“The issue of paedobaptism is not merely a topic that is talked about in the
ivory tower of church history, but equally delves deep into the life of the
church and family. It can be overwhelming to study this subject, requiring
the grasp of the exegetical details of numerous texts, biblical theology, sys-
tematics, and church history. That is where Goeman’s work steps in. This
volume is a wonderful guide through the plethora of angles on this issue, not
only walking through the arguments, in compelling and concise fashion,
but also providing an excellent discussion on the rich significance of this or-
dinance. This book is an excellent resource to give to those who have ques-
tions or are wrestling through the question of infant- versus credobaptism.”

Abner Chou, President and John F. MacArthur
Endowed Fellow, The Master’s University

“The question of whether to baptize their infant children is a significant
challenge for many Christian parents. In his new book, The Baptism De-
bate, Peter Goeman carefully examines the best arguments for infant bap-
tism and shows from Scripture that only those who profess faith in Christ
should be baptized. Goeman’s work is thoroughly researched, clearly writ-
ten, and exegetically compelling. I couldn’t recommend it more highly to
anyone who is wrestling with this issue!”

Matt Waymeyer, Associate Pastor, Grace Immanuel
Bible Church; Academic Dean,
The Expositors Seminary

“Peter Goeman provides a superb resource that fairly critiques the belief in
and practice of paedobaptism common in Reformed circles. He also offers
a clear understanding of the strong scriptural support for believer’s or bib-
lical baptism. Anyone desiring to correctly understand this key issue will
find this book a great help for their understanding of God’s intentions for
His followers.”

Michael Grisanti, Professor of Old Testament,
The Master’s Seminary



“Friendly doctrinal divisions among faithful orthodox believers can be
found throughout church history. In our current age of pragmatism and
watered-down doctrine, it is refreshing to read an articulate yet gracious
defense of a Baptist understanding of baptism. Peter Goeman helpfully
lays out the key issues, showing readers how the doctrine of baptism has
far-reaching implications for one’s system of theology. This volume is a
wonderful resource for believers seeking to better understand the full sig-
nificance of Christian baptism.”

Kaspars Ozolins, Assistant Professor of Old
Testament Interpretation, The Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary

“Peter Goeman clears away the debris of tradition, misinterpretation and
speculation so that the sunlight of scripture can illuminate the truth of be-
liever’s baptism. With a scholar’s mind and a shepherd’s heart, he offers a
clear and compelling understanding of this significant act in the believer’s

life.”

Stephen Davey, Pastor, The Shepherd’s Church;
President, Shepherds Theological Seminary

“In a day when doctrinal distinctives are being downplayed and evangel-
ical ecumenism is promoted, it can be very unpopular to insist on bibli-
cal accuracy in an area that some might call ‘secondary.” Peter Goeman
is concerned, however, that Christians who are lovely people can still be
wrong! But it is not just a matter of simple disagreement on ‘secondary
issues’ that concerns Goeman. He knows that some doctrines have effects
beyond a classroom debate. Such is the practice of infant baptism. Other
doctrines are affected by this practice, even soteriology. With all of his ev-
ident concern, Goeman does not engage in insults, but in an even-handed
discussion of the biblical significance of baptism. I appreciate his informed
theological approach and pray that this volume will have a wide effect. His
concerns need to be heard.”

William Varner, Professor of Biblical Languages and
Bible Exposition, The Master’s University
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Foreword

HE ISSUE OF INFANT baptism continues to be heavily debated in the

Christian community. It has rightly been understood that the issue
of infant baptism vs. believers’ baptism is not an issue in which Christians
should break fellowship. Good Christians disagree on this issue and can
stand united on the gospel. We can celebrate this fact.

