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Those who do actually profess repentance towards God, faith in, and obedience to, our Lord Jesus 
Christ, are the only proper subjects of this ordinance (2ndLCF 29.2). 

 
We already have anticipated the doctrine of this paragraph in our treatment of paragraph one.1 
There we saw that the significance of Christian baptism presupposes that the spiritual realities 
signified by the ordinance exist prior to the administration of the ordinance. Since this is the case, 
baptism cannot be a sign to any who have not experienced the spiritual realities which the 
ordinance signifies. Baptism is legitimate only for those who already have fellowship with Christ 
in his death and resurrection, who have been engrafted into him, whose sins have been remitted, 
and who personally have committed themselves to live and walk in newness of life. 

The present paragraph (2nd LCF 29:2), which takes up the question of the proper subjects of 
Christian baptism, is perfectly consistent with what baptism signifies. “Those who do actually 
profess repentance towards God, faith in, and obedience to, our Lord Jesus Christ, are the only 
proper subjects of this ordinance.” 

Once again (as with the opening paragraph of this chapter of our Confession), we may 
understand our Confession’s doctrine best by comparing it with the doctrine found in the 
Westminster Confession of Faith (WCF), for at this point our Confession’s statement consciously 
was crafted to deny what is claimed by the WCF. On the question of the proper subjects of 
baptism, the WCF says, “Not only those who do actually profess faith in and obedience unto 
Christ, but also the infants of one or both believing parents, are to be baptized” (28.4). In what 
follows, first we will examine the exegetical basis of the WCF statement, and then consider the 
exegetical basis of our Confession’s statement. 

 
Genesis 17:7, 9-10, The Abrahamic Covenant, and Paedobaptism 

 
On what basis do our paedobaptist brethren rest their case for infant baptism? The answer is 

that the Scripture proof for infant baptism offered by the WCF contains several kinds of texts (as 
we will see); but cited first is Gen. 17:7, 9-10, which contains the command to Abraham to 
circumcise his children. This text is cited first not because (among the texts cited) it appears first 
in the Bible, for the WCF does not cite its Scripture proofs according to biblical order (cf., e.g., 
WCF 28.6), but because it is the foundation text of the paedobaptist argument for infant baptism. 
And that this is the case may easily be seen from the way paedobaptists treat the subject. For 
example, John Murray says: 
 

The argument for infant baptism rests upon the recognition that God’s redemptive action and 
revelation in this world are covenantal. In a word, redemptive action is covenant action and 
redemptive revelation is covenant revelation. Embedded in this covenantal action of God is the 
principle that the infant seed of believers are embraced with their parents in the covenant relation 
and provision. It is this method of God’s administration of grace in the world that must be 
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appreciated. It belongs to the New Testament as well as to the Old. It is its presence and 
significance that grounds infant baptism.2

 
Later Prof. Murray is even more specific, saying, “The basic premise of the argument for infant 
baptism is that the New Testament economy is the unfolding and fulfilment of the covenant made 
with Abraham.”3 In the same vein, citing the confessional standards of his own church (i.e., the 
Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, and the Canons of Dort), Louis Berkhof says, “It 
will be observed that all these statements are based on the commandment of God to circumcise 
the children of the covenant, for in the last analysis that commandment is the ground of infant 
baptism.”4

The manner of arguing from Genesis 17 (and from the Abrahamic Covenant) may be 
expressed in the following statements, taken from Murray: 
 

1. “The argument in support of infant baptism is based upon the essential unity and continuity of 
the covenant grace administered to Abraham, unfolded in the Mosaic and Davidic covenants, 
and attaining its highest fruition in the new covenant. . . . So it is proper and necessary to say 
that the new covenant is the fulfilment and unfolding of the Abrahamic covenant (cf. Gal. 3:15-
17).” 

 
2. “The covenant made with Abraham included the infant seed, and was signified and sealed by 

circumcision administered by divine command (Gen. 17:9-14).” 
 
3. “Since the infant seed of the faithful were embraced in the covenant relation, and there is no 

indication that this feature of covenant administration has been abrogated under the new 
covenant, the conclusion derived from the unity and continuity of covenant grace is that the 
same privilege belongs to the infant seed of believers under the new covenant.” 

