared with their 
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superior situation following the earthly ministry, when baptism was fieely adrnini~tered."'~ This is 

not simply an argument from silence, because Jesus' attitude toward baptism is seen not only in his 

virtual silence on the subject, but also in "the way in which he offered forgiveness without recourse 

to any cultic apparatus (e.g., Mk. 25; Lk. 7:47; 8:48). He was the visible organ of mediation; neither 

sacrificial anirnalç nor Jordan waters were needed? How, then, c m  baptism take on the 

significance which Beasley-Murray gave to it? 

In response, it may be said that there are various factors which might account for the 

(apparently) minimal practice of baptism during Jesus' earthly ministry. To begin with, whatever 

baptism was authorized by Jesus was essentially a continuation of John's preparatory baptism, so that 

the only candidates for his baptism were those who had not responded to John's appeal. Perhaps the 

most significant factor is the relativizing of al1 ritual approaches to God which follows from the 

personal, visible presence of God in Christ. If a major purpose of sacred rituals is to provide a 

tangible sign of God's presence and action, then such ntuals can hardly have their normal 

significance when the Incarnate Lord is visibly present. To take an analogy, the spiritual discipline 

of fasting was relativized by the persona1 presence of Christ, even though he recognized that after 

his earthly ministry the practice would again be relevant (Mark 2: 18-20). 

- Hull was accurate in his claim that Beasley-Murray asserted the supenority of the post- 

Pentecostal experience of Chnst's disciples, but this agrees with the Fourth Gospel's account of Jesus' 

teaching, in which he indicates that his departure will be to the advantage of his disciples (John 

l6:7), inasmuch as the bestowal of the Spirit awaits the glorification of the Son (John 7:3 7-39). In 

New Testament terms, those who became disciples during Jesus' earthly ministry were at that time 
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in transition toward the new covenant, but their experience was not equivalent to what it became 

after Easter and Pentecost. It is tnie that Beasley-Murray asserted that baptism "assumed a 

transformed meaning" after Penteco~t ,~  but this was not an &mation of new power in baptism as 

such; it was instead an affirmation of the new benefits conveyed by the risen Lord to his disciples, 

and a recognition that baptism initiates into this discipleship. The continuity between the historical 

Jesus and the risen Christ retains an element of promise and fulfillment. 

13) Unitv and divenity in the New Testament church. Hull argued that Beasley-Murray was 

excessively confident about his ability to speak of the doctrine of Christian baptism in the New 

Testament, as if there were a consistent emphasis on baptism throughout the apostolic witness. He 

noted: 

When I read Beasley-Murray's cumulative exegesis of baptismal passages lified out of their 
original settings and stmng together, the effect is very different from a reading of each New 
Testament document separately with an eye to the importance which baptism has within it." 

For exarnple, it may be true that Colossians 2:ll-12 is Paul's commentary on his treatment of 

baptism in Romans 6:l-4, but neither the Colossians nor the Romans were able to read Paul's 

teaching in this canonical fashion. It is also tme that more than half of the Pauline epistles do not 

mention baptism, and that the subject is missing frorn most of the General Epistles and the 

Apocalypse as well. One is forced, therefore, to ask whether baptism is so important afler all. 

Perhaps it is only a flat, simplistic reading of the New Testament which will support this exalted 

view of baptism. 

This cnticism has some merit, especially in view of the fact that most of the New Testament 

references to baptism occur only as subordinate propositions used to teach other truths. For example, 

361bid., 7, quoting Beasley-Murray, Bm, 280. 
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Romans 6 and Colossians 2 are fundarnentally about the present ethical impact of union with Chnst, 

and Galatians 3 is focussed on the equality of Jews and Gentiles in the people of God. At the very 

least, this ought to serve as a reminder that baptism denves its significance from the gospel realities 

to which it points. As Hull noted, "Baptism depends for its validity upon such factors as grace and 

faith, but grace and faith do not depend on baptism."" 

But having accepted this valuable caution against magnifjhg baptism out of biblical 

proportion, it is still necessary to interpret the baptismal texts which we do have, and they do seem 

to speak of baptism as more than a symbol of salvation already experienced. Given the relative 

paucity and brevity of the baptismal texts, but given also the strength of these texts, one possible 

inference is that they imply the existence of a widely taught and well understood doctrine of 

baptismal effcacy which needed little explanation. Perhaps the words with which Paul begins his 

baptismal statement in Romans 6:3, @ ayvosiro ("Or are you ignorant . . ."), assume a well known 

doctrine of union with the death of Christ through baptism which is not evidenced elsewhere in the 

biblical canon. In the end, our understanding of the apostolic doctrine of baptism must be derived 

from apostolic references to baptism, whether those be many or few, and the extant references are 

sacramental in tone. 

- At the end of his critique, Hull admitted that his assessrnent of Beasley-Murray's work was 

much more positive than negative, and his differences with the British reformulation were "of degree 

rather than kind," although he was convinced that this British spokesman "has overstated his case 

for the centrality of baptism in the canon, in conversion, and in the ~hurch."'~ However, to say that 

baptism is not as central to biblical religion as Beasley-Murray thought it to be is not to say that 
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baptism is not sacramental. It is just to Say that sacramental doctrine is not the central core of 

biblical religion, and that it is farther fiom the centre than some think. 

Karl Barth's Criticiue of Sacramentalism 

When Karl Barth attacked infant baptism in 1943, he still held to an essentially Calvinistic 

conception of baptism as a means of cognifio salufis, steering a middle course between the Catholic 

tradition and the purely symbolic view of Zwingli and the ~nabaptists.~" But in 195 1 his son, 

Markus, published his book Die Taufe-eh Sakrumenf?, which gave a negative answer to the 

question of the title. The elder Barth was persuaded by his son's research and lamented the fact that 

his arguments had been largely ignoredll Therefore, in the final part-volume of the Church 

Dogmatics (IV/4), which appeared in 1967 in German and in 1969 in English, this exegesis was 

summarized and restated in support of a non-sacramental view of baptism. In view of Barth's shift 

to a baptistic view of the subjects of baptism, his critique of sacrarnentalism may have special 

relevance for Baptists. Although he did not interact directly with the British Baptists, his treatment 

of the subject is one of the most sustained arguments against sacrarnentalism in print, and its 

exegetical focus rnakes it especially relevant as a critique of the Baptist position. 

- Barth argued in his final statement on baptism that it is the foundation (first step of 

obedience) in the Christian life. It is "the first step of the life of faithfùlness to Gad, . . . the binding 

confession of his obedience, conversion and hope, made in prayer for God's grace, wherein he 

40 Karl Barth, The Teaching of the Church Regarding Baptism, trans. Emest A. Payne (London: 

SCM Press, 1948) 25-30. 

41Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics N/#, ûans. G. W. Brorniley (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, l969), 
X. 
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honours the fkedom of this gra~e."~~ Baptism with water bears witness to the divine work in Jesus 

Christ, but it is not itself a divine work. Although a sacramental view of baptism purportedly affirms 

the significance of the rite, Barth argued otherwise: 

The praise of baptisrn is not served but fatefully damaged if the sanctity of this action is 
sought, not in the true and distinctive thing which characterises it as a human action, but in 
a supposedly immanent divine work." 

He recognized that the label "sacramental" coves a wide range of concepts fiom the ex opere 

operato view of the Catholic tradition to the Reformed view of baptism as a means of conveying the 

knowledge and assurance of persona1 salvation (Barth's earlier view), but he rejected this entire 

spectrum of views. As he saw it, the comrnon error of al1 these concepts was the assumption that 

there must be a divine work concealed in the humanly-administered event? 

This rejection of sacramentalism and the description of baptism as the initial step of 

obedience in the Christian life superficially looks like just one more statement of the traditional (non- 

sacramental) Baptist view, but Barth emphasized that this is not the case. Baptists tend to focus on 

a definitive experience of conversion, a persona1 crisis of the soul, in which experience of repentance 

and faith there is an assurance of God's grace with its effects of forgiveness of sins and the bestowal 

of the Holy Spirit. In the aftermath of this experience, baptism occurs as a testimony not only to the 

ebjective work of Christ, but also to a prior experience in which the gospel has been assuredly 

appropriated. With regard to such views Barth said: 

There is a certain similarity in so far as this understanding, too, c e e s  with it an explicit 
criticism of the sacramental interpretation. On closer examination, however, it will not be 
overlooked that this is the only point of agreement, and that the context and meaning of this 



criticism are obviously very different fiom ours. If in this understanding the sacramental 
view of water baptism is rejected or avoided-often far too hastily and critically-the price 
which is blatantly paid is that the extemal work of  water baptism, robbed of its glory as a 
sacrament, is replaced by an "inner work" in the fom of experiences, inspirations, 
illuminations, exaltations or raptures. This work as such is then invested with the 
sacramental interpretation denied to water baptism, and it is thus identified with the baptism 
of the Spirit.45 

Accordingly, Barth's cnticism of sacrarnentalist exegesis must be considered separately here. This 

thesis will examine his treatment of New Testament texts nomally used to support sacrarnentalism, 

and seek to isolate the crucial theological factors which are inherent in his exegesis. It should be 

noted that there are some surprising omissions fiom the list of texts considered. For example, 

although he dluded at various points to both Acts 2:38 and 1 Corinthians 12: 13 (the latter accepted 

as a reference to water-baptism), neither text was treated in the list of proof-texts for sacramentalism. 

1 Corinthians 6:11, which connects a "washing" to both justification and sanctification and is 

commonly taken as an allusion to baptism, was ignored even though some more obscure references 

were considered (e.g., 1 John 55-8; John 19:33-37). But having pointed out these omissions (which 

are not insignificant), this study will now consider the texts which Barth does discuss, using his own 

order for this analysis. 

Acts 22: 16 

Paul's account of his own conversion, in which Ananias exhorted him to "wash away" his sins 

by "calling on the Lord" in the act of baptism seems to represent baptism as a vehicle of the 

forgiveness of sins. Barth's reply to this inference was centred on the fact that a resolute human act 

is demanded of Saul: "This appeal and the use of the middle p&xrt<ra~ show that no wonderful 
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experience of grace is held out to S a ~ l . " ~  The central issue here is the petition ("calling on his 

narne"), Saurs active prayer that God will forgive him for his sins. Such a petition presupposes an 

acknowledgment of the truth about Jesus Christ, so that Sad "has already experienced the grace" of 

the Lord, "the One by whom his sins are already washed ~ a y . " ~ '  

It is dificult to feel the force of Barth's reading of this text. First, the reminder that a human 

act is in view here is accurate but beside the point. Al1 would agree that the baptism of a confessing 

believer is a human act of the baptized person, but the question is whether a divine act is thought to 

occur also in the event. Second, Baah recognized that the forgiveness which is in view is in some 

sense the "goal" of Saul's action, the object of his prayer. When Barth said that Saul had already 

experienced the grace of forgiveness, he must have been using "experienced" in an abnomal way 

to describe the objective reconciliation achieved in the work of Christ. The forgiveness here to be 

prayed for mut be a subjective cleansing not yet accomplished. But this is connected to baptism, 

which is another way of saying that the baptism is sacramental, a means by which the divine act of 

forgiveness is mediated. In Beasley-Murray's words, baptism here is "the supreme occasion and even 

vehicle of his yielding to the Lord Cl~rist,""~ and the conscious appropriation of Christ's vicarious 

work. 

Hebrews 10:22 

This text uses Old Testament imagery to descnbe believers under the new covenant as those 

whose hearts are "sprinkled" and whose bodies are "washed with pure water." Although there is no 
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a explicit reference to baptism, Barth agreed that the reference to water is so vivid "that there is actual 

allusion to water bapt i~rn."~~ But d l  this must be related to the major theme of the epistle, i.e., the 

uniqueness and finaiity of the priestiy work of Chnst. Barth wrote: 

According to the whole tenor of Hebrews there are no cleansings apart fiom that which took 
place in the death of Jesus Christ; neither that of the old covenant nor any new ones which 
might replace it." 

Granted the finality and perfection of the death of Jesus Christ, it was argued that baptism can be 

nothing more than a reminder of the once-for-al1 cleansing effected in the atonement, not a means 

of cleansing itself. 

The allusion to baptism is dificult to deny, not only because of the references to water, but 

also because the exhortation of vs. 23 is "almost certainly an appeal to maintain the confession made 

in baptism."" But there is no reason to limit the force of the allusion as Barth did. It is tnie that a 

major theme of the epistle is the truth that the death of Christ was the sufficient and final cIeansing 

sacrifice, but the question remains: how does that sacrifice become operative in the individual? How 

does one enter into the "full assurance of faith" noted in vs. 22? Apparently this occurs through the 

event indicated in the last clause of the verse, i.e., baptism. To quote Beasley-Murray, "The meeting 

place of the sanctiSing power of Christ's death and the individual is the baptism wherein the believer 

turns to God in faith for cleansing through Christ."'* As Barth noted in his treatment of Acts 22: 16, 

there is both an objective cleansing which occurred in the past in the atoning death of Christ and a 

subjective cleansing for which the believer prays in the act of baptism. Baptism is indeed a rerninder 
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of the objective cleansing, but the allusion in this text seems to Say what other texts Say more 

explicitiy, that baptism is not mere[y a reminder. 

E~hesians 5 :X-S6 

Jesus Christ's sanctification of the church is here said to occur "by the washing with water 

through the word." Barth conceded that the reference to water makes it impossible not to think of 

baptism when reading the text. But did the readers think of baptism as the occasion of their 

cleansing or as the vivid reminder of the death of Christ which was their real cleansing? Barth 

argued that the c r w  of this interpretive question is whether there are two acts of Christ in view (his 

sacrificial death and a subsequent cleansing of the church) or only one (his death which effectively 

cleansed the church). He concluded that if these are two distinct things, then "this sentence or clause 

undoubtedly ascribes a sacramental character to the cleansing and thus to the act of baptism."" 

Having admitted that the Aourpov roc S a r o ç  clearly brings baptism to mind, he conceded that the 

sacramental interpretation is possible and understandable, but he denied that it is necessary. He 

suggested instead that this sanctification-cleansing is simply a restatement of what happened in the 

love and self-sacrifice of Jesus Christ. n i e  sacrifice of Christ is the "tme cleansing of the 

community . . . the goal of water baptisrn, which is reflected in its technical administration, but 

which naturally does not take place in and with this."" But why should this reading be accepted 

rather than the sacramental one? The one reason that Barth gave is that this interpretation construes 

the "word" @@a) as the work of Christ which is a "living and present" word sti11 at work, and this 

-- -- 

"Barth, N/4, 1 13. 

'Sbid., 1 14. 
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is supposedly a "much more nahiral and fkuitfitl interpretation" of N fiqpan than any of the 

interpretations connected with the baptismal confe~sion.~' 

In reply it may be said that Barth has simply suggested an alternative exegesis of this text, 

but his alternative is not compelling. His exegesis pointed in two directions, in that he wanted to 

read the cleansing of the text as a reference to the objective work of Golgotha, but at the sarne time 

to see it as the "goal of water baptism." Now to Say that the cleansing is the goal of baptism is surely 

to Say that we are talking about the application of the atonement to individuals, but this is what Barth 

needed to avoid to sustain his exegesis. It is also not clear that @+a most naturally refers to the 

work of CMst; it is generally conceded that @@a, as opposed to A6yog, tends to denote a spoken 

word, indicating the natural connection between this term and the verbal confession and invocation 

of the Lord in baptism. In the end, it seems that Barth was straining to avoid the obvious in this 

passage. If this reference to water points to baptism, but without implying a sacramental 

significance, then the language of the text can only be called confusing. 

Titus 3 5  

This text refers to a "washing" or "bath" (hourp6v) which is related to "regeneration and 

ienewal of the Holy Spirit," and Barth admitted that this is probably an allusion to baptism. He 

added, "If this hoorp6v is identical with the act of baptism, then, since it can be taken only 

instrumentally and causatively, a sacramental meaning has uncontestably to be ascribed to 

baptism."'6 He argued that a direct reference to baptism here faces at least five senous difficulties: 
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(1) This would make the two words ~ L Ù  hourpoU the focus of the whole extended statement about 

God's saving grace. (2) This would make baptism as such the primary goal of the epiphany of Jesus 

Christ. (3) This posits a second cleansing distinct from the cleansing death of Christ referred to in 

Titus 2: 14. (4) This gives to naLiyywecia an individualistic meaning different fiom its cosmic 

reference in its other New Testament occurrence (Matt 19:28). (5) This makes the baptism with the 

Spirit identical to or coincident with baptisrn with water, contrary to the Gospels and ~cts ."  

What, then, is this Iou~pOv? Based on Old Testament prophetic Ianguage about 

eschatological purification and the Spirit, Barth asserted: 

The cleansing bath. . . is the purifjhg and renewing outpouring of the HoIy Spirit which has 
taken place on the basis of the new creation ushered in by the Saviour God in the history of 
Jesus Christ.S8 

This exegesis allows "regeneration" to be understood as cosmic renewal as in Matthew 19:28, 

interprets the "cleansing" in the spiritual sense clearly present in the prophets, and thus reduces 
* 

baptism to no more than a vague allusion here. Although this is a possible interpretation of the text, 

it is necessary to ask whether the allusion might be more than a glance in the direction of baptism. 

Specifically, one needs to examine each of Barth's five reasons for denying the direct reference to 

baptism. 

(1) IdentiQing the hourp6v as baptism does not rnake 6ià kourpoû the central point of the 

passage any more than any other interpretation. Thefact of God's saving mercy toward foolish 

sinners is clearly the point of the passage, whatever the meons may be. (2) The second argument is 

open to the same criticism as the first; in fact it is essentially a restatement of the first argument. It 
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may well be true that some sacrarnentalists exalt baptism unduly, allowing it to usurp the role of 

Christ himself, but this is not inherent in the baptismal exegesis of this text as long as baptism is 

merely an instrument utilized as a vehicle of God's action. (3) Conceming Titus 2: 14 two points may 

be made. First, that statement indicates that Christ's self-sacrifice was for thepurpose of cleansing 

simers, but this does not in itself indicate the temporal relationship between the two, i.e., whether 

the cleansing follows immediately or at some length. Second, there is no real problem with the idea 

of two cleansings related to the atonement, one an objective fact provided once-for-al1 and the other 

an individual-subjective cleansing appropriated by faith. Barth himseif accepted this duality in his 

treatment of Acts 22: 16, as noted above. Furthemore, even if the liourpov of Titus 3 5  is, as Barth 

asserted, the objective and cosmic outpouring of the Holy spirit, this is still a second reality 

dependent on, but different from, the self-sacrifice of Christ. (4) There is no reason why the idea of 

"regeneration" could not have both an individual and a cosmic application. The text to which Barth 

pointed (Matt 1928) is the only other occurrence of this word in the New Testament, and this is 

hardly enough evidence to establish a pattern which would govern Titus 3 5 .  ( 5 )  The radical 

disjunction which Barth posited between baptism with water and baptism with the Spirit is not 

supported by the New Testament evidence. The contrast which he noted in the Gospels and Acts 

is between John's baptism with water and Jesus' baptism with the Holy Spirit. This is a contrast 

between preparation and fulfillment, but whether the contrast still applies in the case of post- 

Pentecostal water-baptism is another matter and must be decided on the basis of post-Pentecostal 

apostolic witness. As argued above, the evidence seems to point to a normative, though not 

invariable, connection between water and the Spirit. 



a Galatians 3 :27 

This passage serves to illustrate the general New Testament truth that the effects ascribed to 

fàith and those ascribed to baptism are the same. A statement about the readers' faith (vs. 26) is 

explained in terms of their baptism (vs. 27). which is the basis for Beasley-Murray's representative 

conclusion: 

Baptism is the baptism of faith and grace, so that in it faith receives what grace gives. Above 
dl grace gives Christ, for Christ is the fullness of grace; faith therefore receives Christ in 
bapti~rn.'~ 

Barth saw this text as more than an allusion; it is rather a statement about the fundamental meaning 

of baptism. As such, "It couid lend suppoa to a sacramental view of baptism,"60 but this was rejected 

as out of hamony with the general argument of the epistle. Barth argued that if baptism is the 

initiation into salvation (as opposed to circumcision), then one would expect more than this one 

isolated reference to it in an epistle devoted to the refutation of Judaizing tendencies. But rather than 

emphasizing baptism as the alternative to circumcision, Paul grounds human salvation in the work 

of Christ with only faith and the work of the Spirit "as the condition of its subjective a~tualization."~' 

This minimal reference to baptism in Galatians, as opposed to the focus on faith, does make 

it clear that baptism has no independent power to convey the benefits provided in Christ, but its 

relative importance cannot be so easily refuted. The fact that Paul can so naturally shift fiom faith 

in 3:26 to baptism in 3:27 should wam us not to drive a wedge between them. Similarly, Paul does 

not mention repentance at al1 in Galatians (and only a few times in any of his epistles), but surely 

this does not negate the essential place of repentance in Christian conversion, and indeed in Paul's 

59~easIey-Murray, BNT, 1 5 1. 