Yet this issue is important and getting baptism right has great signif-
icance. Baptism testifies to the reality that the believing sinner has been
united with Christ. He or she has died to sin and has been raised to new-
ness of life (see Romans 6). The person is now placed into and is part of the
new covenant community, the church, that Jesus established. A new heart
and the indwelling ministry of the Holy Spirit have occurred. The con-
science has been cleansed. Baptism represents all these realities. Yet infant
baptism muddies what baptism conveys. When people are baptized who
have not experienced these great truths, the meaning of baptism is lost and
confusion ensues. Thus, we need to make sure we understand what biblical
baptism is and why it is so important.

That is why this book is needed. Peter Goeman offers an in-depth,
tour de force case against infant baptism, particularly as found within Cov-
enant Theology. He does so by offering a deep dive into the most import-
ant biblical and theological issues associated with the debate. As Goeman
shows, there are many substantive reasons against the infant baptism view.
And yet, significantly, he also reveals that the main argument against in-
fant baptism is the compelling positive case for believers’ baptism.

Few people understand the issues concerning the baptism debate like
Peter Goeman. He has deeply studied the issues on both sides and brings a
rare clarity to a complex topic.

For those interested in baptism and the baptism debate, this book is a
must read. It leaves no Scripture text or theological argument uncovered. It
is a serious treatment that both sides of the issue should consider.

Michael J. Vlach
Professor of Theology
Shepherds Theological Seminary
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Introduction

IBELIEVE INFANT BAPTIsSM IS unbiblical and harmful to the church. This
is obviously a controversial statement, and many will disagree with me
(thus, the need for this book). Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Lu-
therans, and many Protestant denominations all practice infant baptism
(also called paedobaptism), making paedobaptism the most common form
of baptism in broader Christendom. However, despite the popularity of
infant baptism, I will show in the following pages that it is an unbiblical
practice and that the Bible indicates only those who profess faith in Christ
should be baptized (a position known as credobaptism).

But first, a word of clarification. Although it would be worthwhile to
examine the infant baptism practiced by Roman Catholics, Eastern Ortho-
dox, or Lutherans, this book will primarily analyze what is called Reformed
infant baptism (sometimes called covenantal infant baptism). I want to fo-
cus on the Reformed understanding of infant baptism for three reasons.
First, Reformed theology has the most complicated and robust defense of
infant baptism. Second, in contrast to the Roman Catholic understanding
of Church tradition, the Reformed paedobaptist recognizes Scripture as
the sole and binding authority on baptism. This means we can center our
dialogue on Scripture, as it should be. Third, and most practically, I have
friends that hold to the Reformed paedobaptist position. Unashamedly, 1
write to persuade them (and you) that infant baptism is unbiblical. It is my
goal to show that Scripture is clear about baptism being only for believers,
and that the Reformed arguments for infant baptism are lacking.

To facilitate this conversation, I have divided this book into eight
chapters. In the first chapter, I set up what is perhaps the defining ques-
tion concerning infant baptism—what is the relationship between faith
and baptism? I show that a biblical analysis demands a strong connection
between faith and baptism. I also show that the early church historically
emphasized faith and baptism through the Reformation. It was not until
the 16th century with the writings of Ulrich Zwingli that there was any



attempt to separate baptism from faith. The Reformed paedobaptist is ea-
ger to separate faith and baptism, because if faith is linked with baptism,
then it would be natural to question infant baptism.

Having raised the issue of faith and baptism, in the second chapter
I summarize the Reformed framework of covenant theology. Under-
standing the Reformed argument for paedobaptism is impossible without
understanding covenant theology. Thus, this chapter briefly outlines the
contours of covenant theology and summarizes how this theological sys-
tem forms the basis for infant baptism.

Following the summary of covenant theology, the third chapter
launches a thorough analysis of the focal point of covenant theology—the
covenant of grace. Because the Reformed paedobaptist position complete-
ly depends on the belief in a covenant of grace, I discuss the arguments
for the covenant of grace. I argue that the Reformed paedobaptist under-
standing of the covenant of grace is fallacious and we should abandon it as
evidence for infant baptism.