 
4. In addition, there is the evidence showing the continuance of this principle (Matt. 19:13, 14; 

Acts 2:38, 39; 16:15, 33, 34; 1 Cor. 1:16; 1 Cor. 7:14; Eph. 6:1, 4; Col. 3:20, 21).” 
 
5. “These considerations are the ground for the propriety and validity of infant baptism.”5 
 
How shall we respond to the arguments by which Prof. Murray supports infant baptism from 

the covenant with Abraham? We agree that “it is proper and necessary to say that the new 
covenant is the fulfilment and unfolding of the Abrahamic covenant (cf. Gal. 3:15-17).” This is 
evident from the text cited, along with its context (cf., Gal. 3:6-29; 4:28-29). That the New 
Covenant established by Jesus Christ is the present administration of the Abrahamic Covenant is 
beyond question. Not only does this fact alone explain the way that Paul argues in Galatians (for 
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if believers are “Abraham’s seed,” then the covenant with Abraham in some sense must still be in 
effect) but also it underlies Paul’s arguments in Romans 4 and Romans 9-11, as well as justifies 
his referring to the church of Jesus Christ as “the Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16) and to believers in 
Christ (whether Jew or Gentile) as “the circumcision” (Phil. 3:3; cf., Rom. 2:28-29) who are no 
longer “alienated from the commonwealth of Israel” (Eph. 2:11-13; cf., 2:19; 3:6). But while we 
recognize continuity between the Abrahamic and New Covenants, we also must recognize 
diversity between them, for we cannot place an equals sign between them as though they are 
identical. The simple fact that we no longer are obliged to circumcise our sons indicates that there 
is more to the story than “the essential unity and continuity” of the Abrahamic and New 
Covenants. 

The New Covenant brought with it certain changes in the Abrahamic Covenant (even as the 
Mosaic Covenant had done). In many things the Abrahamic and New Covenants are the same–the 
New Testament makes this plain–we readily admit this; however, in some things they are 
different, and we know this also from the testimony of the New Testament. But when Prof. 
Murray says, “The argument in support of infant baptism is based upon the essential unity and 
continuity of the covenant grace administered to Abraham, unfolded in the Mosaic and Davidic 
covenants, and attaining its highest fruition in the new covenant,” he ignores this. It is the 
differences between the Abrahamic and New Covenants which make his conclusion impossible, 
their “essential unity and continuity” notwithstanding. And what chief difference makes his 
conclusion impossible? It is the difference in the identity of the “seed of Abraham.” 

The Abrahamic Covenant first was established with Abraham at Haran, and then 
progressively revealed in conjunction with the major incidents of his life. Under the terms of this 
covenant, God promised Abraham three things–seed, land, and blessing. When we come to the 
New Testament, these promises remain; but they are not described in precisely the same way as 
they are in the Old Testament. Let’s consider these promises one at a time–in the order (1) the 
land, (2) the blessing, and (3) the seed promised. 
 
1. The Promised Land 
The promised land is Canaan (cf., Gen. 12:5-7; 13:14-17; 15:7-8, 18; 17:8). This promise was 
fulfilled when, after God redeemed his people from captivity in Egypt, Israel entered Canaan and 
took possession of their inheritance (cf., Deut. 1:8, 9:4-6; Josh. 1:1-4; 21:43-45; 1 Chron. 18:3; 
Neh. 9:7-8, 23-24, 36). 

The prophets, of course, prophesied another captivity (not in Egypt but in Babylon) as 
judgment on Israel and Judah’s sin. And in these prophecies, they also spoke of a future 
restoration from the captivity. They foretold a restoration to the land of Canaan, but also saw far 
beyond that to the entry of God’s people into a land greater than Canaan. In other words, the 
prophets saw the Jews’ return to the promised land, but they also saw in the same vision the 
heavenly rest of the people of God of which the earthly Canaan and earthly Jerusalem were type 
and foreshadowing. 