#~art.h, N/4, 11 6. 

6'Ibid. 
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preaching (Acts 17:30; 20:21; 26:20). Faith is opposed to circumcision as interpreted by the 

Judaizea, but faith is not opposed to baptism, and Galatians 3:27 seems to clearly indicate that for 

Paul baptism is the event in which faith is expressed and Christ is consciously appropriated, which 

is to Say that baptism is in some sense sacramental. 

Romans 6:3-4 

This Pauline text may well be the locus cfussicu.s for a sacramental conception of baptism, 

but Barth denied that this passage teaches a spiritual dying and rising with Christ as a result of 

baptism. He noted that what Paul does Say is that we were buried with Christ tluough baptism. 

"This verse does not Say, however, that baptism was the change in which this dying (not to speak of 

their entry into new life) took p~ace."~* For Jesus his burial was "the final confirmation that he truly 

died?) This confirmatory function applies also to Christian baptism: 

This burial with him, their baptism . . . is the regular confirmation of the fact that they have 
died with Him and in Him. It is not the actual conclusion o f a e i r  existence as s i ~ e r s ,  but 
the dramatic concluding line which denotes it." 

Baptism, according to this reading of the text, confirms and signifies that we died with Chnst when 

hc died and looks forward to our resurrection a& the Purousia. Baptism, like the burial of Christ, 

stands between death and resurrection. What saves us is the once-for-al1 vicarious work of Jesus 

Ch&t. "Baptism cannot be--as though this were necessary-a repetition, extension, re-presentation 

or actualisation of the saving event which is the true theme of the argument in v. 2-10."65 
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There are two major problems with Barth's reading of this important text. First, it is 

impossible to evade the reference of the text to a present, experiential entrance into new life which 

is rooted in the prior, histoncal death and resurrection of Christ. Vs. 1 1 exhorts Christians to 

consider themselves aiready "dead to sin but alive to God," which assumes that they have not only 

"died" with Christ but also have been "raised" with him. There is to be sure a future share in the 

reswection of Christ at the Parousia (vs. S), and the language of resurrection is not explicitly applied 

to the present in vs. 4, but the connection there between Christ's being "raised fiom the dead" and 

the Christian's "walk in newness of life" points to a kind of "resurrection" now in anticipation of the 

eschaton. Vss. 15-23 describe this present transformation of human existence in terms of release 

from slavery to sin and entrance into slavery to God and righteousness, and the transformation is 

linked to the time when the readers "became obedient from the heart to the form of teaching" 

embodied in the gospel (vs. 17). This memorable response to the gospel which marks the transfer 

from the sphere of siddeath to that of righteousnesdlife rnust be included in the event to which the 

readers have already been recalled (vss. 3 4  i.e., their baptism. What baptism into Christ signifies, 

then, is not merely what happened at the first advent and will happen at the Parcusia, but also the 

present manifestation of salvation. 

- Second, Barth's denial that baptism is viewed in this text as a means of grace does not follow 

from his assertion that baptism is viewed there as a human Yes to God's work in Christ. His 

understanding of baptism as a genuinely human, and thus morally significant, act is fully compatible 

with a doctrine of baptism in which the divine work in baptism includes a respome to the human 

obedience of faith. In fact, if the human faith expressed in baptism is answered by a work of grace 

in baptism that makes the vicarious obedience of Christ effective in individual experience, then the 

human act of baptism is clearly significant in its effects. Therefore, it may be argued that Barth's 
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denial of a divine act mediated through baptism serves to reduce the significance of the human 

response embodied in the event, in spite of his protests to the contrary. 

CoIossians 2: 12 

This text echoes Romans 6 in its assertion of a Iink between baptism and the entrance into 

new life in Christ, but al1 this is here subordinate to a description of salvation in terms of a 

"circumcision of Christ" which is "not a circumcision done by human hands." This is commonly 

interpreted as an equation between baptism and the circumcision of Christ (or "Christian 

circumcision"), thus making baptism the means of "putting off the body of flesh" (Le., moral 

renewal), but Barth challenged this view. He pointed out that baptism can hardly be called an act 

which is done without human hands, and beyond this it would be strange to put this kind of emphasis 

on any ritual in an epistle which is largely devoted to a refûtation of Jewish-Gnostic rit~alisrn.6~ He 

proposed instead that the "circumcision of Christ" is not a circumcision done by Christ, but a 

circumcision dune to Christ by putting offhis "body of flesh" in his cn~cifixion.~' This is admittedly 

an unusual way to describe the crucifixion, but it is very appropriate in this epistle which is an aitack 

on a heresy in which false ideas of circumcision were significant. 

- This is an interesting and plausible exegesis of this text, but it fails to refute the sacramental 

character of baptism, because sacramentalism does not depend on identifjhg baptism with "the 

circumcision of Christ." Beasley-Murray, for example, agreed with Barth's equation of 

"circurncision of Christ" with the crucifixion, but still inferred sacramentalism fiom the text? 

MIbid., 1 19. 

67~bid. 

68Beasley-~urray, BNT, 1 52- 1 5 3. 
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Barth's exegesis put the focus on the objective work of Christ, but the text also seems to denote the 

subjective realiration of this work with the statement, "In him you were also circumcised" (vs. 1 l) ,  

an experience which is explained by the words, "having been buried with him in baptism" (vs. 12). 

The most natural way to read the passage seerns to be that baptism is the event in which this 

"circurncision of Christ" affects the individual "through faith." 

John 3 5  

Jesus' declaration to Nicodemus that personal "rebirth" is 05 ii5aroç  ai n v d p a t o ~  bas 

served as a classic proof-text for a sacramental view of baptism, but Barth turned it into a refbtation 

of sacramentalism. He admitted that this reference to water must denote baptism, given that this 

chapter is part of the story of John's baptism and its relationship to Jesus (and his baptism--4: 1-2). 

Other meanings have been suggested for this "water," but as Barth noted, the reference to baptism 

c m  be denied only by disconnecting it from its immediate literary context." But how exactly is 

baptism treated here? 

Might it not tum out that there is here a protest against the idea of a work or revelation of 
saivation in baptism and thus against the baptismal belief which was held in the surrounding 
world and which was perhaps widespread, or was just arising, in certain circles in the 
cornmunity itself?'' 

Barth supported this inference by cornparing "water and Spirit" to other "pairs-in-tension" in the 

Gospel of John, such as "grace and tnith" (1: U), "spirit and truth" (4:23), "resurrection and life" 

(1 2 ) .  He interpreted this form as follows: 

The second word, comected by a  ai, certainly refen to the same thing as the first. Hence 
it does not set a second thing alongside that first mentioned. The accent, however, is always 



on the second, so that the order is not reversible. In this irrevenible order a step is taken, a 
critical synthesis made, in which the second member totally explains the first, absorbs it, and 
thus completely replaces it." 

When this rnethodology is applied to John 35, the "Spirit" absorbs the "water," which is attested by 

the Gospel's reference to the Spirit as the "living water" (4: 10-1 1 ; 7:38). The Spirit's baptism is thus 

the only tnily effective baptism, the only one that regenerates. The Gospel thus lodges a protest 

against any tendency to slip into a magical view of baptism, a Christianized form of Hellenistic 

religion. Al1 this is intimated in John 3 in that when the new birth is referred to again in vss. 6 and 

8, it is simply k rrvs6paro~ the water having disappeared? 

This may well be an insightfùl look at this text in some ways, but Barth seems not to have 

proved al1 that he wanted to prove. In the first place, he seems to have overstated the degree to 

which the second member of a Johannine pair-in-tension absorbs the first. Does tnith really replace 

grace (1 : 17) or minimize the importance of spint (4:23)? Does the water fiom the Lord's side nuIli@ 

the blood (19:34)? His description of such pairs does not really seem adequate to explain the data. 

Second, while the focus on "Spirit" rather than "water" in John 3 does seem to indicate that the 

former is necessary and effective in a way that the latter is not, virtually al1 sacramentalists would 

agree. But the fact remains that "water" is mentioned, although in a way that denotes a kind of 

necessity which is admittedly secondary and not absolute. The text may well be a polemic against 

magical, pagan views of baptism, emphasizing the ultimate necessity of the sovereign work of the 

Spirit of God, but this does not d e  out a carefùlly nuanced sacramentalism, certainly not a 

Reformed sacrarnentalism which was once Barth's view. 



Mark 16: 16 

Although the consensus of textual critics would deny the originality of Mark l6:9-20, Barth 

ignored this detail and considered it as a possible sacramental proof-text. "He who believes and is 

baptized will be saved" clearly lends itself to such use. Barth first noted that when the New 

Testament refers to "salvation" in either nominal or verbal form, both the meaning and the subject 

are mbiguous and must be detemined by the context. The salvation in view may be either 

eschatological Iiberation from death or a present manifestation of liberation. The subject is in most 

cases God, but in other cases it is the gospel, the preacher, faith, or the recipient. Now the meaning 

is quite clear here; it is a reference to eschatological acceptance by God, since the alternative in this 

text is to disbelieve and be condemned (the verb is ~asacipivo) .  This leaves baptism in view as a 

means to final salvation, but Barth argued that baptism's connection with faith diminishes the 

a sacramental force: 

Baptism saves because, like faith and with it, it is an element in the action God has entrusted 
to and enjoined upon those who will be saved by God and who are saved already in hope in 
Him. It is a human work which is, like faith, wholly appropriate and indispensably proper 
to their position." 

If Barth was right in his suggestion that faith and baptism stand in essentially the same 

relation to salvation, then he conceded the case for sacramentalism. If anything is clear in the New - 
Testament, surely it is that faith is a means by which salvation is individually received, not a 

meritorious basis of salvation, to be sure, but a means of entrance into salvation nevertheless. If this 

is also the case with baptism, then baptism seeks salvation as its goal, and this is sacramentalism. 

"Ibid., 122. 



1 Peter 3:2 1 

This text is even more explicit than Mark 1696, in that it straightforwardly says that 

" baptism now saves you." Barth treated the text in two places, fmt as a parallel to Mark 16: 16 and 

later at the end of his volume in his positive development of the meaning of baptism. The first stage 

of his treatment is open to the sarne objection as above for Mark 16: 16. In the second stage he 

suggested that this is the clearest definition of baptism in the New Testament. Baptism is here 

described as aprayer, assuming that the positive part of the statement should be rendered "request 

to God for a good conscience." The significant thing about baptism, then, is not the administration 

of the ritual, but the human act of prayer ( impchqpa)  embodied in it. Barth fomd support for his 

anti-sacramentalism in the negative part of the description, "not the removal of the filth of the flesh": 

Baptism is not their cleansing and renewal, their justification and sanctification, their 
regeneration, their endowment with the Holy Spirit. Al1 this takes place through God's work 
and word in Jesus Christ, not through any work of man, even though the man be a Christian 
and the work baptism. What takes place in baptism is neither the work of salvation nor the 
revelation of salvation. There could be no clearer rejection of every sacramental 
undentanding of baptism than that given here." 

If Barth was right in his exegesis of the positive part of Peter's statement, Le., if baptism is 

an acted prayer for salvation, then it is difficult to understand the sense in which this is non- 

sacramental. From that perspective salvation is at least conveyed through baptism, although not - 
necessady in the very act of baptism, but this is simply to affirm that God is not manipulated by 

human action (even divinely-rnandated human action). Any denial of sacramentaiism in this text 

would have to be located in its negative aspect conceming the "removal of the filth of the flesh." 

Barth defended the exegesis which reads this as a reference to the moral renewal of human nature 
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a under the conditions of this age, which is based on one possible meaning of ooip~?* Although this 

would be its common meaning in Pauline literature, it is not at al1 clear that it means this here. The 

word aipc is used five other times in 1 Peter 3:18-46, and there it consistently seems to mean 

sirnply "body," especially when it refes to the sufferings of Christ as "in the flesh" (aap~i-318; 

4 ) .  It seems clear that Peter is not refemng to Jesus Christ as one who would in any way need 

moral renewal. Now if o&pc here means simply "body," then the meaning of the negative phrase 

in vs. 2 1 would be "not the removal of dirt from the body," and the point would be to deny that the 

cmx of baptism is the physical ritual i t~elE'~ Thus the effect of the baptismal definition would be 

to emphasize that there is no power in the nteper se, but that spiritual renewal is mediated through 

the cornmitment @rayer) expressed in baptism. In the end, however one interprets the negative 

phrase, the positive h s t  of the text indicates that "through the resurrection of Jesus Christ" there 

is salvation for those who cal1 on him, and this calling on him is assumed to occur in baptism. 

Conclusion 

The most that can be said for Barth's exegesis of New Testament baptismal tex& is that he 

provided apossible exegetical basis for a non-sacramental view of baptism. However, it cannot be 

said that he offered a natural interpretation of these texts, and it must be said that his failure to 

interpret Acts 2:38 and 1 Corinthians 12: 13 left two of the most significant texts without extended 

comment. Repeatedly in his exegesis he admitted that a sacramental reading of a text would be very 

natural, after which he proceeded to offer an alternative reading; although this is allowable when 

"For another defense of this exegesis, see J. Ramsey Michaels, 2 Peter, Vol. 49, Word Biblical 
Comrnentary (Dallas: Word Books, 1988). 2 1 6. 

'%ee, for example, D u ,  Baptism in Spirit, 2 21 8. 
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dealing with obscure texts in light of clear texts, it was for him a consistent pattern applicable to al1 

kinds of texts. 

Barth was unable to let the baptismal texts speak naturally, because his interpretation was 

controlled by certain theologicd concerns which, though in some cases valid in their own way, were 

inaccurately applied to the baptismal statements of the New Testament. Three concems are 

paramount: (1) the objectivity and finality of the work of Christ in his death and resurrection; (2) the 

significance of human moral action; and (3) the distinction between baptism with water and baptism 

with the Spirit. 

The objectivity of the death and resurrection of Christ is indeed a legitirnate concern. It is 

helpful to be reminded that whatever it may mean to Say that baptism (or faith) "saves," it is still the 

case that only the vicarious work of Christ saves in the ultimate sense. But having said this, it is 

a important to note that this is a false issue, because no form of sacramentalism asserts that baptism 

saves apart from, or in the same sense as, the events of the gospel. The debate over sacramentalism 

is not about the ultimate cause of human salvation; it is about the instrumental cause(s), specifically 

the role of baptism as an instrument. It is not clear that Barth took seriously the whole question of 

applying the saving work of Christ in personal experience, because he appeared to relativize the 

response of faith in much the same way as he relativized baptism. 

In the multi-faceted debate about the relation between divine action and human action, there 

is always the danger of an extreme view which completely envelops the human act in the divine, and 

Barth directed this concem toward baptism in order to preserve the integrity of the hurnan decision 

which it embodies. He was jealous for the dignity of this foundational human response, and he 

denied that baptism's significance has to be located in a divine act. However, to Say that God acts 

in baptism is not to Say that the human person does not act, especially if the context is conversion- 
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baptism and it is assumed that there is a divine act which responds to penitent faith in the human. 

If it is the hurnan who repents, and it is God who forgives and bestows the Spirit, then baptism may 

serve as an event in which there is action fiom both sides. 

Barth's concem to separate baptism with water from baptism with the Spirit was grounded 

in the fieedom and sovereignty of God, with its corollary that God's work of salvation is not 

manipulated by any human action. He inferred from this that the assertion of a temporal coïncidence 

of water and Spirit is disallowed--baptism is a prayer for the gift of the Spirit, but not a means to 

achieve it, for the gifi of the Spirit is God's prerogative. Although this is an appropriate warning, it 

is a warning that is articulated by sacramentalists themselves, especially in their treatment of the 

narratives in Acts. Nevertheless, to deny the propriety of a declaration that the gifi of the Spirit 

occurs invariably in water-baptism is not to deny that there is a normal connection between the two. 

If the Spirit is given to al1 those who believe, as both Jesus (John 7:37-39) and Paul (Rom 8:9) 

affirm, and baptism is the vehicle by which faith cornes to expression, then it is appropriate to think 

in terms of the bestowal of the Spirit through baptism. 

In spite of his staternents to the contrary, it appears that in the end Barth was unable to escape 

the sacramental significance of baptism in the New Testament witness." As opposed to a11 kinds 

of "enthusiasts" who locate their assurance of God's grace in some subjective religious experience, 

Barth recognized that baptism adds a necessary objectivity to this awakening to grace. He thus wrote 

at the end of his part-volume on baptism: 

In the light of their baptism Christians can regard themselves as saved, and they can be 
comforted and admonished thereby, since baptism is an asking and praying which is 
empowered and set in motion by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and as such it is the proper 

"As argued by Herbert Hartwell, "Km1 Barth on Baptism," Scottish Journal of Theoiugy 22 
(1969): 29. 
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counteravouchrnent of Christians to the avouchrnent of the Lord that He will be their God." 

In view of his comments about assurance of grace coming through baptism, it seems that Barth was 

still very close to the cognitively-oriented sacramentalism of the Reformed tradition. His disavowal 

of sacramentalism was fundamentally a rejection of certain kinds of sacramentalism, in particular 

those which stress the divine act in baptism to the vimial exclusion of any human act and those 

which posit an invariable comection between the sign and the thing signified. Sacramentalism is 

a spectrum of views, and Barth's critique was in fact directed only at part of the spectm, certainly 

not consciously or effectively at Baptist sacrarnentalism. 

Summarv 

This chapter has demonstrated that a Baptist-sacramental exegesis of the New Testament 

references to baptism is readily defensible. Baptists who reject sacramentalism admit that these New 

Testament texts do seem to Say that baptisrn is instrumental in the application of the work of Christ 

to individuals, but they argue that broader theological principles demand another interpretation of 

the texts. This would be acceptable, ifthe broader principles do in fact clearly (though implicitly) 

address the issue of baptism, and ifthere an plausible ways to read the baptismal texts in a non- 

sacramental manner. However, neither of these conditions seems to be tnie. 

If, as argued in this chapter, it is tme that Baptist sacramentalism can be defended on an 

exegetical basis, there are still questions to be answered about the precise meaning of this 

sacrarnentalism and its relation to other theological themes. Chapter Four will be devoted to an 

examination of the connections between this baptismal theology and the related themes of systematic 

theology . 



CHAPTER 4 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE THEOLOGICAL FORMULATION 

As the previous chapter indicates, there is in the exegetical area a high degree of agreement 

among sacramentalists, whether Baptists or others, as to the teaching of the biblical texts. However, 

this agreement that the biblical texts, taken as a whole, give an essentially consistent affirmation that 

the saving union with Christ signified by Christian baptism is in some way conveyed through the rite 

does not elirninate the fact of disagreement in the context of systematic theological formulation. To 

Say that baptism is instrumental in the application of redemption to the individual is not to Say 

exactly how baptism conveys grace or what may be the nature of that grace, nor does it define the 

precise relationship between baptism and the faith of the individual. Sacramentalists draw various 

inferences about the connection between water-baptism and Spirit-baptism, the relationship between 

baptism and communicant church membenhip, and the status of the unbaptized. The purpose of this 

chapter, therefore, is to articulate m e r  the ways in which Baptist sacramentalists answer these 

systematic questions and to assess the coherence of their system(s). In particular, this will involve 

an attempt to demonstrate that "Baptist sacramentalism" is not an oxymoron, but instead is a valid 

synthesis of the necessity of divine initiative in redemption and the related necessity of human 

response. 



Creation. Incarnation and Baptism 

Although the Baptist case for a sacramental view of baptism is grounded fundamentally in 

the New Testament references and allusions to baptism, some Baptists daim that there are vaiid 

sacramental inferences to be drawn fiom the doctrines of the Incarnation andor creation. For 

Robinson the ultimate principle was found in the nature of the created order, specifically in the 

divinely-established role of the physicai world as a vehicle of the spirituai realm. In his words, "In 

al1 our life and thought the spiritual is directly or indirectly mediated by that which is lower than 

itself." ' This function of the physical order is "the very principle of the Incarnation, when the Word 

became flesh."* Thus the Incarnation, far fiom being a thoroughly unique event, becomes the 

supreme manifestation of an even more basic principle. Walton followed the same line of thought. 

arguing on the basis of Romans 1 that Christian theology "afirms that the spiritual operates through 

the medium of the material," and that "God is revealed and His grace is given through things seen 

and temporal."' This is one aspect of the biblically rooted combination of transcendence and 

immanence in the Christian view of God, which distinguishes Christianity fiom other religions 

which are grounded in abstract speculation and fiom materialistic philosophies like Marxism which 

fail to rise above history. The Incarnation was interpreted as the supreme, but not the only, example 

of "a principle which lies at the root of reality as Christians see it," and "the sacraments are another 

example of this prin~iple."~ 

Clark's approach did not rely on any assumed relation between the physical world and a 

'Robinson, "Believers' Baptism and the Holy Spirit." 394. 