The fourth chapter discusses the argument for one people of God,
which is said to be the same in both Old and New Testaments. The Re-
formed proposition that there is one people of God is a crucial compo-
nent of the argument for infant baptism. If the nation of Israel and the
church are the same, the entrance requirement could conceivably be the
same. However, I seek to show in this chapter that, although both Jew and
Gentile are incorporated into the church, Israel keeps a special role and
function in God’s plan. Observing the difference between Jew and Gen-
tile challenges the idea that the entrance requirement into Israel and the
church are the same.

The hfth chapter deserves a significant amount of attention because
it addresses the most important argument for infant baptism from a Re-
formed perspective. In this chapter, I address the fundamental argument
that baptism has replaced circumcision and the two signs are essentially
equal in signifying acceptance into the covenant community. After ana-
lyzing the Reformed viewpoint, I argue that circumcision and baptism are
distinct in their descriptions and significance.

The sixth chapter deals with household baptisms and corporate
headship. The Reformed paedobaptist argues that when the head of the
household embraces Christ, the rest of the family would also be baptized
in solidarity with the head of the household. However, I show how these
household arguments are short-sighted and do not fully consider the bib-
lical evidence.



In the seventh chapter, I deal with the mode and significance of bap-
tism. While chapters two through six deal with negative critiques of the
Reformed paedobaptist argumentation, this seventh chapter provides a
positive presentation about the meaning of baptism. I walk through the
biblical theology of baptism, spending significant time on the New Testa-
ment description of baptism. The definition of baptism in the New Testa-
ment contradicts the paedobaptist position, making it the strongest argu-
ment against infant baptism.

Finally, in the eighth chapter I briefly summarize why this book is
important and why I took the effort to write it. Although baptism is often
relegated to a secondary issue, there are significant ramifications for this
doctrine in the life of the church. Thus, in the final chapter I encourage the
believer to love baptism and to embrace the bible’s teaching on the subject.

Admittedly, not everyone will like this book. I have tried to present
and evaluate the Reformed paedobaptist position fairly, but not every Re-
formed paedobaptist explains things the same way or uses the same pas-
sages the same way. Nevertheless, I have attempted to use well-known
sources to represent the best of the Reformed paedobaptist arguments, but
obviously it is not possible to include every paedobaptist on every issue.

Although there is always more that could be said about baptism, I be-
lieve this book provides an excellent summary of the Reformed paedobap-
tist position. I also think I have provided solid, biblical arguments for why
we should reject the Reformed paedobaptist position. Thus, I pray God
uses this book to challenge those holding to a paedobaptist position and to
encourage others by helping them understand the biblical significance of
baptism.






Chapter 2

Understanding the Reformed
Paedobaptist Position

As WE NOTED LAST chapter, Zwingli revolutionized the arguments for
paedobaptism. Largely because of Zwingli and Calvin, Reformed
paedobaptists today use distinct arguments for paedobaptism that differ
from those used in Lutheran or Catholic churches. Once Zwingli sepa-
rated faith from baptism, the argument for paedobaptism also changed.
Today, systematic covenant theology has become the centerpiece for the
Reformed paedobaptist argument. Thus, we will spend this chapter sum-
marizing and laying out the basics of covenant theology and how it relates
to infant baptism.!

The Foundational Elements of Covenant Theology

Adherents of covenant theology claim it to be the natural outworking of
God’s covenantal relationship with humanity.? Few would disagree with
that general statement, but proponents of covenant theology often debate
the finer details. Although most historians view Zwingli as the originator
of covenant theology,’ it developed into a full-fledged system through the

1 We will be necessarily brief in this chapter, but for a fuller treatment of the connec-
tion between covenant theology and infant baptism, see Stephen J. Wellum, “Baptism and the
Relationship between the Covenants,” in Believer’s Baptism: Sign of the New Covenant in Christ,
ed. Thomas R. Schreiner and Shawn D. Wright, NAC Studies in Bible & Theology (Nashville,
TN: B & H Academic, 2006), 97-162.