When we come to the New Testament, which is the record of the New Covenant form of the 
Abrahamic Covenant, what has happened to the promise of the land? The answer is that nowhere 
in the New Testament is inheritance of the physical land of Canaan part of the Christian’s hope. 
The promise of the earthly Canaan disappears and the land greater than Canaan (the heavenly 
rest, the new heavens and earth, the New Jerusalem) alone is the focus of covenant expectation 
with regard to the inheritance of God’s people. As Iain Murray rightly says, “In the New 
Testament the church of Christ ceases to be connected in any theocratic manner with any land. 
Ours is ‘the Jerusalem above’, ‘the heavenly Jerusalem’ (Gal. 4:26; Heb. 12:22).”6
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We see this plainly in the Book of Hebrews. For example, consider Hebrews 3-4. There the 
writer likens his readers’ situation to that of the generation of Israelites who perished in the 
wilderness. And this is the analogy that he presses: (1) the wilderness generation had been 
redeemed from Egypt, was in the wilderness with Canaan before them, but did not enter the 
promised land because of unbelief; (2) you have been redeemed from sin, are now in the 
wilderness of temptation with the promised heavenly rest still ahead. Don’t be like the Israelites 
who fell away because of their unbelief. You are not in heaven yet. You have not received the 
consummation of your inheritance, so take heed. “Let us therefore give diligence to enter into that 
rest, that no man fall after the same example of disobedience” (4:11). 

In the process of this argument, the writer of Hebrews says something very important about 
the land promised in the Abrahamic Covenant. He says that though Joshua had brought the next 
generation of Israelites into the promised land, he could not give them the “rest” which the land 
symbolized (4:8). Moreover, he says (by way of citing Ps. 95) that when the people were in the 
promised land of Canaan, David still warned them to beware not entering God’s “rest” (3:7-11). 
In other words, one could be in the land of Canaan and not have the “rest” that the land 
symbolized. The land had always pointed forward to something greater, i.e., to God’s own 
Sabbath rest, to the heavenly country which even Abraham himself most sought after as the thing 
which God had promised to him (cf., Heb. 11:8-10, 13-16). From the beginning, therefore, the 
promise of the land was understood as symbolizing something greater. 

When Christ established the New Covenant, the symbol gave way to the reality symbolized. 
The priesthood, the sacrifices, the temple are all gone, replaced by the greater New Covenant 
realities which they foreshadowed and typified. If the promise of the physical land of Canaan is 
still in force, it is unique among the symbols of greater New Covenant realities. In a word, for the 
New Covenant believer the promised land is no longer earthly Canaan but a heavenly land. That 
which Abraham most looked for in the promise of the land is the only land with which we now 
have to do. 
 
2. The Promised Blessing 
As the promise of blessing unfolds in the Old Testament, like the promise of the land, it also has 
two aspects. First, there is a promise of great physical blessing (Gen. 12:2). God will make of 
Abraham a great nation and give them the land of Canaan as an inheritance. There Abraham’s 
numerous posterity will enjoy the fruitfulness of the land, womb, etc. (cf., Lev. 26, esp. 26:42; Dt. 
28). Bonar says, “The Lord made Israel ‘Jeshurun,’ i.e., The Prosperous One, blessing him with 
all temporal things whenever Israel sought the spiritual. . . . Israel was offered the privilege of 
being, even in respect of temporal blessings, a type of Eden restored.”7

Second, the Abrahamic Covenant also contains the promise of great spiritual blessing. This is 
seen especially in the promises “In thee shall all the families of the earth be blessed” (12:3) and 
“In thy seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed” (22:18). As this aspect of the promise 
unfolds, we do not see the Jews sharing their physical prosperity with the other nations of the 
earth; rather, spiritual blessing comes to the nations through Christ and the gospel. Indeed the 
promise of “blessing” in the Abrahamic Covenant is applied in the New Testament exclusively to 
redemptive blessing through Christ (with no idea of physical blessing involved). There is not any 
mention in the New Testament of the number of children that Christians will have, or of wealth 
and physical prosperity, as evidence of God’s covenant blessing. Rather, the blessing that comes 
to the nations under the New Covenant is exclusively the gospel blessing of redemption in Christ 
and its attendant spiritual blessings. 
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Consider, for example, Acts 3:25-26. Peter there speaks to a Jewish audience. And the 
blessing that he speaks of as fulfilling the promise of the Abrahamic covenant is God’s “turning 
away every one of you from your iniquities.” Peter makes no mention of physical blessing 
whatever. Also, at Gal. 3:7-9, Paul identifies the promise of blessing at Gen. 12:3 as “the gospel 
preached beforehand unto Abraham.” And at Gal. 3:13-14, he says that the blessing promised to 
Abraham, which has come upon the Gentiles “in Christ Jesus,” is “the promise of the Spirit 
through faith.” As originally given, the Abrahamic Covenant contained the promise both of 
physical and spiritual blessing, but when we come to the New Covenant, the physical aspect of 
the blessing has disappeared and the greater, spiritual blessing to which it pointed alone remains. 
 