'%id. 

'Wdton, CC, 155. 
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general realm of "spirit," but he did argue that God's action in history follows a pattern which 

supports sacramentalism. In response to Baptist criticisrn of his alleged overestimate of baptism's 

eEcacy, he wrote: 

We are persuaded that, in accordance with the whole p~nciple of divine dealing with 
hurnanity in creation, incarnation, resurrection, the spiritual gift and reality is "embodied" (in 
this case, sacramentally); that it is reality for us ody as embodied reality; that fidelity to 
scriptural witness forbids any separation of sign and signification.' 

Similarly, Gilmore accepted as a valid insight the ernphasis by many modern theologians on the 

conjunction of "word" and "flesh," arguing that Baptists have been prone to focus on "word" apart 

from "flesh," thus illegitimately positing a conversion experience divorced from sacramental 

expression? 

This sort of general principle was largely insignificant in the arguments of Beasley-Murray, 

but he did write, "The sacramental principle is rooted in life as God has created iY7 He argued that 

due to our existence as embodied creatures we "need baptism," not in any absolute sense, but in the 

sense that a tangible, physical action like baptism is an appropriate provision of divine grace which 

seals and assures us of our reconciliation to God through Christ. This reference to creation as a basis 

for sacrarnentalism was merely a brief part of his treatment of the necessity of baptism, and its 

significance for him seemed to be limited to the embodied nahue of human existence and the 

consequent relevance of physical action for spiritual expenence. 

White affirmed a connection between the Incarnation and the sacrarnents, but the logical 

order in his conceptuai scheme is fiom Incarnation to sacrarnents, not from sacramental principle to 

%lark, "Christian Baptism Under Fire," 17. 

6Gilmore, BCU, 1 1. 

7Beasley-Murray, BNT, 304-305. 
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Incarnation. Following C. K. Barrett in his treatment of Johannine sacramentalism, he argued that 

the sacrarnents are "extensions of the fundamental sacramental fact of the incarnate life of the Son."' 

Whereas both Robinson and Walton interpreted the Incarnation and baptism as two examples of a 

more fundamental principle, White argued that both the Gospel of John and the First Epistle of John 

were calling their readers away from a dangerous reliance upon "spirituai experience" in general to 

the message about "the histonc life and words of the divine   aster."^ Therefore, there was for him 

no sacramental principle more ultimate than the Incarnation-baptism is effective not because it is 

one example of a sacramental universe, but because it objectifies the faith-response to the historical 

action of God in Christ. 

Although the doctrines of creation and Incarnation may have some relevance for 

sacramentalism, there are various reasons for caution in drawing inferences. First, it s hould be no ted 

that the Johannine declaration that "the Word becarne flesh" (John 1 : 14) is not simply an assertion 

about the physical nature of Christ, but rather is an affirmation of his full humanis>. John 1 : 13 refes 

to "the will of the flesh," and this attribution of "will" to "flesh" indicates that the author thinks of 

<r&pc as inclusive of the total human person. To limit the assertion to his physical nature would be 

to fa11 into the ancient error of Apollinarianism, which denied the presence of a human, rational sou1 

in the person of Christ''. Therefore, one may not safely generalize about the significance of the 

Incarnation for the physical world as a whole, because it is specifically oriented toward the 

redemptive assumption of complete humanity by the Logos. 

ami te ,  BDI, 263. 

'*For a translation of the extant writings of Apollinaris of Laodicea and a description of his 
teaching, see Richard A. Noms, Jr., trans. and ed., The Christologicul Conlroversy (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, l98O), 21-23, 103-1 1 1. 
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Second, even if one accepts the general principle that God works in us through the material 

world and physical action, this does not explain precisely how he works in baptism. Baptists who 

resist sacrarnentalism do not in general deny that there is some kind of spiritual benefit connected 

to the event, but they argue that it is the same kind of benefit which is contained in other acts of 

obedience to divine commands. The debate concem whether baptism should be thought of as an 

event which mediates salvific union with Christ, and this question is not answered by a general 

assertion that God relates to humans through the matenal world. There is nothing incoherent in the 

non-sacramentalist interpretation of baptism as a means of strengthening commitment through 

testimony to an already completed conversion, and this interpretation does not deny the presence of 

spiritual benefit in the physical act of baptism. The problem with such a view is that it does not seem 

to give an adequate account of the biblical witness to the nature of the spiritual benefit attached to 

baptism. 

Third, if the term "sacramental" is applied to the entire material world, then the assertion that 

baptism is a "sacrament" is emptied of distinctive content. The intra-denominational debate among 

Baptists would then concem only the mode of baptism's sacramental function, not the fact of it. To 

speak of a sacramental universe in no way settles the baptismal debate-it merely shifts the terms of 

the debate. 

Baptist sacramentalists have generally utilized inferences fkom creation and the Incarnation 

only to support and explain what they have already formulated on the basis of the explicit biblical 

witness to baptisrn. There may be some value in such support, but it is far fiom clear. 

Ba~tism and Faith 

Baptist sacramentalists generally have afirmed that baptisrn is a "symbol with powert' 
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precisely because of their understanding of the comection between baptism and faith." True to their 

Baptist heritage and what they consider to be a proper End of individualisrn, they have affitrmed that 

the crucial factor in the divine-hurnan relationship is moral, not ritual. Robinson, for example, 

argued that the primary contribution of Baptists to the Church is "the essential and primary place of 

the moral within the religious."12 One biblical way to state this is to Say that the instrumental cause 

of personal salvation is persona1 faith in Chnst, inasmuch as al1 the benefits of salvation are 

promised to those who believe in Jesus as Lord. The biblical texts which are invoked here may use 

terms other than " faith" to describe this reality (repentance, confession of sins, turning to the Lord, 

etc.), but in each case the reference is to a positive response to the gospel which might be subsurned 

under the label of "faith." In various ways the witness of the New Testament is that God promises 

to al1 who believe in Jesus Christ al1 the benefits of salvation, specifically forgiveness of sins (1 John 

1 :9; Acts 15:9); union with Christ (Eph 3: 18; Ga1 2:20; 3:26); possession of the Holy Spirit (Ga1 

3:2,14; Acts 5:32); membership in the Church (Acts 4:32 ["the group of those who believed"]; Acts 

5: 14 ["believers were added to the Lord"]); etemal life or inheritance of the kingdom of God (John 

3: l4,16,36); and justification (Rom 3-4; Ga1 2-3). 

Alongside this list of biblical texts about faith can be placed another list of texts which 

indicate that the sarne benefits are seen as the effects of baptism." For example, forgiveness of sins 

is promised to baptism in Acts 2:38, and the related metaphor of cleansing fiom sin is a baptismal 

effect in Acts 22: 16. Saving union with Christ is the result of baptism in the classic text of Romans 

"White, BDI, 274,308; Beasley-Murray, BNT, 272-273. 

'*Robinson, LFB, 175. 

I3This parallelism between faith and baptism is developed at length in Beasley-Mmy, BTT, 27- 
37. 
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a 6:l-11 and the parallel in Colossians 2:ll-12, and the union with Christ of believea mentioned in 

Galatians 3:26 is explained as the result of baptism in Galatians 3:27. The possession of the Holy 

Spirit is promised dong with forgiveness of sins in Acts 2:38, and the spiritual rebirth which the 

Spirit effects is located in the context of baptism in Titus 3 5  and John 3 5 .  Membership in the 

Church is mediated through baptism, whether the imagery is that of the body of Chnst (1 Cor 12: 13) 

or the seed of Abraham (Ga1 3:27-29). Eternal life or entrarice into the kingdom of God is related 

to baptism according to John 35, and the same can be said for the eschatological dimension of 

salvation according to Mark 16: 16, if the long ending of Mark's Gospel is a genuine witness to the 

mind of Christ. Justification occurs in the baptismal context if the washing imagery of 1 Corinthians 

6: 11 is in fact an allusion to baptism. 

There is, then, an essential equivalence between the things promised to faith and the things 

promised to baptism in the New Testament texts, and in some cases these two kinds of promises 

exist within the sarne text. For example, Paul's sustained argument in Galatians for justification by 

faith apart fkom works leads to his statement that al1 who believe in Christ are by that fact the 

children of God, but this is immediately explained in terms of baptism as the instrument of union 

with Christ (3:26-27). In 1 Peter 3:21 we read that "baptism now saves us," although the instrument 

of this salvation is not the physical act itself, but the "appeal to God for a good conscience" which 

is expressed by the act. 

Baptists have always insisted that the natural inference from such biblical datais the equation 

between the baptized and confessing believen, i.e., the restriction of baptism to those who can 

confess faith for themselves; but the same data also imply that baptism is related to the benefits of 

Christ in the same way as faith, Le., that baptism Iooks toward saving union with Christ as its goal. 

This is not to Say tiiat faith seeks some benefits, and baptism seeks a further complement of benefits, 



but rather that faith and baptism seek the same benefits. 

Thus Baptist sacramentalisrn is generally rooted in the concept of baptism as the vehicle of 

faith, the means by which faith becomes a conscious, tangible reality. Faith per se is an intemal 

attitude by definition, whether one thinks of mere belief of the tnith (ussemus) or tnisting 

cornmitment m c i a ) .  The consistent biblical picture is that genuine faith in Christ is marked by 

external action. This is perhaps stated most forcefully in James 2: 14-26, with its assertion that we 

are justified by faith and works. Although at a superficial and purely verbal level this contradicts 

the Pauline argument of Romans and Galatians, Paul himself makes the similar assertion that what 

is crucial is "faith working through love," and he does so in the Galatian epistle (56) which is 

focussed on justification by faith apart from works of the Law. Therefore, for Paul as for James and 

other New Testament writers, genuine faith always shows itself and demands ongoing witness in a 

life of love for God and others. Just as tme faith which brings justification demands ongoing 

evidence of good works, so also tme faith demands initial expression in baptisrn. To ask whether 

salvation is promised to faith or to baptism is, in New Testament terms, a meaningless question, 

since the former is initially expressed in the latter. 

Baptist sacramentalists have not located the connection between faith and baptism simply 

i~ an arbitrary divine command to that effect, but rather in a holistic view of the human person.14 

This is not to Say that God could not have chosen some other act to serve as the embodiment of faith, 

but it is to Say that some act is needed if response to the gospel is to be fully personal, inasmuch as 

we do not act simply as "souls" apatt from bodies. At a theoretical level, Wheeler Robinson asserted 

that a biblical-Hebraic view of the person is not dualistic, and this provided the context for his view 

I4See for example G. R. Beasley-Murray, "Baptism in the New Testament," Foundations 3 
(1960): 17,27-29; Gilmore, BCU, 43-48. 
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of baptism as integral to conver~ion.'~ Neville Clark argued that the doctrines of creation and 

Incarnation both imply that Gods encounter with human beings occurs in the realm of the physical 

as well as the ~piritual.'~ R. E. O. White emphasized the need for an objectification of faith in 

baptism, and rejected the disconnection between faith and baptism as "gnostic ideaiism." l7 

If conversion were to be marked as a definite reality apart from baptism, what could serve 

as an adequate marker? Some might argue for supematural phenomena (e.g., glossolalia) which 

accompany the gifi of the Spint in Acts, but to look for such signs as standard marken of conversion 

would contradict the Pauline perspective in 1 Corinthians 12-14, which interprets such signs as 

occasional rather than universal. Some would suggest the evidence of good works, but while this 

is relevant as an ongoing evidence of convertedness (James 2), the demand for works that are 

sufficiently specific to serve as evidence of the point of entrance into salvation tilts toward a legalisrn 

that is penlously similar to what Paul rejects in his battle with Judaizers. Some would argue for a 

relatively standard kind of religious feeling or interior experience which serves as a sign of salvation, 

but this is as difficult to correlate with 1 Corinthians 12- 14 as is the demand for extemal phenomena. 

Cornmonly in Baptist and other evangelical contexts, faith cornes to focus in a definite act of prayer, 

in which repentance and faiîh are expressed and God is asked to provide the benefits of salvation. 

At one level this is theologically appropriate, in that prayer is at the heart of human movement 

toward God, but the New Testament evidence indicates that this prayer (calling on the Lord) inheres 

in the event of baptism (Acts 22: 16; 1 Peter 3:21), which is itself an acted prayer. Within the New 

15 Robinson, LFB, 85. This is developed at length in his The Chrisrian Doctrine of Man, 3rd ed. 
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1926). 

16Clark, "Christian Baptism Under Fire," 17. 

"White, BDI, 263-264. 



Testament it seems to be assumed that those who believe in Christ are an identifiable group, which 

implies the existence of some definitive mark of identification, and baptism is apparently that mark. 

That explains why the apostle Paul, in the process of stating the commonalities of the members of 

the body of Christ, mentions "one Lord, one faith, one [expression of this faith in] baptism" (Eph 

This construction of the relation between faith and baptism is criticized from two sides: non- 

sacramental Baptists allege that it compromises the solajide character ofjustificatiodsalvation, and 

some paedobaptists argue that to make persona1 faith a condition of baptism is to transform faith into 

a meritorious work. Each criticism is concemed to apply the insights of Romans and Galatians to 

this question, and it is assumed that those insights are threatened by the assumption that faith and 

baptism (in that order) are normatively inseparable. 

a The Buptist critique is quite straightforward, although it may be expressed in several ways." 

One form would be: Romans and Galatians teach that justification is by faith alone, apart from good 

works; baptism is a work of righteousness (as seen in the example of Jesus, Man 3: 15); therefore, 

'*A representative sample of such Baptist statements would include the following: James 
Robinson Graves, The Relation of Buptism to Salvation (Texarkana: Baptist Sunday School 
Cornmittee, 188 1). 8; Jeremiah B. Jeter, Cuntpbellism Examined (New York: Sheldon, Larnport, & 
hlakeman, 1 8%), 230-237; Walter T. Corner, Christian Doctrine (Nashville: Broadman Press, 
1937), 276-278; idem, The Gospel of Redemption (Nashville: Broadrnan Press, 1945), 208-209; 
Dallas M. Roark, The Christian Faith (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1969), 293-294; J. M. Cramp, 
A Catechism on Baptism (Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication Society, 1865), 71; August 
Hopkins Strong, Systematic TheoZogy (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1967 [ong. pub. l907]), 82 1 ; 
Herschel H. Hobbs, Fundamentals of our Faith (Nashville: Broadrnan Press, 1960), 1 17-1 19; Ralph 
E. Knudsen, Christian Beliefs (Philadelphia: Judson Press, 196O), 124-1 25; Thomas Polhill Stafford, 
A Study of Christian Doctrines (Kansas City: Western Baptist Publishing Company, 1936), 533-534; 
Edgar Young Mullins, The Christian Religion in Its Doctrinal Expression (Philadelphia: Judson 
Press, 19 17). 3 82-3 84; B. H. Carroll, Baptists and Their Doctrines (Nashville: Broadrnan Press, 
1 9 13), 20-23; Edward Charles Dargan, The Doctrines of Our Faith, rev. ed. (Nashville: Sunday 
Schooi Board of the Southem Baptist Convention, 1920), 15 1; George Duncan, Baptism and the 
Baptists (London: Baptist Tract and Book Society, 1882), 73. 



justification does not occur through baptism." Altematively it could be phrased: faith is demanded 

prior to baptism; justification is by faith alone; therefore, justification occurs before baptism.'' The 

paradigm for justification by faith, according to Paul in Romans 4, is Abraham, and Abraham was 

justified by bare faith in the divine promise, and only later was this sealed by circumcision-although 

Baptists reject a simple equivalence between circumcision and baptism, there is a sufficiently 

analogous relation to infer that baptism is no more than a backward-looking witness to an assured 

justification.*' There are many examples of this Baptist critique of a sacramental view of baptisrn, 

one of which is the following statement by W. T. Corner (1 877-1 952) about the apparently 

sacramentai biblical texts: 

Moreover, to interpret these passages literally, i.e., in such a way as to make baptism 
a condition of salvation, is to make the New Testament fundamentally a self-contradictory 
book. This would introduce an inconsistency into the very heart of its doctrine of salvation. 
This is evident if we look at the nurnerous passages in the New Testament where it is plainly 
taught that the only conditions of salvation are spiritual. It is abundantly set forth in the New 
Testament that repentance and faith are the only conditions of salvation-conditions that are 
primarily and only spiritual. Salvation is a spiritual transaction and depends on spiritual 
conditions alone." 

Historically, the assertion that a sacramental view of baptism threatens or denies the solafide 

character of justification (or salvation, to use the more comprehensive terni favoured by Baptists) 

must be blind to the facts of the magisterial Reformation. Some Baptists recognize that virtually 
- 
every other Protestant denomination affirms in its confessional documents that baptism in some way 

I9For an example of this use of Matt 3:15 see Gill, Commentav on the New Testament, 3:365. 

20This focus gn temporal succession can be seen in Stones, Letter to The Baptist Times, 6.  The 
chronologicaVtheological argument is summarized by Christopher Ellis, "Baptism and the 
Sacramental Freedom of God," in Refectionr on the Water, ed. Paul S .  Fiddes (Macon, GA: Smyth 
& Helwys Publishing, 1996), 30-3 1, although Ellis rejects the anti-sacramental inference. 

2 1 See, for example, Crarnp, Cutechism, 72-73; Conner, Christian Doctrine, 277. 

"Corner, Christian Doctrine, 276. 
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conveys or seals what it signifies," but this affirmation stands alongside the confession of 

justification by faith alone. It could easily be argued that among the Reformation traditions, 

Lutheran theology has taught both the strongest form of justification by faith done and the highest 

view of baptismal eficacy. The idea that saivation by faith alone is incompatible with 

sacrarnentalism is at least historical nonsense. 

Exegeticalfy, this Baptist critique fails to interpret Pauline thought within the parameten of 

the first-century context and thus draws unwarranted inferences. One cannot read Romans and 

Galatians without seeing the contrast drawn there between faith in Christ and trust in the works of 

the Mosaic Law, but nowhere in Paul does one find the same sort of contrast drawn between faith 

and baptism. One rnight just as well argue that Paul denies the crucial character of repentance (since 

repentance is distinct from faith, and faith is the only condition for salvation) as to argue the sarne 

O sort of thing concerning baptism. "Faith alone" for Paul means faith as opposed to meritonous 

works, not faith as opposed to baptism. In point of fact, when Paul does refer to baptism (e.g., Rom 

6; Col 2; Gal3:27), his language seems to indicate that baptism is instrumental in effecting saving 

union with Christ, and the statements are suficiently strong to cause some Baptists to deny that such 

texts refer to waler-baptism at ail. According to Luke's account (Acts 22: 16), Paul submitted to 

baptism in order to be cleansed ftom his guilt. Paul's theology of baptism ought to be denved fiom 

an exegesis of his references to baptism, not nom his references to the works of the Law. 

Theologically. the Baptist critique tends to misinterpret the intention of Baptist 

sacramentdism. As can be seen in the quotation fiom Corner above and in other Baptist literature, 

it is assumed that sacrarnentalists understand baptism as a rite which is fiuidamentally asine qua non 

"Carroll, Baptists, 20; Graves, Relalion of Baptism, 10- 19. 
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of salvation, a kind of human achievement which is absolutely necessary to secure divine fav0ur.2~ 

This, however, is not the way in which baptism was conceptualized by the Baptists being analysed 

in this thesis. As was shown in Chapter 2, they interpreted baptism as the normal, though not 

invariable (and certainly not absolutely necessary), vehicle by which faith in Christ cornes to tangible 

expression and God meets the penitent sinner in grace. Baptism was for them no more an extra 

"condition" for salvation than is the prayer for salvation which other Baptists would ask of a convert. 

It is the separation of baptism from conversion by many Baptists which creates the impression of 

multiple conditions of salvation. 

A common paedobaptist critique accepts the idea that baptism is the sacrament of 

justification but argues that justification is to be thought of as preceding faith rather than following 

it as in the Baptist construction. Such critics allege that to posit personal faith as a condition of 

baptism is to tum "faith" into a "work," a human achievement which merits justification, and thus 

to invert the biblical order of the gospel. John Heron (b. 1928), a Scottish theologian, went so far 

as to suggest that the Baptist order of faith and baptism "spnngs from a Pelagian view of human 

nature, which imagines that unregenerate man can choose whether to sin or not," and he suggested 

that the Baptist anthropology is the s m e  as that which "underlies theological liberali~rn,"~ namely, 

a naively optimistic estimate of human potentid. 