2 Michael Horton, Iniroducing Covenant Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2006),
1-14.

3 Lillback notes, “Calvin is not the initiator of covenant theology, since this honor must
really fall to Zwingli. He is not the designer of the first paradigm of covenant thought, since
this distinction falls to Bulllinger” (Lillback, The Binding of God, 311).
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contributions of Zwingli’s successors.* As covenant theology developed
into a system, there emerged a broad agreement on the central components
of covenant theology. Covenant theologian, Michael Horton, summarizes:

A broad consensus emerged in this Reformed (federal) theology
with respect to the existence in Scripture of three distinct cove-
nants: the covenant of redemption (pactum salutis), the covenant
of creation (foederus naturae), and the covenant of grace (foederus
gratiae). The other covenants in Scripture (Noahic, Abrahamic,
Mosaic, Davidic) are all grouped under these broader arrange-
ments.’

These three covenants—the covenant of redemption, the covenant of
creation (more often called the covenant of works)S, and the covenant of
grace—form the basis of covenant theology.

We can define the covenant of redemption as “an eternal pact be-
tween the persons of the Trinity. The Father elects a people in the Son
as their mediator to be brought to saving faith through the Spirit. Thus,
this covenant made by the Trinity in eternity already takes the fall of the
human race into account.” Or, in the words of Berkhof, “The covenant
of redemption may be defined as rthe agreement between the Father, giving
the Son as Head and Redeemer of the elect, and the Son, voluntarily taking the
place of those whom the Father had given Him.” In other words, this is the
pre-Fall covenantal agreement between the members of the Trinity to save
the elect.

The second significant covenant in covenant theology is the covenant
of works. Whereas the covenant of redemption is within the Godhead,
the covenant of works is between humanity and God. The Westminster
Confession (7.2) defines this covenant as follows: “The first covenant made
with man was a covenant of works, wherein life was promised to Adam,
and in him to his posterity, upon condition of perfect and personal obe-
dience.” Obviously, Adam failed to keep this covenant and thereby failed
to secure eternal life for himself and his posterity. According to Frame,
the covenant of works is essential to covenant theology primarily because

4 To trace the historical development of covenant theology, see the fine work of Pette-
grew, “Israel and the Dark Side of the Reformation,” 78-105.

5 Horton, Introducing Covenant Theology, 70.

6 The covenant of works has been referred to as covenant of creation, works, Edenic
covenant, or Adamic covenant.

7 Horton, Introducing Covenant Theology, 70.
8 Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 271. Emphasis in original.
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human beings are identified as covenant breakers in Adam. Additionally,
human beings see God’s perfect standard, which only Jesus can fulfill on
our behalf.?

The final covenant which makes up the foundation of covenant the-
ology is the covenant of grace. Berkhof defines the covenant of grace as
“that gracious agreement between the offended God and the offending
but elect sinner, in which God promises salvation through faith in Christ,
and the sinner accepts this believingly, promising a life of faith and obedi-
ence.”"” The Westminster Confession (7.3) defines and compares this cov-
enant to the covenant of works as follows:

Man by his fall having made himself incapable of life by that
covenant [the covenant of works], the Lord was pleased to make a
second, commonly called the covenant of grace: wherein he freely
offered unto sinners life and salvation by Jesus Christ, requiring of
them faith in him that they may be saved, and promising to give
unto all those that are ordained unto life his Holy Spirit, to make
them willing and able to believe.

Importantly, covenant theology views the covenant of grace as a uni-
fied covenant spanning both Old and New Testaments, although it shows
up in various administrations.!! Zwingli describes this covenant as follows,
“God therefore made no other covenant with the miserable race of man
than that he had already conceived before man was formed. One and the
same testament has always been in force.”'?