3. The Promised Seed 
The promise to Abraham of a “seed” is, of course, our main concern (cf., Gen. 12:2; 13:16; 15:1-
5; 17:4-7, 10-21; 21:12-13; 22:16-18). From these texts we learn that the seed of promise is said 
to come through Sarah’s womb, i.e., from the beginning the covenant seed is distinguished from 
the merely natural seed of Abraham. Moreover, the covenant seed of Abraham is the channel 
through which the earth will be blessed. The implication of 22:17-18 is that this will be fulfilled 
preeminently in the victory of one particular descendant of Abraham over his enemies (cf., Lk. 
1:74; Jn. 8:56; Gal. 3:16).8

But who are the seed of Abraham? We may be tempted to assume that they are the natural 
descendants of Abraham. This is, after all, the normal meaning of the term “seed” or 
“descendants.” As used in these texts, however, the term embraces more than the idea of physical 
posterity. As the promise unfolds, there are two discernible groups of Abraham’s descendants–the 
natural (physical) seed and the covenant (spiritual) seed. 

Consider first that the Lord distinguishes between Isaac and Ishmael (Gen. 17:18-21). 
Ishmael was as much the physical seed of Abraham as Isaac; Isaac, however, was the covenant 
seed. Both are called Abraham’s “seed” (Ishmael, cf., Gen. 21:13); yet they are treated 
differently. Though Ishmael receives a blessing because he is Abraham’s son (21:13), Isaac alone 
inherits the covenant blessing and promised land. In Rom. 9:6-9, Paul takes this fact into account 
and makes it clear that Isaac was a child “of promise” and a child “of God” (thus, not merely a 
physical but a spiritual descendant of Abraham), while Ishmael was a child “of the flesh” (i.e., 
merely a physical descendant of Abraham). 

We can make the same observation regarding the sons of Keturah and the concubines (Gen. 
25:1-6, 11). All these were the natural descendants of Abraham (as much as Isaac was); but only 
Isaac inherited the land and blessing. 

In the sons of Isaac, we see the same distinction between the natural and the spiritual seed of 
Abraham. Both Jacob and Esau were physically descended from Isaac and Abraham; yet the 
covenant passes to Jacob (Gen. 28:1-4, 13-15). At Rom. 9:10-13, Paul makes the same point with 
reference to Jacob and Esau that he makes at 9:6-9 with reference to Isaac and Ishmael. Jacob is 
the elect seed of Isaac and Abraham to whom the inheritance comes and through whom the 
covenant is perpetuated.9

When we come to the NT, the idea of the spiritual seed so predominates that it is regarded as 
the only true seed of Abraham. Consider first that, though he says that he knows of their physical 
descent from Abraham, Jesus denies to the Jews the title “Abraham’s seed” in its fullest 
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signification, i.e., that they are the children of God, and traces their spiritual paternity to the devil 
(Jn. 8:31-44). Though the Jews to whom Jesus spoke were Abraham’s physical descendants, yet 
because they did not do “the works of Abraham,” he says that they are not Abraham’s children in 
the only sense that now matters, i.e., they are not God’s children but the children of the devil. The 
Abrahamic Covenant is still in force, but only those “who do the works of Abraham” are 
reckoned as his seed. 

Consider also what Paul says on this subject at Rom. 2:28-29 and 4:9-12, 16-17. Paul makes 
it plain that Abraham’s seed are “all those who believe,” whether Jew or Gentile, and that it is not 
a circumcision of the flesh which matters but a circumcision of the heart. Those who have heart 
circumcision (who are regenerated), whether or not they are physically circumcised, are the true 
Israel. Coming again to Romans 9, who are the children of promise who are counted as 
Abraham’s seed (9:8)? Who are the vessels of mercy (9:23)? Paul’s answer is, “even us whom he 
called, not from the Jews only, but also from the Gentiles” (9:24). Abraham’s seed are those 
(including Gentiles) who attain to righteousness by faith (9:30). 