This perspective of faith-by-justification over against justification-by-faith was stated with 

clarity by Alan Richardson (1 905- 1975), a New Testament scholar at the University of Nottingham: 

The central tnith of the Gospel which infant baptism enshrines is that faith is the response 
to God's saving act, not the condition of it. 1 am not baptized because I have decided to 

"~argan, Doctrines, 15 1 ; Carroll, Doctrines, 2 1-22; Corner, Redemption, 208; Hobbs, 
Fundamentais, 1 1 7- 1 1 8; Stafford, Doctrines, 532-534. 

U~ohn  Heron, "The Theology of Baptism," Scottish Journal of Theology 8 (1955): 44. 



believe; 1 believe because I have corne to know that 1 have already been admitted to the 
sphere of Christ's redemption. . . . This is the NT doctrine of baptismal justification: 1 am not 
justified by my faith: I believe because 1 have been justified. . . . Our faith is not the condition 
of our baptism but the response to it, made possible by Our having already received the Holy 
Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 12.3). . . . Baptism is the sacrament and effective symbol of justification . 
. . 26 

Justification, then, for Richardson denotes what God has done for al1 humankind objectively in the 

Christ-event, in particular in the death of Christ which was "the baptism of the whole human race?' 

The objectivity and priorïty of God's act in Christ, his "baptism" for al1 on the cross which was 

prefigured by his Iiteral baptism in the Jordan, find their answer in individual human expenence in 

the baptism of humans before they are capable of personal response. Personai faith as a response 

to one's prior baptism parallels the fact that individual faith is a response to the prior work of Chnst 

declared in the gospel. 

T. F. Torrance (b. 19 13) of the University of Edinburgh has been one of the most forceful 

critics of the idea that faith is a condition ofjustification. Although he recognized (as al1 must) that 

the thought ofjustification byfaith is indeed biblical, and that the faith in view is in some sense Our 

faith in response to the gospel, he was concemed to maintain that faith is an empty vesse1 with no 

value in itself, not a human contribution to Our redemption. In his words, " We do not rely, then, 

upon our act of faith, but upon the faith of Christ which undergirds and upholds Our faith."2we 

éxpnded this as follows: 

Therefore when we are justified by faith, this does not mean that it is our faith that justifies 
us, far fiom it--it is the faith of Christ alone that justifies us, but we in faith flee fiom our 
own acts even of repentance, confession, trust and response, and take refuge in the obedience 

26 Alan Richardson, An Introduction tu the Theology of the New Testament (New York: Harper 
& ROW, 1958), 362-363. 

2kniomas F. Torrance, Theology in Reconstruction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965), 159. 



and faithfulness of Christ - "Lord I believe, help thou mine unbelief." That is what it means 
to be justifed by f a i t l ~ . ~ ~  

Torrance argued that any emphasis on the nature of the human response to Christ as the instrumental 

cause ofjustification easily leads to a subtle form of self-justification and tends to tum faith into a 

kind of work which merits human saivation, acondition capable of being met by autonomous human 

action?' 

Torrance was unsparing in his cnticism of what he called "conditional grace," i.e., the idea 

that individuals are justified ifand only fthey believe the gospel. He judged that this idea has 

"permeated Protestantism, Lutheran pietism, and the Fedenl Theology of the Calvinists, Puritanism 

and Anglicanism alike," and that this effectively denies the ultimacy and finality of the vicarious 

work of Christ and introduces "a new legalism."" Although he did not mention Baptists specifically 

at this point, his treatrnent of baptismal doctrine makes it clear that he considered the doctrine of 

faith as a condition of baptisrn to be a particularly flagrant example of "conditional grace." But what 

of the urgency of gospel preaching? He admitted that the apostolic kerygma is: Christ has lived, 

died, and been raised for you; therefore, repent and believe in him; but according to Torrance, "Never 

does it Say: This is what God in Christ has done for you, and you can be saved on condition that you 

repent and believe."'? 

To Say, as these critics do, that hurnans believe because they are justified, rather than 

believing in order to be justified, may superficially magniQ the objectivity of the work of God in 

29ibid., 159- 160. 

'''Thomas F. Torrance, God and Rutionality (London: Oxford University Press, 197 l), 56. 

''~bid., 57. 

321bid., 58. 
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Christ, but it does so by nullifjhg the significance of the imperative which accompanies the 

declarative in the apostolic kerygma In the case of Baptist sacramentalism, baptism is the context 

in which the individual simer confesses sornething like this: "1 repent of my sins against God and 

others, and 1 acknowledge in Jesus Christ the answer to my need for forgiveness and transformation; 

1 confess that he died and was raised from the dead for me; in this act of baptism 1 Say 'Yes' to the 

good news about him, and 1 appeal to him for forgiveness and the gift of his Spirit, on the basis of 

his finished work." Now, assuming that such an attitude toward Christ is a condition of salvation, 

in what sense does this sort of faith become a work? Such a confession afirms the lack of any 

personal claim on God's grace; it afirms the pnority of God's action in Christ; and it locates the 

source of sdvation outside the baptizand. The only apparent bais  for interpreting such faith as a 

"work" is the fact that it is the faith of this individual. But to Say that my FAITH is MY faith is not 

a to Say that it is meritorious, nor to Say that it is possible apart from divine grace. 

To discuss the biblical doctrine of the justification of the individual simer is essentially to 

discuss the Pauline doctrine ofjustification, inasmuch as it is Paul alone for whom this terminology 

represents a regulative concept. At the purely verbal level, at least, Paul consistently refers to 

justification by faith (Rom 3:22,28,30; 4: 1 1 ; 5: 1 ; 10: 10; Ga1 2: 16; 3:8,11 ,M), not to faith by 

justification. It may be theologically appropnate to speak of an objective justification wrought in 

the work of Christ, in that the vicarious obedience of Christ is called a Giuaiopa (Rom 5: 18), but 

when Paul speaks explicitly of the justification of sinners, what is in view is the application of the 

objective obedience of Christ to the individual condition of believers, and in that context faith is 

logically prior to justification. The issue, then, conceming faith and baptism is not whether there is 

some kind of objective justification inherent in the Christ-event, or whether our faith terminates on 

that fact which is prior to our response, but instead is whether baptism functions only to declare that 
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objective justification (Richardson, Torrance) or both to declare that objective reality and to seal the 

pesonal acceptance of it (Baptists). 

Speaking fiom within a Reformed context, G. C. Berkouwer (b. 1903) of the Free University 

of Amsterdam comrnented: 

We must not allow ourselves, in reaction to the doctrine of faith's meritoriousness, to becorne 
too timid to speak of its necessity. This is a very real hazard. It would be possible for us, 
upon consideration of sola graiia in its tmly exclusive and radical sense, to conclude that an 
emphasis on the singular necessity of faith tends to relativize grace. The Holy Scriptures 
point with weighted decisiveness to this necessity." 

Although he did not accept a Baptist doctrine of baptism, Berkouwer was prepared to admit that the 

rejection of Baptist doctrine could not be based on a denial that faith is a condition of saving grace. 

According to him, the implication of the necessity of faith is this: 

Let it be written in capitals, put in italics that salvation is God's salvation, coming to us in 
the miracle of redemption, God's salvation which has been devised by no human mind and 
has risen from no human heart. None of this changes a letter of the fact that this sovereign 
grace must be accepted in faithy 

Apat  fiom the desire to defend paedobaptism, it would be difficult to imagine the idea that a Baptist 

theology of baptism is essentially Pelagian and compromises the sacramental character of baptism. 

Paedobaptists also posit a persona1 confession of faith as a condition of baptism in the case of adult 

converts, and if there are no Pelagian assumptions in such practice, then it can hardly be said that the 
- 
Baptist restriction of baptism to such cases is a Pelagian denial of Pauline teaching about faith and 

baptism. 

13G. C. Berkouwer, Faith andJustification, trans. Lewis E. Smedes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1954), 185. 



Ba~tism and Grace 

To say that baptism is a sacrament is to Say that it is a "means of grace," but this is an 

assertion that demands definition. for al1 "means" do not function in exactly the same way, and 

"grace" is a somewhat elastic concept. In many cases Roman Catholic theology has spoken of grace 

almost as if it were a kind of substance which is physically infused into the recipient. Although this 

reification of grace has not been an explicit assertion, it has been argued that there are differing 

amounts of grace conveyed in the sacrarnents corresponding to the degree of receptivity in the 

individual:' and al1 such rhetoric is at least substantialist in tone. At least since Vatican II, Catholic 

theologians have sought to clariQ the issue by describing grace as the persona1 action of God, whose 

action is in some cases mediated through sacrarnents just as it is always mediated through Christ who 

is the fundamental sacrament, the Word become flesh? The recent Ccilechism of the Catholic 

Church (1994) teaches that the primary content of grace is the gift of the Holy Spirit himself, along 

with his work of empowering individuals for service to God and others." It would appear, then, that 

the traditional Catholic language about grace ought to be interpreted in light of these modem 

clarifications, but the need for clarity remains. 

Baptists who interpret baptism as a means of grace tend to ernphasize that grace is one way 

~f descnbing the persona1 action of God as he shows unmerited favour to sinful hurnans through 

Jesus Chn~t .~ '  In the context of baptism, their argument is that according to the apostolic witness 

3S~udwig Ott, Fundamenfals of Catholic Dogrna, 2nd ed., trans. Patrick Lynch, ed. James Bastible 
(Cork: Mercier Press, 1957), 330. 

'6For example, Edward Schillebeeckx, Christ the Sacramenl of the Encounter with God, trans. 
Paul Batrett, Mark Schoof and Laurence Bright (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1963), 76-78. 

"The Catechism of the Cafholic Church (New York: Doubleday, 1995), 538-540. 
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God has connected various divine gifts (e.g., forgiveness, adoption, the Holy Spirit) to baptism, 

which arnounts to a pledge by God that he will be active in the baptismal event, conveying these gifts 

to penitent sinners who seal their tuming to Christ in confessional baptism. UltimateIy, then, it is 

not that baptism conveys any benefits through any power inherent in itself, but that God, by the Holy 

Spirit, effects a genuine encounter with the baptizand in which he unites the baptized believer with 

Christ and thus with the benefits of Christ. 

This concept of faith, baptism and grace irnplies that baptism is the normal venue for the 

introduction of the individual into the sphere of redemption, although this is neither invariably nor 

automatically tme. But this is just to Say that the gospel proclaimed sacrmentally functions as does 

the gospel proclaimed verbally. The verbal proclamation of the gospel is the normal means by which 

individuals are brought into the sphere of salvation, but this does not mean that everyone who hears 

the gospel receives its benefits, nor does it mean that everyone who afiirms a positive response is 

thereby saved, for some professions of faith are spurious or short-lived. It is also true that some are 

saved apart from any proclamation by a contemporary (e.g., by reading the gospel in Scripture), and 

many would argue that some are saved through the work of Christ though they have not heard the 

gospel and had the opportunity to corne to explicit faith in Christ. Similady, some who are baptized 

gre not in fact saved, and some are saved apart from baptism, but the normal way in which grace 

meets faith is in a believer's baptism. 

1s this baptismal grace a grace of justification and sanctification, or is it merely a grace of 

confirmation-assurance? That is to Say, are the benefits of Christ actually bestowed by God through 

baptism, or are they symbolically ratified as benefits given to faith? The language of Baptist 

sacramentaiists has been varied on this point, depending on what facet of theology they wanted to 

emphasize at any given time. However, assuming that we can never know with certainty the 
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invisible work of God, these two approaches are in the end functionally equivalent. To Say that these 
4 

benefits of Christ are actually bestowed in baptism is to Say that as far as our perception of them is 

concemed, they are bestowed in this context. As R. E. O. White put it, "Where the kerygma is 

presented and faith is awakened, cognitio salutis and causa salutis c~incide."'~ What differentiates 

between Baptist sacramentalism and the anti-sacramental Baptist tradition is the fact that for 

sacramentalists the confirming/assuring/sealing fûnction of baptism concerns the confinnation that 

saving union with Christ is here and now a reality, not that such union with Christ has become a 

reality at some earlier time through some other means. 

Grace and ~aedobaptism 

If God acts in baptism, so that the event is more than a hurnan confession of faith and 

discipleship, then the human response may be relativized in a way that questions the traditional 

Baptist refusal to baptize infants. If the most fundamental reality in baptism is God's gracious action 

of uniting the individual to Christ (as some Baptist sacrarnentalists emphasize), and if, as Walton 

said, "It is God who first acts in Christian bapti~rn,"~' then there may well be a solid case for 

paedobaptism. If baptism as a means of grace follows the contours of divine grace, then it may be 

that it should precede the individual's confession of faith. The argument from the priority of grace 

to the baptism of infants has become perhaps the most popularly cherished argument for 

paedobaptism in the latter half of this cenhiry, and its challenge needs to be considered. 1s it perhaps 

true that a strong sense of divine action in baptism relativizes the hurnan response to such an extent 

that Baptist sacramentalism becomes incoherent? Does genuine sacramentalism demand 

- -  - - - 

39White, BDI, 293. 

40Walton, GC, 3 1. See also Clark, in CB, 3 16. 



paedobaptism? 

Much of the contemporary paedobaptist argument fiom the priority of grace depends on the 

work of Oscar Cullmann (b. 1902), a professor at both the University of Basel and the Sorbonne, 

who responded to Karl Barth's 1943 lecture on baptism. His thought focussed on the "baptism" of 

Christ accomplished in his vicarious death and resurrection (Mark 10:38-39 and Luke 1250 record 

this use of baptismal imagery), an act to which Jesus was committed by his baptism at the hands of 

John, and which is recalled at every occurrence of Christian baptism. This vicarious baptisrn of 

Christ was provided independently of (indeed, in spite of) human response, and thus it is argued that 

Christian baptism which corresponds to this ought to signiQ the priority of the grace of baptism. 

Cullmann wro te: 

Everything that the New Testament implicitly teaches conceming a gratia praeveniens 
(Romans 5:8-10; John 15: 16; 1 John 4: 10 and 19) applies in heightened mesure to Baptism 
as reception into the Body of Christ. The Grace of Baptism is not only a "picture" of g ~ i a  
praeveniens which God has applied to us at Golgotha. It is more; a once-for-al1 event 
entirely dependent on Golgotha, and also a new and special manifestation of the same gratia 
praeveniens. The divine act of salvation advances into the time of the Church? 

But how does al1 this correlate with the New Testament passages which cal1 for faith prior to 

baptism? Cullmann understood baptism as an act which, among other things, places one into the 

Church, the "inner circle" of the kingdom of God, and indicates that the one baptized is 

"commissioned for special duty."" That is, what is demanded by baptism is subsequent faith, the 

performance of the duty to which one is committed by baptism. In the case of adults, the sign that 

such obedience will occur is the faith confessed by the baptizand, but in the case of infants, the 

4 ' ~ s c a r  Cullmann, Baprism Ni the New Testament, trans. J. K. S. Reid (London: SCM Press, 
195O), 33-34. 
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requisite sign is the birth of the child in a Christian family? In this way Cullmann sought to apply 

consistently his understanding of faith as a response to divine grace which has been manifested 

primarily at the Cross and secondarily in baptism. The faith which ultimately matters is thus the 

continuing post-baptismal faith, as Paul wrote to the Corinthians on the basis of Israel's example (1 

Cor I0:l-13). 

Pierre Marcel (1 9 1 0- 1 W2), a French Refomed theolog ian, grounded infant baptism 

primarily in the unity of the covenant of grace, but one aspect of this covenant is its sovereign and 

unilateral character; it is a gracious promise given and an obligation imposed by God alone, not a 

contract between equals. "God's decision and the offer of the blessings of the covenant precede the 

faith of the child. . . . It is because he is taken hold of by God that the child is able to b e l i e ~ e . " ~  He 

argued that the sequence of God's action followed by human response is operative in both adult and 

infant baptism. "In both cases faith is the response of man to the initiative of  GO^."^' In adult 

baptism the human response is included in the baptismal event, while in infant baptism the 

individual response is anticipated and demanded by the baptismal event; each points to the pnor 

grace of God, but infant baptism does so in a more striking way. 

To the objection that infant baptism fails to respect the freedom of the baptizand and affirm 

the human side of the covenant, Marcel responded: 

We reply that such a requirement, which at first sight manifests such a concem for the child's 
heart and his liberty and persona1 decision, is stamped with the mark of philosophical 
idealism, of the individualism and subjectivism which we have already so often unrnasked; 
and that it does not suficiently take into account what the Bible teaches us concerning our 

"Pierre Ch. Marcel, The Biblical Doctrine of Infant Baptism, tram. P hilip Edgcumbe Hughes 
(London: James Clarke & Co., 1953), 191,204. 



personal corruption fiorn birth, nor its manner of regarding children and Christian 
edu~a t i on .~~  

He contended that, "In the history of the Church every attack against paedobaptism has involved 

either implicit or explicit alterations of the biblical notion of gra~e,"~' aiterations which are allegedly 

rooted in a priori individualistic assumptions without biblical foundations. 

The British Methodist W. F. Flemington (b. 1901) wrote a significant study of baptism in the 

New Testament which said nothing about infant baptism in the mostly exegetical body of the work, 

but devoted a bnef excursus at the end to justi@ the practice on theological grounds, prirnarily on 

the ba i s  of the prevenience of grace. Assuming that "the sacraments of the Gospel should exhibit 

that which is characteristic of the Gospel itself,"" and that the essence of the Gospel is that God has 

acted for us in Christ pnor to any faith-response on our part, he wrote: 

Here surely is something which forrns part of the meaning of infant baptism no less than of 
believers' baptism. The validity of the Gospel does not depend on human faith. The 
Church's practice of infant baptism witnesses to this "objective givenness" of the Gospel. 
The primary significance of such a baptism is not that we dedicate the child to God, but that 
God has done something for the ~ h i l d . ~ ~  

If the prionty of grace is the primary thing to be emphasized by baptism, then infants are not only 

suitable subjects for baptism, but especially suitable subjects, in that their helplessness is "eloquent 

of man's universal need for the divine grace."" 
. 

Although he admitted that it is impossible to ground paedobaptism in a directly exegetical 

461bid., 204. 

47~bid., 247. 

48 W. F. Flemington, The New Testament Doctrine of Baptism (London: S.P.C.K., 1953). 136. 

49~bid., 137. 

''Ibid., 138-139. 



approach to biblical texts on baptism, he argued that there is a proleptic aspect to al1 baptisms, 

whether of adults or infants, in that baptism promises more than it imrnediately effects in al1 cases. 

Infant baptism simply says in a more extreme way that Christians must paradoxically "become what 

they are."" He thus concluded that infant baptism embodies al1 that is essential in baptism, indeed, 

that it does so in a superior rnanner: 

Infant baptism, so far fiom being less evangelicai than believen' baptism, is in reality more 
so, because it even more unmistakably embodies the primary tnith of the Christian gospel, 
narnely that the grace of God comes before everything else, and that man's only hope of 
salvation rests upon that act of God in Jesus Christ, from which (as the chief writers of the 
New Testament so clearly and so unanimously demonstrate) this sacrament of the gospel 
draws al1 its meaning and eficacy? 

It has been common for Baptists to criticize paedobaptists for their alleged departure from 

evangelical tmth to ritualism, but by this focus on the priority of grace Flemington and others have 

t m e d  the argument around. 

The Lutheran Edmund Schlink (1 903- 1984) displayed an awareness that Baptists have in 

many cases begun to recover a sense of baptism as a means of grace, but he argued that, "The more 

the New Testament witness to God's saving action in Baptism is again perceived, the more difficult 

it becomes to maintain a rejection of infant Baptism as valid Baptism."" For him baptism is not 

merely a symbol pointing to the priority of grace; it is also a means by which God, through the 
* 

church, acts graciously toward the baptizands, "helping them attain to the freedom of faith."" He 

argued that a biblical estimate of the human condition and the grace of God leads to the conclusion 

"Ibid., 146-147. 

53Edmund Schlink, The Doctrine of Baptism, tmns. Herbert J. A. Boumm (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1 972), 149. 

"Ibid., 160. 
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that, "Just as the resurrection of the dead occurs without the assistance of the dead, so also the new 

creation of man whose life is forfeit to sin and death is accomplished through ~aptism."" If the new 

creation and resurrection motifs conceming salvation are to be pressed in the baptismal context, then 

it is not difficult to appreciate the inference that infant baptism is an appropriate vehicle of grace. 