This one covenant of grace has many administrations, but it must
be essentially the same throughout Old and New Testaments, according
to covenant theology."” Frame notes, “Scripture mentions covenants that
God made with Noah, Abraham, and others. Theologians have gathered
these covenants together under a master title that includes all of them: the

9 John Frame, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Christian Belief (Phillipsburg, NJ:
P&R Publishing, 2013), 119.

10 Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 277. Emphasis in original has been removed.

11 Notably, many within the Reformed Baptist tradition would say the covenant of
grace is to be equated only with the new covenant. We are concerned primarily with the Re-
formed paedobaptist position here.

12 Ulrich Zwingli, Selected Works of Huldreich Zwingli, ed. Samuel Macauley, trans.
Lawrence A. McClouth, Henry Preble, and George W. Gilmore (Philadelphia, PA: University
of Pennsylvania, 1901), 234.

13 Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 279; Cornelis P. Venema, “Covenant Theology and
Baptism,” in The Case for Covenantal Infant Baptism, ed. Gregg Strawbridge (Phillipsburg, NJ:
P&R Publishing, 2003), 217.
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covenant of grace.”"* Thus, although Scripture speaks of multiple covenants,
covenant theologians view these covenants as a manifestation of the one,
unified covenant of grace between God and humanity.

Covenant Theology and Infant Baptism

Reformed paedobaptists are not shy to assert that their defense of infant
baptism relies on covenant theology. In fact, although many Baptists take
issue with infant baptism not being mentioned anywhere in Scripture, this
is really a simplistic understanding of the Reformed position. In reality,
for the Reformed paedobaptist, the entire debate centers on the unified
covenant of grace.'” Note the words of paedobaptist theologian, Cornelis
Venema:

This debate can be reduced to one principal question: Does the
covenant of grace in its New Testament administration em-

brace the children of believing parents just as it did in the Old
Testament administration? However complex and diverse the
arguments, pro and con, on the subject of infant baptism may

be, this remains the overriding issue. Precisely because the debate
between paedobaptists and Baptists centers on the doctrine of the
covenant of grace, particularly the similarity and dissimilarity of
the covenant in its Old and New Testament administrations, if can

hardly be resolved merely by appealing to specific biblical texts.'

Similarly, in Robert Booth’s book, Children of the Promise, he outlines
the essentials for a defense of infant baptism as follows:

1. Covenant Theology. Throughout the Bible, God relates to his
people by way of a covenant of grace. Covenant theology pro-
vides the basic framework for rightly interpreting Scripture.

14 Frame, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Christian Belief, 119. Emphasis in orig-
inal.

15 Collins explains, “The concept of the covenant of grace developed during the Ref-
ormation in part due to the Anabaptists’ challenges to infant baptism. By asserting the unity of
the covenant of grace under different administrations, Zwingli and others were able to argue
for continuity between the circumcision of covenant children under the Abrahamic and Mo-
saic covenants and the baptism of covenant children under the new covenant. A unified cove-
nant of grace also ensured that there is one way of salvation in every era of redemptive history”
(Brian Collins, “The Covenants of Grace,” in Lexham Survey of Theology, ed. Mark Ward et al.
[Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2018]).

16 Venema, “Covenant Theology and Baptism,” 202. Emphasis added.
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2. Continuity of the Covenant of Grace. The Bible teaches one and
the same way of salvation in both the Old and the New Testa-
ments, despite some different outward requirements.

3. Continuity of the People of God. Since there is one covenant of

grace between God and man, there is one continuous people of
God (the church) in the Old and New Testaments.

4. Continuity of the Covenant Signs. Baptism is the sign of the cove-
nant in the New Testament, just as circumcision was the sign of
the covenant in the Old Testament.

5. Continuity of Households. Whole households are included in
God’s redemptive covenant.'’

The covenant of grace is essential to the Reformed argument because
it provides a lens through which continuity can be established between
the Old and New Testaments. If the sign of the covenant in the Old Tes-
tament was circumcision, then it is reasonable that baptism would be the
manifestation of the covenant sign in the New Testament. If it is the same
covenant, then the need for a similar application of the covenant sign re-
mains. In this view, baptism has replaced circumcision as the sign of the
covenant of grace.

According to such logic, what can be said about circumcision also
applies to baptism. Specifically, that the sign applies not only to believers
but also to their children. One of the best explanations of this connection is
that of B.B. Warhield, who notes:

The argument in a nutshell is simply this: God established His
Church in the days of Abraham and put children into it. They
must remain there until He puts them out. He has nowhere put
them out. They are still then members of His Church and as such
entitled to its ordinances. Among these ordinances is baptism,
which standing in similar place in the New Dispensation to cir-
cumcision in the Old, is like it to be given to children.'

For the covenant theologian, because the covenant is the same and
the God of the covenant is the same, we would expect God to deal with
households and their children rather than only individuals. In other words,

17 Robert R. Booth, Children of the Promise: The Biblical Case for Infant Baptism (Phillips-
burg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 1995), 8.

18 Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield, “The Polemics of Infant Baptism,’
Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1932), 408.

i
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God has obligated himself through a covenant to work with individuals
and their households. Therefore, for the Reformed paedobaptist, not only
would it be strange if infants were ignored in the New Testament while
they were an integral part of the covenant community in the Old Testa-
ment, it would also violate God’s covenant promise. Holding the covenant
of grace as the key theological principle leads some Reformed paedobap-
tists, like Doug Wilson, to say, “The debate about infant baptism is funda-
mentally a debate about children, and not really a debate about baptism at
all.”® Reformed paedobaptists ask a valid question. If children had a place
in the covenant of grace in the Old Testament, why should we remove
them from the covenant of grace in the New Testament?

Not only is a unified covenant of grace essential to the Reformed
paedobaptist argument, but, as Warfield’s quote illustrates, another key
assumption is the unity of the people of God in both Old and New Tes-
taments. Put another way, the Reformed argument for paedobaptism as-
sumes no distinction between Israel in the Old Testament and the church
in the New Testament.

Covenant theologians view this unity of the people of God so strong-
ly that they will regularly refer to Israel as the “church of the Old Testa-
ment.” Because of this assumed continuity between Israel and the church,
there is an expectation that the new covenant community is mixed (ie.,
made up of believers and unbelievers), just like the Old Testament cov-
enant community. In other words, for Reformed paedobaptists there is a
difference between the elect (those saved) and those who are a part of the
covenant community (the church).

To summarize, the Reformed argument for paedobaptism rests on
two foundational realities: (1) the unity of the covenant of grace between
the Old and New Testaments and (2) the unity of the people of God. These
foundational realities lead to the idea that the sign of the covenant of grace
is essentially the same, and that God acts with His people in the same way.
If He has covenanted with them by the same covenant, as argued by cove-
nant theologians, then we would expect the same participants.

19 Douglas Wilson, “Baptism and Children: Their Place in the Old and New Testa-
ments,” in The Case for Covenantal Infant Baptism, ed. Gregg Strawbridge (Phillipsburg, NJ:
P&R Publishing, 2003), 287.
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Figure 2.1. Reformed Paedobaptist Framework
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In this chapter, I have briefly outlined the Reformed argument for paedo-
baptism with no critical evaluation. I have given an overview of the cove-
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nantal system, for it is through this system that the Reformed paedobaptist
argues for infant baptism. The Reformed paedobaptist position entirely
depends on the theological concept of the covenant of grace and the idea
that there is no distinction between Israel and the church. If either of those
realities is invalid, it poses a serious problem for the Reformed paedobaptist

position. In the coming chapters, I will provide a detailed analysis of the
Reformed paedobaptist position in each of the above areas and will provide

a thorough critical evaluation.
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