In summary: many contemporary paedobaptists have argued that Baptist sacramentalism is 

incapable of giving grace its proper place in baptism, because the pattern of God's grace is one in 

which grace precedes faith, rather than following it. Even in the case of adult baptism, the promises 

made by the baptizand are essentially concemed with the faith that will follow baptism, not with a 

dernonstration that there is already a faith of sufficient quality to justify baptism. The concIusion 

is that if Baptists are going to take senously the divine action in baptism, then they will have to 

surrender their opposition to the baptism of infants. 

Baptist sacramentalists have not rejected this paedobaptist criticism as if i t were totally 

lacking in substance. There has been a widespread admission that traditional Baptist attitudes need 

a major adjusment in the direction of a focus on God's grace in baptism, thus giving up the common 

Baptist focus on human cornmitment as if it were the only word to be spoken about baptism? 

However, it is one thing to recover the awareness of God's action in the event, and quite another to 

infer that the sacramental character of baptism validates its application in the absence of any action 

from the side of the baptizand. 

Neville Clark agreed with Cullmann that there is an inner logic connecting the "baptisrn" of 

Christ in his passion and the baptism of individuals, but he came to the opposite conclusion about 

56For a direct acknowledgment of valid insights in this particular paedobaptist argument, see 
White, BDI, 280,292,295 and Beasley-Munay, BNT, 379. 
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the application of baptism to infants. Whereas Cullmann interpreted the death of Christ as a "general 

baptism" offered for al1 hurnans pnor to their tuming toward God, and drew the inference that this 

finds its echo in the baptism of individuals pnor to their own faith, Clark argued on the bais  of 

Chalcedonian Christology that "the baptism unto death of the Lord is constituted by the conjunction 

of divine action and hurnan response," 6 t h  the consequence that our baptism demands both God's 

grace and our ratification of Christ's vicarious human r e s p ~ n s e . ~  

The most fundamental weakness of the paedobaptist argument on this point is the logical leap 

from the fact of prevenient grace to the conclusion that this is what baptism is intended to signi&. 

In one sense al1 baptisms signiQ the prevenience of grace, in that they visibly proclaim the gospel 

and testify to the death and resurrection of Christ, which occurred long before we were even alive, 

but to recognize this still leaves us with the question whether baptism is intended to signify a divine 

work of prevenient grace in the life of the individual baptizand. Granting that such a work of 

prevenient grace is a reality, it is also true that a personal faith-response to God's offer of grace is 

crucial in the teaching of the apostles. Although infant baptism might admirably signim the tmth 

of prevenient grace, the restriction of baptisrn to confessing believers would better signify the 

necessity of persona1 faith. The question, then, revolves around the divine intention for the 

signification of baptism, and this mud be answered by an appeal to the apostolic witness. 

The New Testament evidence seems to point consistently to baptism as the locus for the 

actual, personal experience of Messianic salvation, not merely the hope that such salvation may 

someday be experienced. Thus, as the occasion for faith in the gospel from the human side and grace 

from the divine side, baptism serves to signify both the priority of grace (in the work of Christ) and 

the necessity of faith for a persona1 interest in the benefits of Christ's work. As Paul Jewett (1 9 19- 

"~lark, in CB, 3 13-3 14. 
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While granting the Paedobaptists' emphasis on the primacy of Gods action over that of 
man's, and while acknowledging the corrective sought for infant baptism in the rite of 
confirmation, it m u t  be &med that for the writers of the New Testament the new age has 
begun. The Christian knows that his sins are forgiven and that he has received the spi ri^ in 
the New Testament baptism is always Iinked with this knowledge. Hence apostolic baptism 
is a sacrament of eschatological realization. He who is baptized is one who has received the 
good news, acknowledged Christ as Lord, and begun the Christian life. To baptize one as 
a sign of things hoped for (and only hoped for) is to make it a sacrament of anticipation, 
whereas in the New Testament it is always the sacrament offiIfi11rnent.~~ 

Among paedobaptists, G. C. Berkouwer was prepared to admit that the argument from prevenient 

grace to infant baptism is a fauity argument to prove what was for him a valid point. He argued that 

the Reformen defended infant baptism on the basis of the unity of the covenant of grace, not on the 

ba is  of the priority of grace, and at a much more fundamental level, he argued that Scripture does 

not suppoa the modem argument. Concerning the relevant biblical texts (e.g., Romans 6) he wrote: 

The prevenient aspect of the grace of God lies not in the temporal priority of the acts of God 
in baptism in cornparison with the conscious acceptance of the divine promise, but in the 
temporal priority of the cross of Christ with respect to the baptized person, whether child or 
adult Therein--and certainly not in infant baptism only--we see the predestinational motif 
which undoubtedly is of great significance in baptism." 

As Berkouwer noted, if prevenient grace in the life of the baptizand is at the heart of baptism, then 

"Iess value would have to be attached to the baptism of adults, with whom baptism follows upon 

faith,"60 which ironically amounts to a devaluation of the only kind of baptism explicitly descnbed 

in Scripture. 

Another major problern with the modem paedobaptist argument fkom prevenient grace is its 

"Paul K. Jewett, Infant Baptism and the Covenant of Grace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 
158. 

59G. C. Berkouwer, The Sacraments, trans. Hugo Bekker (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, l969), 176. 
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implication of indiscriminate baptism. An illustration ofthis can be found in a dialogue between two 

German New Testament scholars: Kurt Aland @. 1915), whose work on infant baptism has been 

rnostly of an histoncal nature, has argued (against Joachim Jeremias [1900-19791) that the early 

church did not baptize infants!' In spite of his historical conclusions, he argued in the end that the 

delayed cornmitment of the church to infant baptism was in fact a theologically accurate dedu~t ion .~~ 

The spiritual renewal associated with infant baptism is a purely divine work in the infant and thus 

reminds us of the priority of grace, and fiom his perspective the demand for conscious faith prior to 

baptism tums faith into a work which displaces God's promise as the basis of trust? He further 

argued that the priority of grace and the universality of the gospel demand that we baptize al1 who 

do not explicitly reject it, which would certainly include a11 infants whose parents are willing to 

allow their baptism." This is admittedly a more indiscriminate approach to baptism than is common 

among paedobaptists (at least principially), but it is a logical inference. If the death of Christ was 

in fact a "general baptism" for all humans, and the essence of Christian baptism is to translate this 

into an offer of grace to those for whom Chnst died, then why would we not give visible witness to 

the gospel by baptizing in a manner as indiscriminate as the death of Christ? 

Although many paedobaptists utilize both the "priority of grace" argument and the "seal of 

*e covenant" argument, it appears that these two arguments are in fact contradictory. The former 

logically leads to baptizing everyone in the world as an offer of the gospel to al1 for whom Christ 

"Kurt  land, Did the Early Church Baptize I n f i f s ? ,  trans. G. R. Beasley-Murray (London: SCM 
Press, 1963). Cf. Joachim Jeremias, The Origins of l ' n t  Baptism, tram. David Cairns 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960). 
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died, while the latter leads to the restriction of baptism to those who are called out from the mass of 

humanity as the holy, covenant people. In terms of infants, the former would imply the baptism of 

al1 infants whose parents would allow it, while the second would restrict baptism to the infant 

children of professed believers. It is possible that one of these arguments might be valid, but not 

both simultaneously. 

It is not tme that the restriction of baptism to confessing believers is a fùnctional denial of 

the priority of divine grace. That would be tme only if every work of divine grace were prevenient, 

but such is not the testimony of Scripture. For example, the grace of forgiveness follows confession 

of sins (1 John 1:9), and the grace of justification follows faith in Christ (Rom 5: 1). As important 

as the reality of prevenient grace may be, the testimony of Scripture is that there are other kinds of 

grace as well. The objective manifestation of grace in the Chnst-event and the subjective 

manifestation of grace in the application of redemption to the individual do not stand in the sarne 

relation to the faith of the individual. Faith looks back to the one in order to experience the other. 

Baptist sacramentalists are neither unbiblical nor incoherent in their assertion that the grace which 

is active in baptism is the grace of applied redemption, a grace which has effects that cannot 

realistically be posited of any but confessing believers. 

Ba~tism and the Holv Spirit 

Baptist sacrarnentalists have recognized that there is some kind of normative connection 

between baptism and the reception of the Holy Spirit, although they have placed varying degrees of 

emphasis on this linkage and have seen varying degrees of consistency in the New Testament 

witness. The connection could hardly be denied, for if baptism unites the individual to Christ and 

thus to the benefits of Christ's redemptive work, and if the gift of the Holy Spirit is central to the 
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benefits of the Messianic salvation (as envisioned by the Hebrew prophets and John the Baptist), 

then any act which accomplishes union with Christ must be presumed to mediate the presence of the 

Spirit. As noted in Chapter 2, this comection beîween baptism in water and baptism in the Spirit 

was central to the concems of Robinson in his pioneenng efforts to rejuvenate a dynamic, Baptist 

sacramentalism; for White the bestowal of the Spirit via baptism was implied in the paradigrnatic 

experience of Jesus in his baptism; and for Beasley-Murray one of the ways in which the sacramental 

significance of baptism could be expressed was, "The Spirit is there." Some Baptists have argued 

for the laying on of hands as an integral part of the baptismal rite, in order to signify this aspect of 

initiation into Christ:' but it should be noted that the incorporation of this act into the baptismal 

event and the affirmation that the Spirit is given in baptism are logically distinct. 

Some Baptists have seen great significance in the bestowal of the Spirit at the baptism of 

Jesus," but others have emphasized the discontinuity between Jesus and those who believe in him? 

Varying degrees of significance have been attached to the conjunction between water and the Spirit 

in John 35-the saying is too cryptic to serve as any kind of regulative text. The major support for 

the conjunction of baptism and the bestowal of the Spirit has been found in the theology of Paul. 

On the assurnption that 1 Corinthians 12: 13 refers to baptism in water, this text indicates that 

baptism is an event in which the individual is brought within the sphere of the Holy Spirit. 

Similarly, on the assurnption that the Âouspdv of Titus 3 5  denotes baptism, the sacrament is 

interpreted as an event that is instrumental in the regenerating/renewing work of the Spirit. The 

65For a brief sunrey of Baptist attitudes toward the laying on of hands, see Ernest A. Payne, 
"Baptism and Christian Initiation¶" Baptist Quarterly 26, no. 4 (October 1975): 150-1 53. 

"White, BDI, 98. 
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a classic text in Romans 6 views baptism as the event in which the baptizand is united to Christ, and 

thus as the point ai which the saving work of Christ becomes effective in the individual and 

inaugurates in a proleptic way the Iife of the resurrection. This present experience of "resurrection" 

implies a deliverance from destructive siavery to sin through a constructive slavery to God and 

righteousness. As the argument unfolds it becomes clear that the dynamic of this transfonned 

present existence is the ernpowering presence of the Holy Spirit (Rom 7:6), and this is the experience 

of al1 who belong to Christ--to belong to Christ is to have the Spirit of Christ (8:9). Therefore, it is 

baptism in the Spirit, an act o f  the risen Christ, which makes the redemptive work of Christ 

transfomative in the individual, and this encounter with Christ and the Spirit is assumed to occur 

in baptism. 

Relating this systematic perspective to the narratives of Acts is admittedly problematic, but 

this is tme for every systematic perspective, given the obvious diversity of the narratives. However, 

the diversity is not inexplicable, given the special character of the narrated receptions of the Spirit, 

and the narratives are compatible with the view that baptism is the normal context for the gift of the 

Spirit. At the "Gentile Pentecost" in Acts 10, the Spirit is poured out pnor to baptism, but the 

account records Peter's insistence on immediate baptism, based on his assumption that the Spirit and 

the water belong together. In the Acts 19 account of the enigmatic "disciples" at Ephesus, the point 

at which the Spirit is given is in fact their Christian baptism at the hands of Paul. The only context 

in which there appears to be a genuine disjunction between Christian conversion-baptism and the 

gift of the Spirit is in the Acts 8 account of the Samaritan mission, and even there the "not yet" (8: 16) 

language of the narrative seerns to imply that the disjunction is exceptional rather than 
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paradigrnatic.6a Luke's account of apostolic teaching about baptism is to be found in a text like Ac& 

2:38, which views baptism as instrumental in both forgiveness and the bestowal of the Spirit. 

Narratives of what occurred on specific occasions are descriptive of the fieedom of the grace of God, 

Who is not bound to his appointed means, but Acts 2:38 is prescriptive of the assurned effects of 

conversion-baptism. The nanatives of Acts indicate that we are mistaken if we think that there is 

some sort of automatic cause-effect relation between baptism and the Spirit, but taken as a whole 

the book is compatible with Pauline theology. Both afirm that entrance into the life of the kingdom 

of God includes repentance, faith and baptism from the human side, and forgiveness of sins and the 

gift of the Spirit from the divine side, and that baptism is the normal point at which the action of 

each side is focussed. 

Sacramentalists with a high doctrine of Confirmation often deny the normativity of this 

comection between baptism and the gifl of the Spirit, arguing instead that the cmcial factor in the 

gift of the Spirit is the ministry of apostles or their s~ccessors .~~ Much of the support for this 

perspective cornes fiom patristic teaching, but it is argued that this patristic thought is grounded in 

the patterns of the Acts of the Apostles, specifically the significance attributed to the laying on of 

apostolic hands. It is recorded in Acts 8 that the Spirit came upon the Samaritans when Peter and 

John prayed for them with the laying on of their hands, and likewise in Acts 19 the Spirit was 

bestowed upon the twelve men at Ephesus when Paul laid hands on them. 

68Bruner, A Theology of the Ho& Spirit, 177-178. For the view that Luke represents the 
Samaritans as lacking genuine, saving faith prior to the descent of the Spirit, see Dunn, Baptism in 
the Holy Spirit, 63-68. Either approach concludes that Acts 8 is exceptional in some way. 

69 For example, see Arthur James Mason, The Relation of Confirmation to Baptism: As Taught 
in Holy Scripfure and The Fathers (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 189 1) and Dom Gregory Dix, 
The Theologv of Confirmation in Relation to Baptism (London: Dacre Press, 1946). For a critique 
of this approach by a fellow Anglican, see G. W. H. Lampe, The Seal of the Spirit (London: 
Longrnans, Green Br Co., 1951). 
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The ongoing relevance of such apostolic rninistry would depend on some sort of doctrine of 

apostolic succession, which is a large question outside the parameten of this study. But even if such 

succession were granteci, Baptists (and others) have rightly argued that the Acts of the Apostles will 

not bear the weight of this doctrine of apostolic hands. For exarnple, in the Acts 19 episode, the 

laying on of Paul's hands occurs in the context of the Christian baptism of the twelve men, and the 

account of Paul's dialogue with the men indicates that the fundamental reason for their lack of the 

Spirit has everything to do with the nature of their baptism and nothing to do with the laying on of 

hands. Acts 8 does indeed indicate that it was the ministry of the apostles Peter and John that 

brought about the gift of the Spirit, but to infer a doctrine of apostoliclepiscopal confirmation fiom 

this one text is an unwarranted extrapolation. Acts 9 points to the bestowal of the Holy Spirit in the 

conversion of Saul through the hands of Ananias, who is not an apostle, and Acts 10 shows the 

pouring out of the Spirit prior to Peter's imposition of hands and indeed prior to the baptism of 

Cornelius and his household. When al1 this evidence is considered, it seems that Acts 8 is included 

in the Lukan account precisely because it is exceptional, not because it is normative. 

None of this is to deny that many Chnstians have in fact expenenced a filling/ernpowering 

of the Holy Spirit in c o ~ e c t i o n  with their confirmation, episcopal or otherwise. But this is easily 

explained on the basis of Baptist assumptions, inasmuch as confirmation embodies a personal 

confession of cornmitment to Jesus Christ, and it is that kind of  pmivora to which the gift of the 

Spirit is promised (Acts 2:38). On Baptist assumptions the normative context for that confession 

is baptism, but the crucial factor is the confession and not the context. The narratives of Acts 

demonstrate that God exercises his fieedom in the granting of the Spirit, and the present gift of the 

Spirit outside the baptismal context would be a continuing display of that freedom. 

Non-sacramentalist evangelicals (including many Baptists) challenge this link between the 
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Spirit and baptism by affirming as normative an experienced indwelling of the Spirit comected to 

conversion prior to bapti~rn.'~ This is understandable within the Baptist context, in which faith is 

considered to be a condition of baptism and the Spirit is considered to be given to al1 who believe 

in Christ. However, it is simply another variation on the theme of conversion apart fiom baptism, 

and it is subject to al1 the criticisms expressed above in the discussion about faith and baptism. To 

posit the bestowal of the Spirit prior to baptism may be true to the experience of many Baptists, but 

the view that this is nomative is rooted in a conscious distinction between conversion and baptism 

and the consequent provision of some other vehicle to confirm conversion (perhaps a verbal 

confession, even a ntualized one). There is no need to deny the reality of such experience, but what 

can be denied is that this is the theologically normative construction of the matter. 

The tmth in the non-sacramentalist perspective is the affirmation that the gift of the Spirit 

a is Gods answer to faith in Christ, but the error lies in the disjunction between faith and baptism. The 

biblical n o m  is not simply that there is some fresh experience of the Spirit in baptism, but rather that 

this is in fact the initiation into the life of the Spirit, inasmuch as it is initiation into Christ. But 

God's bestowal of the Spirit is not limited by human misperception of sacramental purposes, and the 

witness to the gifl of the Spirit apart from and prior to baptism is simply a witness to the freedorn 

and richness of the grace of God, whose normal instruments of grace are not the only venues in 

which he is prepared to meet penitent sinners. 

Ba~tisrn and the Church 

In Pauline terms, to be baptized into Christ is to be baptized into the Body of Christ, the 

'OH. Clarkson, "The Holy Spirit and the Sacraments," BaprLFl Quurterly 14 (1 95 1- 1952): 269; D. 
S. Russell, "Ministry and Sacraments," Boprist Quarterl'y 1'7 ( M T N 5 8 ) :  72. 
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Church as a universal entity (1 Cor 12:12-13). However, the equation of "in Christ" and "in the 

Church" does not speciQ the logical order between the two concepts: are we in the Church because 

we are in Christ, or are we in Christ because we have been introduced into the Church which is the 

Body of Christ? As noted in Chapter Two, Baptist sacramentalists have opted for each of these 

logical orders. Both Walton and Clark interpreted "in Christ" as primarily an ecclesiological 

formuia, and they argued that incorporation into the Church is the means by which union with Christ 

is achieved." Beasley-Murray, on the other hand, took issue with this logical order and emphatically 

argued that it is union with Christ which effects entrance into the Church." The view of Walton and 

Clark appears to be driven by a desire to avoid an excessive individualism for which Baptists have 

often been criticized, the kind of perspective which views individual discipleship as the heart of' 

salvation in a way that makes the Church necessary only insofar as it supports individual concerns. 

The view of Beasley-Murray seems to be shaped by his concem for the headship of Christ relative 

to the Body and his desire to avoid an undue exaltation of the Church as an instrument of salvation. 

It is not clear that either of these valid concems about a false theological ernphasis actually 

setiles this question. As long as it is assumed'that al1 who are in Christ are also in the Church, and 

that vital participation in the life of the Church is an essential part of Christian discipleship, it is 

theologically illegitimate to relativize the Church to support an excessive individualism. There is 

a genuine, biblically-grounded, individualism which Baptist theology has always sought to articulate, 

which asserts that entrance into the Church presupposes a voluntary cornmitment of the individual 

to Christ. On the other hand, as long as it is assurned that the Church is merely an instrument 

utilized by God, and that the salvific work of God is not bond to or controlled by the Church, there 

- - 

"   al ton, GC, 30-3 1, 161 ; Clark, ATS, 33-34. 

n~eas ley-~urray ,  BAT", 28 1 -282. 
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is no basis for exalting the Body above the Head. Positing the Church as an instrument which God 

uses to effect union with Christ does not necessarily diminish the glory of Christ any more than does 

the concept of baptism as an instrument of union with Christ. 

Although it may be impossible to settle this debate with finality, it would appear that the 

general tenor of both Scripture and Baptist theology would point toward the logical priority of union 

with Christ. For exarnple, Paul's Bow of thought in Galatians 3 seems to assume that it is union with 

Christ (the individual "seed of Abraham") by faith-baptism which effects union with the people of 

God (the corporate "seed of Abraham"). Within the parameters of Baptist ecclesiology (or in a 

broader sense what is sometimes called "believers' church" ecclesiology), which assumes that 

individual confession of commitrnent to Christ is a condition of church membership, visible union 

with Christ is logically prior to visible union with the Body of Christ. 

a Although the debate about the logical order of Christ and the Church may be interesting and 

may carry certain implications, insofar as the debate is carried on within the Baptist context, it is onl'y 

about logical order, and not about temporal order. The debaters on both sides agree that al1 those 

who are in Christ are in the Church (universal), and vice versa, and both agree that in biblical tems 

baptism is the context in which the individual is joined to both Christ and the community of Christ. 

- The more perplexing question for Baptist sacramentalists is that of the relation between 

baptism and membership in the church (local), and this question is the most dificult test for the 

coherence of the system. This question has always been a point of contention among Baptists in 

general, even among those who hold a lower view of the efficacy of baptism. There are essentially 

three views among Baptists as to the precise relation between baptism and church membership: First, 

some have argued that individuals become members of the local church by the act of baptism, so that 

there is no distinction between those who are being baptized and those who are being received as 
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fornial members of the church. This view was dominant among the early General Baptists, for 

whom initiation into the church was perhaps the primary meaning of baptisrn;" it has also been 

widely held by Particular Baptists;" and it lies at the heart of Landmarkism, a radical view 

formulated in the southern United States in the 19th century affirming that the only true church is 

a local Baptist church, and the only valid baptism is one adrninistered by such a ~hurch.~' Second, 

some have argued that baptism is prerequisite to, but not constitutive of, church member~hi~. '~  This 

approach emphasizes the comection between conversion and baptism and may allow for baptism 

on the basis of approval by the administrator, while church membership requires approval by the 

church meeting as a whole. Third, some have argued that although a11 believers ought to be baptized, 

church membership is for al1 who credibly profess conversion, and baptism may precede or follow 

church membenhip." At the heart of this option is the assumption that membenhip in the church 

is for al1 who give evidence of being in the Church, and that such evidence is located in visible 

discipleship, i.e., a lifestyle which is oriented toward obedience to Christ according to one's 

understanding of his commands. 

Generally Baptist sacrarnentalists have afinned at a theoretical level the first option, Le., that 

'%ee The Standard Confession, Article XIV in Lumpkin, Confessions, 229, where baptism is 
described as the "order of constituting Churches." See also Michael Walker, "Baptism: Doctrine and 
Practice among Baptists in the United Kingdom," Foundations 22, no. 1 (January-March, 1979): 73- 
74. 

"For example, Garner, Baptism, 14. 

 a am es Robinson Graves, The Act of Christian Bapfism (Texarkana: Baptist Sunday School 
Cornmittee, 1881), 6. 

76~ i l l ,  Body of Divinity, 896. 

"This approach is defended at length in John Bunyan, "A Reason of My Practice in Worship," 
and "Differences About Water Baptism, No Bar to Communion," in The Whole Works of John 
Bunyan, cd. George Offor (Glasgow: Blackie and San, 18631, 4602-647. 
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initiation into the church ought to coincide with initiation into the Church, both being mediated 

through the same act of believer baptism. Several of the major participants in this movement have 

argued that baptism, offcial reception into membership, and first communion ought to be integrated 

not only theoretically but practically into one service of worship." However, this Baptist 

sacramentalism has for the most part arisen among English Baptists who affirmed the practice of 

"open membership," accepting as church members both those baptized as believen and those who 

profess faith after being baptized as infants, and in some cases admitting persons into membership 

on the basis of verbal confession of faith apart from any baptism. For some this practice of open 

membership is simply an act of Christian charity toward those who are clearly disciples of Christ but 

are not convinced of the invalidity of their infant baptism," while for others the refusal to rebaptize 

those who were baptized in infancy is a matter of theological p n n ~ i p l e . ~  

The question is, therefore, whether a Baptist-sacramental view of baptism can be reconciled 

with the practice of open membership. In this theological context baptism is understood to be the 

divinely-ordained way to Say "Yes" to the gospel; baptism is conceptualized as the normal means 

of entrance into saving union with Jesus Christ; the view that baptism is merely symbolic and 

declaratory is rejected; and infant baptism is considered to be incapable of bearing the weight ofa 

New Testament theology of baptism, and therefore ought not be practised. Al1 of this is equivalent 

to saying that the idea of conversion and discipleship apart fiom believer baptism is highly 

78 Beasley-Murray, BAT, 394-395; Gilmore, BCU, 58-74; Clark, in CB, 324; Payne, "Baptists and 

Christian Initiation," 154-1 56. 

"Beasley-Murray, BNT, 392-393. More recently Beasley-Murray has signified an openness to 
affirming the validity of at least some forms of infant baptism; see his article, "The Problem of Infant 
Baptism: an Exercise in Possibilities," in Festschrift Günter Wagner, ed. Faculty of Baptist 
Theological Seminary, RUschlikodSwitzerland (E3em: Peter h g ,  1 994), 1 - 14. 

"Walton, GC, 166; Clark, in CB, 325; Gilmore, BCU, 76-78. 
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anomalous, and it thus cornes as no surprise that the vast majority of Baptists have been committed 

to closed membership restricted to those baptized as believers. For many Baptists this closed 

membership is rooted only in concepts of church order and baptism as mere obedience, but for 

Baptists committed to a sacramental view of baptism the significance of the rite is elevated into the 

soteriological realm. 1s it logically possible to accept this heightened significance of believer 

baptism but declare such baptism optional for church membership? 

There are only two ways to justify open membership in the Baptist context: (1) to admit 

persons to mernbership on the basis of confession of faith, even though they have not been validly 

baptized; or (2) to accept infant baptism as valid, although irregular. These approaches will now be 

examined in tum. 

Thefirst approach, which has roots as far back as John Bunyan (1628-1688) in the 17th 

century, draws a sharp distinction between conversion and baptism, arguing that verbal confession 

of repentance and faith which is corroborated by lifestyle is al1 that is required to be considered as 

a Christian and therefore al1 that is required for church membership. Some would see a closer 

connection between conversion and baptism, but they would argue that although baptism is the 

normal means of fonnally expressing faith and entering into Christian discipleship, due to the 

oonfùsion which has arisen in the Church about baptism, many persons have entered Christian 

experience in what the New Testament would judge to be an abnormal way-nevertheless, they give 

evidence of the possession of the Holy Spirit, and their Christian status cannot be denied. Christian 

charity, therefore, would accept those whom Christ has accepted, recognizing that the solution to this 

anomaly is baptismal reform, not closed membership which functionally denies the unity of ail 

believers in Christ. This latter approach was affirmed by H. W. Robinson at the beginning of the 

movement under consideration and by Beasley-Murray at the culmination of it in the 1960's. 
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Although this approach may be meaningful within a non-sacramental Baptist theology, it is 

hard to see it as anything other than a fiuictional deniai of a sacramental view of baptism. Granted 

that such "rebaptisms" which may be severely disco~ected from conversion are not true to the full 

New Testament picture, it would seem to be less anomalous to repair an invalid attempt at Christian 

baptism than to admit to full membership in the church apart from valid baptism. In no case c m  one 

infallibly identiQ the precise temporal relation between the attitude of faith and the act of 

confessional baptism, because no one is capable of knowing the mind of another-but in any case 

baptism serves to seal and focus the meeting of faith and grace. Accordingly, however short or long 

the time between the first awareness of faith and its sacramental expression in baptism, the nt~d  act 

can still serve its purpose of translating faith into act. Baptist sacrarnentalists fiom Robinson to 

Beasley-Murray have lamented the large number of persons who grow up in Baptist families and 

churches and request church rnembership apart from baptism, but as long as others are admitted to 

membership without a valid baptism, it is hard to avoid the extension of the principle to these 

persons. 

The second approach assumes that valid baptism is a condition of  church membership, but 

argues that a de facto infant baptism should be accepted as valid in spite of its irregulanty. 

Accordingly, those who were baptized as infants and have subsequently confessed faith in Christ and 

been accepted as members of some church are accepted into Baptist church membership on that 

basis. Baptism and faith are seen as the essential conditions of church membership, and as long as 

both are present the conditions are considered to be met, even though they may have occurred in an 

irregular order. There are two standard principles employed to defend the validity of such infant 

baptisms: (1) the once-for-al1 character of Christian baptism; and (2) the validity of paedobaptist 

churches. 
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The abckat argument. The work of Christ is 4oixa5, a once-for4 redemptive event, never 

to be repeated. Furthemore, the Pauline understanding of baptisrn, stated most fully in Romans 6, 

indicates that baptism decisively unites the individùal to that redemptive activity of the death and 

resurrection of Christ, so that what happened in the Christ-event happens in an analogous and 

derivative way in individual experience through baptism into Christ. Therefore, what happens in 

baptism is of the same nature as the work of Christ. Since Christ died once for al1 ( é ~ k a ~ - - R o r n  

6: 1 O), never to die again (6:9), it is also the case that we are united with Christ by baptism once only. 

Baptist theologians in general have agreed with the principle that baptism ought not be 

repeated in the life of any individual, even though in some circles pastoral practice has allowed for 

multiple experiences of believer baptism due to doubts about the genuineness of faith expressed in 

an earlier baptism.*' But the meaning of the principle that baptism is 4 k a 4  depends on the 

definition of baptism, and traditionally most Baptists have argued that persona1 confession by the 

baptizand is essential to baptism, so that the baptism as a believer of one "baptized" in infancy is not 

a rebaptism at ail. Therefore, from their begiming in the fist decade of the 17th century in England, 

Baptists have normally rejected the label " Anabaptists." 

Contrary to this tradition, some Baptist sacrarnentalists have argued that although baptism 

Ôught not be applied to infants, when in fact it has been done, this is a real baptism, however tenuous 

its connection to biblical baptism. But what factors might constitute the validity of such (irregular) 

baptisms? (1) 1s it simply the fact that it is called "baptism" and is intended to fulfill the demands 

of Christian baptism? If so, would absolutely anything that is called "baptism" qualify? What if the 

rite were performed without water or anything like water, Say, by means of a dipping or sprinkling 

"Timothy George, "The Southem Baptists," in Baptism & Church: A Believers' Church Vision, 
ed. Merle D. Strege (Grand Rapids: Sagamore Books, 1986), 48. 



motion without substance? What if it were done with no reference to the Godhead? Few 

theologians would be prepared to accept the mere label as a basis for validity. (2) 1s it the fact that 

such baptism incorporates the infant into the Christian cornrnunity for spiritual nurture? If so, would 

not the same thing be true of a service of infant blessing and dedication in a baptistic context? (3) 

1s it the fact that it declares the gospel and signifies the work of Christ? That may well be me,  but 

to Say that this is the heart of Christian baptism is to reduce baptism to a purely declaratory or 

kerygmatic function, which is the very thing that Baptist sacrarnentalists have been seeking to rehrte 

within their own ecclesiastical context. The 46naS argument in Romans 6 assumes that baptism 

is the point at which the work of Christ becomes effective in the individual, not that baptism merely 

proclaims what may happen in the individual. Therefore, to apply the argument of Romans 6 to an 

event which is merely declaratory and hopeful is to confuse categories. 

The burden of Baptist sacramentalism has been to assert that baptism is an event in which 

God tmly acts and effects spiritual change in the baptizand, and that this is so because it is the event 

in which there is a genuine and conscious divine-human encounter, a meeting of grace and faith. To 

ridicule fellow Baptists for their "attenuated parable-rite in which nothing is even expected to 

happen"" while defending infant baptism as valid baptism is at least problematic if not contradictory. 

C 

The valid church argument. For some Baptists, to deny the validity of infant baptism is to 

"unchurch" paedobaptists, and it is assumed that this cannot be done. These Baptist sacrarnentalists 

share with (non-sacramentalist) Landmark Baptists the view that the validity of a church and the 

validity of the baptism practised by that church stand or fa11 together. In the Landmark tradition, 

nWhite, BDI, 305. 
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what is assumed to be clearly tnie is that the baptism practised by paedobaptist churches is not valid 

baptism, and consequently such "churches" are such in name only-they may be "societies" of sincere 

but misguided Christians, but they are not valid chur~hes .~~ For the Baptist sacramentalists, on the 

other hand, the argument assumes that paedobaptist churches are tnie churches, and infers from this 

that the baptism practised by such churches must be valid baptism." 

Now this assumption that a church is a valid church if and only if its baptismal practice is 

valid is by no means shared by the whole Baptist tradition. Both of these perspectives differ frorn 

a major Stream of Baptist thought, which afirms that valid churches exist in spite of senous 

irregularities, even in the practice of baptism. This other strearn of Baptist thought may be seen in 

the influential Second London Confession (1 677 and I689), in which the lengthy Chapter XXVI ("Of 

the Church") makes no reference to the practice of baptism at all. Churches are defined as 

communities of "visible saints," that is, persons who make a credible profession offaith in the gospel 

and obedience to Christ. It is admitted that, "The purest Churches under heaven are subject to 

mixture, and error." It is tme that the church members are said to covenant with one another "in 

professed subjection to the Ordinances of the Gospel," and baptism would be comprehended under 

the label of "Ordinances," but no specific pattern of baptismal practice is indicated at that point. The 

statement of the distinctively Baptist doctrine of baptism is reserved for Chaptea XXVIII and 

XXIX." The logic of the confession, then, is this: a visible Church is defined as a community of 

visible saints, an organized congregation made up of individuals who evidently belong to Christ by 

"Graves, Act of Bapfism, 54-56. See also Robert George Torbet, "Landmarkism," in Baptist 
Concepts of the Church, ed. Winthrop Still Hudson (Chicago: Judson Press, 1959), 170-195. 

 a al ton, GC, 166; Clark, in CB, 326; Gilmore, BCU, 8 1. 

85Lumpkin, Confessions, 285-29 1. 
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faith; following this definition of a Church, there is a statement of the way in which baptism ought 

to fùnction in this Church. But there is no assertion that errors in baptismal practice render invalid 

the daim to be a Church-indeed that could hardly be the mindset of the authoa of the confession, 

because the confession is a virtual replica of the Westminster Confession. In the preface to the 

Second London Confession (1 677), the authon state that by using the very words of the Westminster 

Confession (1646) and its Congregationd modification, the Savoy Confession (1658), as far as  

possible, they intend to "manifest Our consent with both, in al1 the hdarnental articles of the 

Christian r e l i g i ~ n . " ~  The Baptist confession quite clearly asserts that the only valid baptism is 

believer baptism by immersion, but this assertion is not used as a Litmus test to determine the validity 

of a church. 

It is m e ,  of course, that some other Baptist confessions do define a church as a community 

of baptired believers. Such is true of the First London Confession, Chapter XXXIII (Particular 

~aptist-1644):' the Standard Confession, Chapter XI (General Baptist-1660): and the Orthodox 

Creed, Chapter XXX (General Baptist, 1678)." In some cases, notably the Standard Confession 

which denies Christian fellowship with paedobaptists ("the unfruitful works of darkne~s"),~ this is 

clearly an intentional assertion that paedobaptist churches are not valid churches, but it is not clear 

that the same is true in other cases. It may well be that definitions of the church which include 

baptism are simply statements of the biblical pattern as the authors understand it, and inferences 

MIbid., 245. 

"Ibid., 165. 

8*Ibid., 228. 

~ b i d . ,  3 19. 

"Ibid., 228-229. 
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conceming the extent to which the pattern must be followed in order to qualify as a valid church 

must be done with care. Whatever may be the intent of the First London Confession in this regard, 

the developing thought of the Particular Baptists moved in the direction of affming their close ties 

with Presbyterian and Congregationai churches even as they denied the validity of their sprinkling 

of infants. 

The foundational assurnption of Baptist sacrarnentalists in this argument is that paedobaptist 

churches are valid churches, but on what basis can this assurnption be made? It cannot be assumed 

on the basis of a valid baptism which constitutes the church, because that is the very point in 

question. The assumption must be based on some demonstrable Christian cornmitment, some visible 

evidence of spintual life, what Paul would cal1 the "fruit of the Spirit." But the same thing can be 

said for other churches that do not practise baptism at al1 (the Fnends and the Salvation A m y )  and 

a for individuals in various churches (including many Baptist churches) who have never been baptized 

in any form. The logical inference fiom these facts is that while baptism is the biblicaily normative 

means of j oining the Church and its local manifestation, it is not the invariable means or the sine qua 

non of a valid church. The irreducible constitutive factor is the presence of the Holy Spirit, the giver 

of new life, the one who joins the members of the Body to the Head, the one whose presence makes 

the cornmunity of believers the temple of God. Accordingly, a congregation of disciples of Christ, 

indwelt by the Spirit and cornmitted to the manifestation of the kingdom of God rnay be considered 

a valid church, even though that congregation's practice may be highly irregular in certain ways. 

In the end, then, a Baptist church which is cornmitted to the theology and practice of believer 

baptism may demand the "rebaptism" of those not baptized as believers, on the basis of its sealing 

the conversion which is already apparent in other ways. This in no way denies the work of the Spirit 

which has occurred apart fiom baptism, nor does it deny the validity of the church in which infant 
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baptism occurred. Liturgically, such "rebaptism" could be constructed in such a way that it formally 

afirms what was started in an irregular marner and repairs a discipleship which lacks its appropriate 

sacramental expression?' 

The failure to c o ~ e c t  theory to practice on this point is the major deficiency of modem 

Baptist sacramentalism. If (as this theology asserts) the only theologically justifiable practice of 

baptism is that of a confessing believer, and believer baptism has the kind of sacramental character 

afirmed in this theology, then it seems that to counsel willfûl neglect of this sacrament is to 

contradict the theology that is &irmed and to withhold nom many Christians the conscious 

experience associated with believer baptism. On the basis of Christian charity, the effect of open 

membership may be to attenuate the Christian experience of many disciples of Christ. 

The Baptist debate about open venus closed membership is multi-faceted and complex. 

Baptismal theology is only one of several ecclesiological issues which must be elucidated and 

prioritized in the process of this debate. Perhaps it is possible to construct an argument for open 

membership which is based on giving a higher priority to the biblical principle of the visible unity 

of Christians than to the biblical principle of baptism as the normative means of union with Christ 

and the Church. Such an approach, if it seeks to preserve the sincerity and integrity of church 

membership, would cal1 into question any church confession of faith which exceeds minimal content, 

but perhaps such could be defended (especially by Baptists, who have always displayed some 

ambivalence about creeds and confessions). However, even if some such approach may be possible, 

what seems impossible is to daim that open membership logically follows fiom a Baptist- 

sacramental understanding of baptism. It rnay be defensible in spite of such a baptismal theology, 

9'This concept of baptismal "repair" is elucidated by James McClendon in his Systernatic 
Theologv, Vol. 2, Docirine (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994). 395-397. 
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but the British practice of open membeahip appears to be grounded in the complexities ofthe British 

ecclesiastical context and in other ecclesiological pnnciples, not in a logical inference fiom Baptist 

sacramentalism. 

The Necessitv of Baptism 

One of the common criticisms of Baptist sacrarnentalism fiom within the Baptist tradition 

has been that it makes baptism necessary for persona1 salvation, which elevates baptism to an 

unbiblical and unbaptistic level of significance and disqualifies the unbaptized fiom salvation. As 

noted in Chapter Two, this criticism was especially directed toward Christian Baptirm when it was 

published in 1959. It is surprising that the authors of that volume did not anticipate the force of this 

criticism and atternpt to deal with it preemptively, but in any case satisfactory answers have been 

a given after the fact. 

The most basic point is to note that Baptist sacramentalists have been trying to interpret the 

doctrine of baptism which underlies the New Testament writings, without any illusions that present 

reality always matches biblical theory or that we can readily duplicate the experience of the apostolic 

age in al1 its details. It might be said that this Baptist refomulation was an exposition of "ideal 

baptism," not in an idealistic manner assuming that the paradigm can easily be translated into the 

present, but in the hope that the biblical paradigrn will function as a n o m  to be approximated to the 

greatest possible degree.92 

Baptist sacramentaiists have also emphasized that baptism is conversion-baptism, so that to 

ask whether baptism is necessary for salvation is at one level to ask whether conversion is necessary 

for salvation. Baptists in general would argue that the latter is a meaningless question in biblical 

e 92BeasIey-~urray, Baptist Times, 10 December 1959,8. 
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ternis. However, Baptist experience has in various ways discomected baptism from conversion, 

leading to the assumption that a completed and assured conversion must occur prior to baptism, and 

this has created a pre-understanding which makes a sacramental view of baptism sound like an 

attempt to rnultiply the conditions of salvation. When baptism is conceptually reconnected to 

conversion as the way in which a penitent simer says "Yes" to the gospel, the question of necessity 

ceases to be so problematic. 

Baptist sacramentalists have clearly afirmed the salvation of paedobaptist believers, and 

indeed of al1 believers, even those not baptized in any form. This has been demonstrated in their 

affirmation of open membership as well as their ecumenical involvement in the Faith and Order 

Commission, the British Council of Churches, the Joint Liturgical Group, etc. When pressed to 

explain the status of the Friends or The Salvation Amy, they have firmed the presence of the Spirit 

in those contexts, although they have lamented the impoverished nature of churches without 

sa~rarnents.9~ 

At the heart of this particular issue is the distinction between normal and necessary means 

of conveying the benefits of redemption. To Say that baptism is the normal means of bringing 

individuals into a redemptive encounter with Christ is to say that it is relatively necessary in two 

ways: (1) It is a preceptive necessity in that it is the dominically-appointed way to express the 

response of faith in relation to the ker~grna.9~ In any case in which the individual understands the 

gospel and perceives that baptism is the appropriate way to affïm the gospel, the refusa1 to be 

baptized would take on great significance, not because of the mere absence of baptism, but because 

93Beasley-Murray, Baptist Times, 11 February 1960, 10. 

"Beasky-Murray, BAT, 304. Earlier examples may be found in Keach, Gold Rejin'd, 1 73; and 
Hall,Worh,1:3LOœ311. 
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of the rejection of what is ernbodied in baptism. (2) It is what might be termed a holisfic necessity, 

in that we exist as embodied persons and therefore respond as more than minds or " ~ o u l s . " ~ ~  It 

would be an overstatement to assert with Alan Richardson that salvation apart from baptism is, due 

to its disjunction between body and spirit, "sheer Christian ScienceU9'j when judged by biblical 

standards, but it would be closer to the truth to Say that a non-sacramental nom of conversion would 

be grounded in an unbiblical dualism. Just as we need actions and symbols to convey truth 

adequately, so also we need them to facilitate human response to Christ who confronts us in the 

gospel. If it is true that "the body without the spirit is dead," it may also be said that "the spirit 

without the body" is at best an anomaly. 

Baptist sacramentalists would contend that to ask whether baptism is necessary is to ask the 

wrong question. If the question is punued to the end and the answer is that baptism is not absolutely 

necessary, then what is gained by the discovery? To assert that spiritual benefit can be obtained apart 

from baptism is not to Say that there is no spiritual benefit in baptism. Baptist sacramentalists would 

not assert that God is gracious to sinners only in baptism, but rather that one may expect him to be 

gracious in baptism. Their theology represents a positive statement of what may be normatively 

expected in baptism, not a negative statemeni of what may not be obtained in any other way. If this 

is not comprehended, then the whole discussion of baptismal necessity will be misdirected and 

fmitless. 

 hite, te, BDI, 263; Beasley-Murray, BNT, 138,305; Gilmore, BCU, 43-47; Clark, "Under Fire," 
17. 

96~ichardson, Theology ofthe New Testament, 348. 



Baptisa and Other Sacramental Traditions 

Although Baptist sacramentalists have interacted with the broader world of Christian 

scholarship in their reformulation of baptismal theology, they have not explicitly identified their 

views with any other traditions. There are several reasons for this lack of explicit comection to the 

historic baptismal doctrine of other denominations: (1) Most of this Baptist reformulation has been 

focussed on New Testament exegesis and biblical theology, rather than systematic theology. 

Although the larger systematic questions have been addressed in some ways in ecumenical 

discussion, notably in the work leading up to the Baptism, Eucharist and MNiisiry document (1 982). 

the scholarly literature which was contemporary with the Baptist reformulation generally focussed 

on biblical theology and was marked by a lack of denominational content. Thus Beasley-Murray was 

able to Say in the preface to his magnum opus that the bulk of it could have been written by a scholar 

of any denomination?' (2) Most of the other traditions are paedobaptist, thus ruling out any strict 

equivalence between those systerns and the developing Baptist thought. (3) The other traditions have 

been in flux as well, making it difficult to identiQ the precise character of the baptismal theology 

of whole denominations. Nevertheless, it is appropriate to compare Baptist sacramentalisrn with the 

interpretation of the baptism of confessing believers in other streams of sacramentalism, in orcier to 

describe more precisely the systematic structure of the Baptist thought. Although the practice of the 

historie churches has been predominantly the baptism of infants, the stated paradigms have often 

been constructed in terrns of believer baptism, thus facilitating cornparison with Baptists at the 

theolog ical level?' 

97 Beasley-Murray , BNT, vi . 
98~n the years since the penod of reformulation being examined in this thesis, various groups of 

Baptists have engaged in formal dialogue about baptism with other traditions, and in some cases 
entire issues of Baptist journals have been devoted to the topic. Baptist-Roman Catholic dialogues 



The Roman Catholic tradition 

Although there are superficial similarities to traditional Catholic categories of baptismal 

theology, even to the point of viewing baptism as the context in which regeneration occurs, there are 

major differences between the traditions. 

First, there are different understandings of the nature of the grace conveyed in baptism. 

Although modem Catholic scholars have clarified older language which seemed to rei6 grace and 

have conceptualized grace as fundamentally gracious action by God, and have thus agreed with 

Baptist conceptions, there remains the question as to the precise nature of this gracious action in 

baptism. Both traditions affirm that this grace includes the gifl of the Holy Spirit to empower moral 

transformation (i.e., sanctification), but most Baptists also affi~rm that this grace includes a radical 

declaration of forgiveness (Le., justification) dong traditional Protestant lines. This traditional 

difference has never been finally resolved. although some Roman Catholic theologians have made 

major concessions in a Protestant d i re~t ion,~~ and some Baptists have suggested that the Protestant 

distinction between justification and sanctification requires major revision if not r e jec t i~n . '~  

Second, and perhaps most important, there are different views of the nature of the faith 

expressed in baptism. In the Baptist system the faith in view is active and fiducial, it is consciousIy 

are displayed in Foundations 12, no. 3 (July-September 1969) and Southwestern Journal oflheology 
28, no. 2 (Spnng 1 986). Baptist-Lutheran dialogue can be found in American Bapîist Quarteri) 1 ,  
no. 2 (December 1982). Unfortunately, these dialogues postdate the British reformulation era being 
considered here, and most of the Baptists involved are not strongly sacramental in orientation. 

"See, for example, Solvation and the Church: An Agreed Stutemenf by the Second Anglican- 
Roman Catholic International Commission (London: Church House Publishing , 1 9 87). 

'WThis is apparently asserted by Robert G. Torbet, "The Nature and Communication of Grace: 
The Baptist Perspective," Foundations 12, no. 3 (July-September, 1969): 222. Torbet cites as a 
major Baptist proponent of this revision Arthur B. Crabtree, The Restored Relationship: A Study in 
Jùsf~ccztion and Reconciliation (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1963). 
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directed toward Christ and his work in death and resurreis?ion, and this fiducial faith is the heart of 
- 

the baptismal event from the human side. However, Catholic theologians make it clear that the faith 

expressed in baptism may be merely predispositive and not yet fid~cial. '~ '  It appears that this 

pfedispositive faith rnay be directed simply toward the assumed power which will be at work in the 

baptismal event, and the heart of the event is doing the right action with the right intentions.'02 One 

contemporary Roman Catholic theologian has argued that both White and Beasley-Murray have 

responded to outdated notions of the meaning of ex opere operato,lo3 but although modem Catholics 

may have clarified the concept in a way that avoids crassly mechanistic notions, there is still a 

significant distinction between faith in divine action pledged to accompany baptism (Catholic) and 

faith in Christ which is met by divine grace as that faith is expressed in baptism (Baptist). Christ is 

the object of faith directly in the Baptist approach, but much more indirectly in the Catholic 

a ap proach. 

Third, there remains a major difference in the degree of necessity which is attributed to 

baptism. In the Baptist approach, baptism is "necessary" only in the preceptive sense as the divinely- 

ordained event which focuses and objectifies the faith-response to the gospel, but the absence or even 

neglect of baptism in the case of one who is a evidently a disciple of Christ is not interpreted as a 

sign that saving grace has not been conveyed. In the Catholic view, there are to be sure exceptions 

to the normative necessity of baptism, but these exceptions are for cases in which there is in fact a 

lolJoseph Po hle, The Sacraments: A Dogrnatic Treatise, tram. Arthur Preuss (S t . Louis: B. 
Herder, 19 1 5),  1 : 123; Ott, Catholic Dogma, 329; Schillebeeckx, Christ the Sacrament, 109. 

'"Ott, Catholic Dogrna, 329; Schillebeeckx, Christ the Sacrament, 89, 109. 

'"W. A. Van Roo, Review of The Biblical Doctrine of Initiation, by R. E. O. White, in 
Gregorianum 42 (1961): 150; idem., Review of Baptism in the New Testament, by G. R. Beasley- 
Murray, in Gregoriunurn 44 (1 963): 1 M. 
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desire for baptism which has not yet been fulfilled.'w In Baptist thought faith is the fundamental 

reality and baptism the normal vehicle of expression, but in Catholic thought baptism is the 

hdamental reality, and the idea of a fully-formed faith apart fiom baptism is essentially untenable. 

The Lutheran tradition 

At the heart of Lutheran baptismal theology is the idea of baptism as  a verbum visibile, a 

visible and tangible proclamation of the Word of the Gospel. As a proclamation of the gospel in 

dramatic foxm, baptism both offers and conveys the benefits of Christ to those who receive it. It 

serves to evoke and strengthen faith which lays hold of Christ for spiritual rebirth, and in this sense 

(as a facilitator of fiducial faith) it is a means of regenerati~n.'~' The terminology of "visible word" 

has not been as centrai in Baptist thought as in Lutheranism, but it was used (under the influence of 

John Smyth) in the 16 12 confession of the ernerging General Baptist m o ~ e m e n t . ' ~  

Perhaps the crux of the Lutheran-Baptist cornparison is the sense in which baptism "evokes" 

faith in the baptizand. If "evoke" here means to bnng an existing though undeveloped faith to a 

dehite,  focussed expression in the sacramental ritual, then the two views appear very similar. If, 

however, "evoke" means to create faith where none presently exists, then there is a significant 

difference between the two. The question that must be answered, then, concems the nature of the 

faith that is presupposed in the baptism of a mature person. 

Baptists assume that the baptizand is prepared to confess faith in Christ in a way that 

IMOtt, Catholic Dogma, 340-341. 

'"Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 3 vols. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1953), 
3:264. 

'06Lumpkin, Confessions, 1 3 8. 
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embodies both msensu~ and jiducia. Baptist sacramentalists recognize that this faith may be 

relatively undeveloped, and they do not assume that a conscious assurance of grace has already 

occurred, but they do posit a genuine faith to be concretely expressed in baptism. Lutherans, on the 

other hand, exhibit great divenity on this question. Francis Pieper (1 852- 193 l), a conservative and 

traditional theologian of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, interpreted baptismal faith as 

strongly cognitive in character, arguing that an adult baptism presupposes conscious awareness of 

the content of the gospel and honest (though immature) cornmitment to Christ and the gospel.'" 

Indeed, he recognized that in some cases of adult conversion, this faith may be sufficiently formed 

to lead to regeneration pnor to baptism, in which case baptism (though it always possesses 

regenerative power) may in fact confirm or strengthen an existing regeneration.'"' Regin Prenter (b. 

1907), a Scandinavian Lutheran, agreed that baptismal faith contains some sort ofcognitive element, 

but he argued that we must allow for a minimal amount of  cognition. This is a concem especially 

in the case of infants, but even in the case of adult baptism, he argued that the priority of grace 

minimizes the need for concem regarding the precise nature or content of the faith of the 

bapt i~and. '~  Gustaf Aulen (1879-1978), a Swedish Lutheran, stood at the opposite end of the 

spectrum fiom Pieper, arguing that there is no need to posit any kind of faith at the point of baptism, 

because baptism is fundamentally a symbol and means of prevenient grace, the vehicle by which the 

grace that appeared in history in Christ advances into the history of the indi~idual."~ 

'*Regin Prenter, Creafion and ledemption, trans. Theodor 1. Jensen (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
l967), 465-470. 

'"Gustaf ~ u l e n ,  The Faith of the Christian Church, trans. Eric M. Wahlstrom (Philadelphia: 
Muhienberg Press, 1 %XI), 34 1. 
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Baptist formulations of the relationships among faith, baptism and regeneration are quite 

similar to the conceptual scheme of Pieper. Both approaches posit a genuinely cognitive though 

immature faith as the condition of adult baptism; both interpret baptism as the event in which 

regeneration becomes a confirmed reality; and both agree that regeneration may very well be a reality 

prior to baptism, even though Our perception ofthis reality is normatively mediated through baptism. 

However, when Baptist interpretations are compared to the schemes like those of Prenter and Aden, 

the differences are prominent. Those Lutheran views interpret faith as fundamentaily the effect of 

baptism, and whatever differences there rnay be among Baptist sacramentalists, that is to them a 

foreign concept. 

The Refonned/Calvinistic tradition 

The heart of the Reformed view of baptism is that it is not only a "sign," but also a "seal" of 

personal incorporation in the covenant of grace. In the language of the Westminster Confession, 

baptism is for the baptizand "a sign and seal of the covenant of grace, of his ingrafting into Christ, 

of regeneration, of remission of sins, and of his giving up unto God, through Jesus Christ, to walk 

in newness of life.""' In this conceptual scheme, therefore, baptism ratifies both the human 

confession that Jesus is Lord (the "giving up" to a new life of discipleship) and the divine work of 

remission and regeneration (effecting both justification and sanctification). Baptism is 

conceptualized as a symbol, but more than a symbol, in that "by the right use of this ordinance the 

grace promised is not only offered, but reaily exhibited and conferred by the Holy G h ~ s t " " ~  to the 

elect. 

"'Westminster Confession of Faith, XXVIII, 1. 

'I2Ibid., XXVIII, VI. 



In many ways, the concept of baptism as a "sealt' appears to be the ideal way to describe the 

Baptist idea of baptism as a sacrament, and it has been s h o w  earlier in this thesis that this language 

is explicitly used by some early Baptists. In this view baptism is both secondary (painting beyond 

itself to the divine promise which it confirms and apart from which it has no power) and effective 

(applying the promise of the gospel to the redm of holistic personal experience). Indeed, this 

concept of baptism as a seal appears to be more applicable in the Baptist h e w o r k  than it is in a 

paedobaptist Reformed context, in that the ratification of the divine establishment of the covenant 

is present in both systems, but the ratification of the human side of the covenant (faith as the 

evidence of the divine call) is consistently present only in the Baptist context. 

It may be, then, that the Baptist sacramental view is equivalent to the traditional Reformed 

view as applied to confessing believers. The one qualification of this equation may be that the 

Baptist view seems to tie the assurance which is effected by this "sealing" more closely to the 

baptismal event itself than is tme in the Reformed tradition. For example, the Westminster 

Confession States, "The eficacy of baptism is not tied to that moment of time wherein it is 

administered." Instead, the grace which is "conferred" through baptism is actually given to the elect 

"in his appointed time.""3 Now while this may have special relevance for the baptism of infants, this 

explanation is given in reference to baptism as such, not simply the baptism of infants. Both the 

Baptist and the Reformed sacramental traditions affirm that baptism is both declaratory and effective, 

but in tems of what is presumed to happen in the baptismal event itself, Baptist sacramentalism 

tends to emphasize its effective character and Reformed sacrarnentalism the declaratory aspect. This 

difference may, of course, be due to the reactive nature of each system: the Baptists reacting against 

the dominant non-sacramental Stream of their denominational tradition, and the Reformed 



confessions reacting against medieval Catholic sacramentalism. 

Both the Lutheran sense of baptism as a "visible Word" and the Calvinistic sense of baptism 

as a "seal" have been utilized by some Baptists in their verbalization of sacramental theology. These 

two concepts are not mutually exclusive, both emphasizing the inherent connection between the 

Word of the gospel and the sacrament which dramatizes it, and both asserting that the sacrament is 

effective only in those who receive it in faith. The description of the baptism of confessing believen 

in each system fits easily into the Baptist conceptual scheme. Perhaps the best way to describe the 

relationship is to say that the Baptist approach is like the traditional Lutheran approach, but with a 

somewhat weaker sense of necessity, and that the Baptist approach is like the traditional Reformed 

approach, but with a somewhat stronger sense of grace conferred in the baptismal event itself. 

The Disci~les/Restorationist tradition 

The tradition which is closest to Baptist sacramentalism is that which was developed by 

Alexander Campbell (1788-1 866) and others in the first half of the 19th century, primarily on the 

North Arnerican frontier but also in Great Bntain."' Although Campbell was largely responsible 

for the mature baptismal theology of this tradition, some aspects of his thought were derived from 

~e work of John Glas (1695-1773) and Robert Sandeman (1718-1771) in Great Britain. In 

particular, Glas contributed an anti-creedal mentality, and Sandeman developed a reductionistic 

l t4Campbell's writings are volurninous, but his mature thought on baptism can be found in his 
Christian Baptism (Bethany, VA: b y  author, 1 853). Relevant excerpts from his many articles and 
books c m  be found in Royal Humbert, ed., A Compend of Alexander Campbell's Theologv ( S t .  
Louis: Bethany Press, 1961). The relationship o f  this tradition to Baptist thought is assessed by 
Errett Gates, The Early Relation andSepuration of Baptists and Disciples (Chicago: The Christian 
Century Company, 1904) and E. Roberts-Thomson, Baptists andDisciples of Christ (London: Carey 
Kingsgate Press, 1948). 



interpretation of faith as mere assent."? Some have claimed that this tradition and Baptist 

sacramentalism are indistinguishable, in that both baptismal theologies restnct baptism to confessing 

believes and embody a high view of baptismal eficacy. 

The American form of this movement originated among Presbyterians (Barton Stone [1772- 

18441 and Thomas Campbell [1763-18541, Alexander's father), then existed bnefly within the 

Baptist context, but soon becarne ecclesiastically distinct, largely due to disputes over baptismal 

theology.l16 Its institutional form is called (pejoratively) "Campbellism" by its opponents, due to 

Alexander Campbell's role as the dominant theologian of the rnovement, while its proponents refer 

to it as Restorationisrn, the Campbell-Stone tradition, or the Disciples movement. The related 

movement in Great Bntain had diverse origins among small groups known as Glasites, 

Sandemanians, and Scotch Baptists, but since their first annual conference in 1842 they have existed 

as an organized body with explicit ties to the American movernent."' The vast majority of such 

churches are found in North Amenca, but the British Churches of Christ, although quite small, have 

played a significant role in ecumenical discussions of this century, notably through William 

Robinson (1 888-1963), their leading theol~gian. '~~ 

I l5  See the articles on Glas and Sandeman by R E. D. Clark in The New International Dictionary 
ofrhe Christian Church, 2" ed., gen. ed. J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978), 41 5,877. 
See also Melvin Breakenridge, "The Scottish Comection: John Glas, 1695- 1 773 ," in The Campbell- 
Stone Movement in Ontario, ed. Claude E. Cox (Lewiston: Edwin Mellon Press, 1995), 43-59. 

II6For examples of the intensity of the Baptist reaction to Campbell, see Graves, Relation of 
Baptism to Sahalion, 16-56; idem., Act of Baptism, 44,56; Jeter, Campbellism, 19 1-28 1. 

117William Robinson, What Churches of Christ Stand For (Elimingham: Berean Press, 1959), 21 - 
24. 

'I8The previously cited work by Roberts-Thomson deals with the issue in the British context. 
Relevant works by William Robinson include The Biblical Doctrine of the Church, rev. ed. (St. 
Louis: Bethany Press, 1 955); The Sholtered Cross (Birmingham: Berean Press, 1 948); and Whar 
Churches of Christ StandFor (Birmingham: Berean Press, 1959). See also his contribution to Faith 



Campbell and his associates in the early yean of the movement &med both the unity of 

the Church and the restoration of primitive Chnstianity (as they saw it), with primitivism conceived 

as the means to unity, but it was not long before the tension between the two principles was obvious. 

The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and the British Churches of Christ emphasize the unity 

principle and are committed to ecumenism, while the American congregations called Churches of 

Christ or independent Christian Churches emphasize the restoration principle and rernain apart fiom 

most ecumenical relation~hips."~ 

The baptismal doctrine of the Disciples/Restorationist tradition includes the following 

elements: (1) Baptism is the act of a confessing believer in Christ, and represents the culmination 

of the conversion of a simer to discipleship. Repentance and faith precede baptism, which is 

undergone for the pwpose of the remission of sins. (2) There is a concern for objectivity in religious 

experience, and baptism provides the objective action through which one enters into an assured 

relationship with Christ, as opposed to the subjectivity of other religious traditions which locate 

assurance of salvation in some kind of intemal awareness. (3) Within the movement there are 

varying views of the necessity of baptism: some see it only as the normal means by which 

individuals express repentance and faith, and thus receive the "formal" remission of sins, but some 

argue that both "formal" and "actual" remission of sins corne only through baptism. This difference 

has existed since the early years of the rno~ernent.~** 

and Order discussion, "The View of Disciples or Churches of Christ," in The Ministry and the 
Sacramenis, ed. Roderic Dunkerley, 253-268. 

"gWilliam D. Carpe, "Baptismal Theology in the Disciples of Christ," Review and Erpositor 77 
(1 980): 90-91. 

120 For a chart which surveys the range of views in the Disciples tradition, see Joseph Belcastro, 
The Relarionship ofBaptisrn to Church Membership (St. Louis: Bethany Press, 1963), 21 5-216. 
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The similarities between the Baptist-sacramental and Disciple doctrines are obvious. Each 

tradition asserts that baptisrn is properly restricted to confessing believen, those who can affirm for 

themselves their repentance and faith. Each tradition thinks of baptism as the act of a penitent sinner 

who is tuming to Jesus Christ for forgiveness, not as the act of a confirmed disciple--i.e., baptism 

is inte@ to conversion and initiates the baptizand into the visible community of believers. Each 

tradition also teaches that in some way God conveys through baptism the benefits whichare signified 

by it. 

The two traditions are clearly very similar to one another, and it is no doubt true that the 

baptismal theologies of individual theologians fiom the two sides would in many cases be judged 

essentially equivalent. However, when the two traditions are assessed as a whole, there are 

differences, among which are the following. 

(0 Human condition versus concursive aclion. The Disciples tradition has from the 

beginning interpreted baptism as the final human condition which must be met before entrance into 

salvation, as part of the terms of surrender which evoke divine acceptance, but Baptists have placed 

a greater emphasis on the grace of God which has been at work in the individual evoking the faith- 

response and is at work in the baptismal event itself. The precise relation between grace and human 

action varies among Baptists according to their Calvinistic or Arminian orientation, but in either case 

there is a sense of a continuing Stream of concursive action which differs from most Disciples 

thought. Robinson claims that in the tradition going back to Campbell, "They proclaimed, against 

both Calvinism and Arminianisrn, that man was afree agent in accepting Christ as his ~aviour."'~' 

This difference manifests itself in the significance attached to the terrn "sacrament" in the two 

traditions. The term is very important for Baptists who have recovered a high view of baptismal 

l2 'Robinson, Churches of Christ, 57. 



284 

efficacy, because of its connotation of divine action in the event; in the Disciples tradition the terni 

may be accepted, but it is not a crucial concept.'" 

(2) The nature of baptismaZ faith. From its beginning the Disciples tradition has been 

concerned with the formulation of a rationd approach to religion which is able to make "faith" easily 

understandable and readily identifiable. Believing the gospel has in some cases been reduced to 

mere assent "that Jesus Chnst is the Son of God" (based at least partially on Acts 8:37 in the Latin 

mmuscnpts and the Textus Receptus). Faith has been interpreted as believing revealed facts and 

obeying revealed cornmands, so that the conditions of divine acceptance are assent to the facts of the 

gospel and obedience to the baptismal cornand.'* Baptists, on the other hand, have consistently 

emphasized that the apostolic sense of faith involves both assensus and jiducia, so that the faith 

confessed in baptism is both belief in the facts about Christ and an attitude of trust and cornmitment. 

(3) Objectivity versus subjectivity. The early Disciples movement was driven to a large 

extent by a desire for objectivity in religious experience, as opposed to the search for subjective signs 

of grace which prevailed on the Amencan frontier.12' This subjectivity had roots in the Puritan 

search for assurance of persona1 election and in the revivalism of the 18th and 19th centuries. In the 

Baptist context, the acceptance of the individual for baptism was conditioned on the baptizand's 

ability to articulate a persona1 experience of grace and give tangible evidence of pnor regeneration, 

but the Disciples reacted to this both because of the personal despair which many experienced in this 

'URichard T. Hughes, "Are Restorationists Evangelicals?", in The Variety of Arnerican 
EvangeZicaZism, ed. Donald W. Dayton and Robert K. Johnston (Downes Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 
1991), 116, 124. 

IZ4L. Edward Hicks, "Rational Religion in the Ohio Western Reserve (1 827-1 830): Walter Scott 
and the Restoration Appeal of Baptism for the Remission of Sin," Restoration Quarterly 34 (1 992): 
211-212,215,217;Robinson,ChurehesofChrist,56-57. 
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search for signs of grace and because the New Testament did not seem to support this approach to 

baptismal conditions. 

Early Disciples argued that the biblical doctrine of baptism indicated that God had provided 

the rite as the objective confi~rmation ofhuman faith and the divine act of forgiveness. The assurance 

of divine acceptance comes in the extemal event of baptism, not in some sort of interna1 experience, 

which implies that there is no necessary recitation of religious experience which must corne prior 

to baptism-al1 that is necessary is belief in the facts of the gospel and willingness to submit to the 

command of baptism. 

Baptist sacramentalists grant a kernel of truth in this Disciples perspective, in that they 

recognize that baptism is in biblical terms the defining moment in conversion, the objectification of 

the human response to the gospel. However, they have still retained the concept of some sort of 

subjective expenence of grace prior to baptism, although this experience will be heightened and 

intensified via baptism. As noted in Chapter 2, the 1948 statement of the Baptist Union, although 

refemng to baptism as a sacrament and a means of grace, still posited a prior "persona1 crisis in the 

soul's life."'*' In some cases they have retained the demand for a personal testimony of the 

experience of grace and approval by the church meeting prior to baptism, which posits a level of 

subjectivity in conversion that differs markedly from the Disciples tradition.lz6 

(4) The degree of necessity. As demonstrated above, Baptist sacramentalists do not teach an 

absolute necessity of baptism for persona1 salvation. Instead, they argue that the link between 

baptism and salvation is normal and experiential, but not strictly necessary. What is absolutely 

12-'Cited in Payne, Baptist Union, 285. 

I2'For a brief account of the various ways of conducting this assessrnent of religious experience, 
see Gilmore, K U ,  65-69. 
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necessary is the persona1 response to God in Christ that is temed "repentance" or "faith" in the New 

Testament. Baptism is conceptualized as a means by which God works in grace to confimi in us the 

reality of a saving encounter with Christ, but it is not thought of as a sine qua non of salvation. This 

is a corollary of the distinction between baptism as final human condition (Disciples) and baptism 

as a divine-human act (Baptist). For Baptists, then, the absence or even the neglect of baptism does 

not in itself imply that the unbaptized person is in a state of damnation, although willfil neglect may 

be symptomatic of a deeper problem. 

The history of DiscipleslRestorationists on this point is marked by significant diversity, but 

in any case the degree of necessity attached to baptism by early Disciples was a major cause of the 

division between them and the Baptists. Alexander Campbell's treatment of the question was 

perhaps inconsistent, as even his followers admit, sometimes asserting that both the "formal" and 

the "actual" remission of sins corne only in baptism, but on other occasions apparently asserting that 

baptism rnediates the " formal" as opposed to the "actual" remission.'" An eariy and ongoing debate 

within the conservative wing of Restorationism concerns the status of Baptists (and others) who have 

been baptized by immersion as believen, but as a testimony to prior conversion and not intentionally 

for the remission of sins. Some have gone so far as to render a negative judgment on the status as 

Christians of those baptized in this way, while others have been more charitable.'" Some a d -  

sacramental Baptists have reciprocated by rejecting the validity of "Campbellite" baptism due to its 

erroneous intention,lz9 but sacramental Baptists have never taken this approach. 

'27Humbert, ed., Cornpend, 1 96- 1 97; Earl West, "The Churches of Christ," in Baptism & Church, 
ed. Strege, 85-88. 

"'West, "Churches of Christ," 92-96. 

129For example, Graves, Act of Christian Baptisrn, 5 6 .  
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In many cases Baptist sacramentalists and those in the Disciples tradition seem to a f i m  

indistinguishable theologies of baptism. In particular, British Baptists and those in the British 

Churches of Christ hold very similar views, the distinctions probably lying more in emphasis than 

in substance. Such was the judgment almost fi@ years ago of Robinson from the Disciples side and 

Roberts-Thomson from the Baptist side."' Another Baptist, R. L. Child, was prepared to concede 

a large measure of truth in this conclusion, but he also noted that "differences of emphasis can be 

extremely important." "' In particular, distinctive emphases conceming the nature of baptismal faith 

and the place of subjective experience in conversion may affect the proclamation of the gospel and 

the pmctice of baptism far beyond what might be expected on the basis of the subtle differences at 

the theoretical level. 

However one may assess the relation between Baptists and the ecumenically-inclined 

Disciples tradition, in the self-styled Restorationist part of the tradition there is a widespread view 

of baptismal necessity which is radically different from Baptist sacramentalism. In terms of a 

positive statement of what happens in baptism, Baptist sacrarnentalism and the Restorationist 

tradition may seem very close, but any negative implication ("no valid baptism" implies "no 

salvation") is at home only within the Restorationist movement. 

Summaw 

The Baptist variety of sacramentalism which has been developed in this century by British 

Baptists is not only defensible as an explanation of the biblical statements about baptism, but is also 

coherent as a system of baptismal theology. Although it is similar in various ways to the baptismal 

"O~obinson, Shattered Cross, 4 1 ; Roberts-Thomson, Bapfisfs and Disciples, 123. 

I 3  'R. L. Child, "Baptists and Disciples of Christ," The Baptist Quarterly 14 ( 1  95 1-1 952): 189. 



theologies afirmed by Roman Catholics, Lutherans, Calvinists and Disciples in their explanations 

of the baptism of confessing believen, it cannot be identified completely with any of those 

constructions of baptismal theology. The Baptist paradigm does not arise fiom any contradictory 
O 

imposition of an alien theology ont0 Baptist practice. On the contrary, traditional Baptist emphases 

can be correlated readily with this kind of sacramentalism. Specifically, the traditional Baptist 

emphasis on the centrality of persona!, fiducial faith is retained, in that such penitent faith is 

conceived as the absolutely necessary content of baptism, and apart from such faith (evoked by 

prevenient grace) there is no grace conveyed in baptism. The Baptist restriction of baptism to 

confessing believen is not threatened by the idea that God conveys grace through baptism, because 

a biblicaf theology of grace implies that while there is such a thing as prevenient grace, it is also tme 

that some operations of grace are conditioned on a human faith-response. The traditional Baptist 

affirmation that salvation is not tied to ceremonies is retained, even though the refonnulation affirms 

a higher relative necessity of baptism than is tme in most Baptist theology, because the necessity is 

only relative and not absolute. The traditional assertion that al1 who have faith in Christ also have 

the Spirit of Christ is affirmed as well, the only modification being the assertion that baptisrn is the 

normative event in which faith receives both Christ and the Spirit at the Ievel of conscious 

experience. 

The one aspect of this theology which seems incoherent is the tendency of some to accept 

de facto infant baptism as valid baptism, which stands in opposition to historic Baptist theology and 

does not seem to follow from the premises inherent in the sacramental theology of baptism. If 

believer baptism has the kind of significance which is affirmed in this theology, then it is dificult 

to see how infant baptism c m  be accepted as its equivalent without affirming either that there is 

power in the ritual apart fiom personal faith or that baptism is purely declaratory-symbolic. The 
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former alternative would make this theology something other than Baptist, and the latter would make 

it something other than sacramental. This tendency to affirm infant baptism after the fact appears 

to be inconsistent with the general theoiogy being affirmed, but this calls into question only this one 

inference from the theology, not the theology itself. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION: SUMMARY AND SIGNlFICANCE 

A promising new mode1 for baptismal theology in the Baptist tradition has been developed 

by British Baptists in the 20" century. Grounded in the exegesis of the New Testament and 

stimulated by ecumenical discussions, these Baptists have formulated a theology of baptism which 

is both Baptist and sacramental, emphasizing that baptism in biblical terms is a divine-human 

encounter in which there is significant action from both sides, a conjunction of grace and faith. It 

has been widely assurned by Baptists that the New Testament teaching about salvation by grace 

through faith demands a rejection of al1 sacramental views of baptism, and it has been widely 

assurned by those of other Christian traditions as well as Baptists that such anti-sacramental theology 

has always been the n o m  for Baptists. A study of both the biblical theology of baptism and of 

Baptist history indicates that both assumptions are false. 

Baptist churches arose in the first decade of the 17th century when some English Separatists 

came to a revised view of the church and baptism. Baptist theology departed fiom its Puritan- - 
Calvinist heritage in its assertion that Christian baptism must be restncted to those who can 

personally confess faith in Christ for themselves. Mer some three decades of Baptist life, some 

Particular Baptists concluded that baptism must be done by immersion, and this rapidly became the 

viewpoint of the whole Baptist tradition. The demands of controversy over these two issues of 

subject and mode of baptism consumed most of the literary energy of the Baptists, so much so that 



the early Baptist literature devoted linle space to developing a doctrine of baptism as a means of 

grace. However, some early Baptist literature did address this question, and the dominant view was 

very much like the Puritan-Calvinist understanding of baptism as both sign and seal of entrance into 

salvific union with Christ, the oniy difference being the Baptist application of the concept to 

confessing believers alone. At both verbal and conceptual levels, Reformed sacramentalism was the 

essence of the mainstrearn baptismal theology of 17th-century English Baptists. 

Although this Reformed sacramentalism was still evident in major Baptist writers at the end 

of the 17th century, it was either ignored or rejected by most Baptists in the following two centuries. 

Although there were some exceptions, the idea that baptism is a sacrament, a means of grace, came 

to be associated with high doctrines of baptismal regeneration or at least with paedobaptism. As a 

result, by the beginning of this century, British Baptists (indeed, Baptists everywhere) commonly 

a thought of baptism as a purely symbolic ritual bearing witness to a previously confïrmed union with 

Christ, and sacramentalism was rejected both verbally and conceptually. 

However, some Baptists were convinced that such a reduced theology of baptism did not 

adequately interpret either Scripture or expenence. Starting with H. Wheeler Robinson in the years 

surrounding 1920 and culminating in the extensive work of G. R. Beasley-Murray in the 19601s, 

British Baptists formulated a Baptist-sacramental theology of baptism which (unconsciously) built 

upon and advanced the foundational Baptist thought of the 17th century and modified the one-sided 

view inherited fiom the 19th century. Without surrendering the distinctive doctrine of believer 

baptism, this theology also postulated a divine work of grace within the event. This Baptist variety 

of sacramentalism is defensible as an exegesis and synthesis of the New Testament baptismal texts, 

and it coherently relates baptism to the broader themes of soteriology and ecclesiology. The one 

point at which the movement falten is its tendency to deny the necessity of believer bqtisrn for local 
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a church membership, but this appears to be a failure to draw a logical inference, not a deficiency in 

the foundational theology of baptism. 

This ferment among British Baptists is only one example of the general rethinking of baptism 

which has characterized most denominations in this century, especially in the era since Emil 

Brunner's (1938) and Karl Barth's (1943) pointed attacks on infant baptism. The theologians and 

doctrinal commissions of various traditions have admitted that infant baptism has been a practice 

in search of a theology, and some of the concessions made by them in the process of fiesh study have 

been quite significant. Even the Roman Catholic Church in the post-Vatican II era has refocused its 

baptismal theology in the direction of an adult paradigm with the publication of its revised Rite for 

the Christian Initiation ofAduZts (1 Wî), and some Roman Catholics have argued that infant baptism 

ought to be terminated.' 

In spite of these changes in paedobaptist churches and the tram-denominational respect for 

the work of Beasley-Murray in particular, there has been no widespread defection in the Baptist 

direction. One major factor, as noted at the b e g i ~ i n g  of this thesis, is the apparent lack of a 

coherent Baptist theology ofbaptism to undergird the Baptist practice that is so vigorously defended. 

In particular, the c o m o n  Baptist assertion that baptism is a nudum signum is dificult to correlate 

with the actual biblical language about baptism, and it seems to be an inadequate basis for the typical 

Baptist willingness to perpetuate division fiorn other Christians on the basis of baptismal practice. 

Perhaps Baptist sacramentalism would offer a more compelling alternative. 

Whatever may be the significance of this British Baptist sacramentalism for inter- 

'Paul F. X. Covino, "The Postconciliar Infant Baptism Debate in the Amencan Catholic Church," 
in Living Water, Sealing Spirit Readings on Christian Initiation, ed. Maxwell E. Johnson 
(Collegeville, Minnesota: The Lihirgical Press, 1995), 327-349. 



0 denominational dialogue, the greater significance would lie in its potential to reshape Baptist thought 

on a wider scale. Although the British reformulation has some parallels among Baptists in 

continental Europe: there is only minimal evidence of it in North Amerka. For example, in a rece~i  

book analysing shifts in Southem Baptist thought over the last 150 years, there is no chapter devoted * 

to baptism and only a few passing references to baptism in the entire book.' There is some evidence 

in recent Baptist discussions of baptism that the "act of obedience/pure symbol" concept of baptism 

is perceived to be less than adequate as a synthesis of biblical theology, but the conceptual shifts are 

usually rather tentative, and there is no sustained interaction with the British paradigm shifL4 

The British paradigrn could be usefil for Baptists in general at both theoretical and practical 

levels. At the theoretical level, it provides a way to fomulate a baptismal theology on the bais  of 

the biblical statements about baptism, as opposed to the cornmon tendency to develop a theology of 

conversion based on biblical texts about faith andor repentance in isolation. Such a theology of 

conversion may appear to contradict the natural synthesis of the baptismal texts, with the result that 

the baptismal language is frequently minimized to resolve the contradiction and baptism is thus 

marginalized. 

At the practical level, the British paradigrn facilitates the practice of Christian initiation by 

providing in baptism an objective seal of conversion and spiritual rebirth. When baptism is not 

2For exarnple, Johannes Schneider, Baptism and Church in the New Testament, tram. Ernest A. 
Payne (London: Carey Kingsgate Press, 1957). 

'Paul A. Basden, ed., Hm Ow Theology Changed? Southern Baptist Thought Since 1845 
(Nashville: B roadman & Holman, 1 994). 

4 Clark H. Pinnock, FZarne of Love: A Theology of the Ho& Spirii (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity 
Press, 1 996), 1 19- 129; Stanley J. Grenz, Theologyfor the Community of God (Nashville: Broadman 
& Holman, 1999, 670-675; Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblicd 
Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 953-954. 



allowed to f ic t ion  in this way, the typical result is an introspective approach to the experience of 

conversion, a search for signs of grace in one's own private psychological experience. The natural 

result of such subjectivism is either personal despair over the ambiguity of experience or a 

judgrnental attitude toward othen who cannot articulate the "right" End of experience.' Many 

evangelists in Baptist and other evangelical contexts have perceived this problem (either consciously 

or unconsciously), and they have provided substitutes for baptism in the form of tangible physical 

responses known in the middle of the 191h century as the "anxious seat" and more recentiy as the 

"altar call." Charles Finney (1792-1875), a father of such modem techniques, articulated the 

connection between such measures and baptism: 

In the days of the apostles baptism answered this purpose. The gospel was preached to the 
people, and then d l  those who were willing to be on the side of Christ were called on to be 
baptized. It held the precise place that the anxious seat does now, as a public manifestation 
of their determination to be ChristiansO6 

It is thus recognized in practice that if union with Christ is to be an experiential reality, then the 

entrance into that union calls for some event which translates the attitude of faith into a personal act. 

Baptism admirably serves this purpose according to both Scripture and experience, and only a 

perverse anti-sacramentalism prevents the recognition of this. Baptism not only serves to objectify 

the faith-response of the baptizand, but also afirms the divine action of grace, in that baptism is 

fundamentally something done to the individual rather than by the individual. 

One of the major emphases of the Baptist tradition has always been the unique authority of 

Scnpture, with al1 that is thus implied about fieedom to rethink al1 traditions, including Baptist 

'Hicks, "Rational Religion," 2 12. 

'Charles Grandison Fimey, Lectures on the Revivals of Religion, ed. William G. McLoughlin 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960),268. 
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a traditions. As noted in this study, one of the key elements in the British Baptist reformulation of 

baptism along sacramental lines was a reassessment of the New Testament baptismal language. If 

other Baptists in the world are tme to their histonc phciples, then they should at least admit that 

the non-sacramental paradigm which has dominated their baptismal theology for some time may be 

inadequate and in need of modification. If that can be admitted, then the British Baptist voices 

deserve a hearing. 
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