Consider also Paul’s argument in Gal. 3:7-9, 13-14, 16, 19, 26, 29; 4:28-29; 6:16. These texts 
confirm in plain language what we’ve already seen, i.e., that under the terms of the New 
Covenant (i.e., under the terms of the Abrahamic Covenant as now expressed in the New 
Covenant), only believers in Christ are reckoned as Abraham’s covenant seed. 

See also Eph. 2:11-13, 19 and Phil. 3:2-3. In these texts Paul says that believing Gentiles 
(though not the physical seed of Abraham) under the terms of the New Covenant are now 
admitted into the commonwealth of Israel and made party to “the covenants of the promise.” 
Indeed, warning believers to beware the merely natural seed of Abraham, whom he calls “the 
concision” or “the mutilation,” taking from the Jews their most cherished title (i.e., “the 
circumcision,” which pointed to their physical descent from Abraham), Paul says of believers in 
Christ (whether Jew or Gentile) that “we are the circumcision,” which is to say, we are the true 
seed of Abraham. 

It is impossible to read these texts and not see that the New Covenant has to do only with 
Abraham’s spiritual seed. Merely natural descendants of believing Abraham are excluded. In fact, 
the New Testament makes such a radical distinction between the natural and spiritual seed that 
the privileges of the covenant are taken away from the merely natural seed and are exclusively the 
property of the spiritual seed. 

By way of summary, before the establishment of the New Covenant, all three elements of the 
Abrahamic Covenant (land, blessing, seed) had a physical and a spiritual aspect. But when we 
come to the New Covenant, the physical aspect of the promises of the Abrahamic Covenant has 
disappeared and only the spiritual aspect remains, i.e., a heavenly land, gospel blessing, and a 
spiritual seed. 

Now, returning to the case which paedobaptists wish to rest on “the essential unity and 
continuity” of the Abrahamic and New Covenants, we must recognize that what we see under the 
New Covenant, where the Abrahamic Covenant indeed attains “its highest fruition,” invalidates 
their argument. Under the New Covenant the idea of physical descent (whatever role it played in 
previous epochs of redemptive history) now is excluded as grounds for regarding persons as party 
to the Abrahamic Covenant. Prof. Murray says, “The covenant made with Abraham included the 
infant seed, and was signified and sealed by circumcision administered by divine command (Gen. 
17:9-14). . . . Since the infant seed of the faithful were embraced in the covenant relation, and 
there is no indication that this feature of covenant administration has been abrogated under the 
new covenant, the conclusion derived from the unity and continuity of covenant grace is that the 
same privilege belongs to the infant seed of believers under the new covenant” (italics mine). But, 
as we have seen, there is every indication that this feature of the Abrahamic Covenant has 
changed with the establishment of the New Covenant. And this change, i.e., that now the parties 

 



of the covenant are in no way reckoned according to physical descent, invalidates the 
paedobaptist argument for infant baptism from Genesis 17, for its most basic premise is seen to 
be defective. 

In the following pages, we will examine other texts which paedobaptists cite in defense of 
their doctrine of infant baptism. But already, we need to recognize that what they regard as their 
strongest argument is so defective as to invalidate their conclusion from it. We must not be 
surprised then if their other (supposedly weaker) arguments also are defective. 

 
The New Testament and Paedobaptism 

 
As we have seen, paedobaptists put the main weight of their case on the covenant made with 

Abraham, appealing to the “essential unity and continuity” of that covenant and the New 
Covenant, where the Abrahamic Covenant attains “its highest fruition.” In addition, they point us 
to a number of New Testament texts that, they say, evidence the continuance of the inclusion of 
the infant seed of believers in the covenant. Let’s look at these each in turn. 

 
1. Mark 10:13-16 
Consider first the incident recorded in Mk. 10:13-16 (cf., Matt. 19:13-15; Lk. 18:15-17). 
Paedobaptists cite this text as one of the key Scripture proofs for the doctrine of infant baptism, in 
spite of the fact that Jesus does not baptize the children brought to him. Their argument rests on 
their interpretation of the words “of such is the kingdom of God” (10:14). Prof. Murray, e.g., 
rightly says that the pronoun toiou/toj (here the genitive toiou,twn, “of such”) means “of this kind, 
sort, or class.” But then he concludes: “It is necessary to note the class of which Jesus had been 
speaking; it is distinctly and only of the infant class. This class alone provides us with the 
antecedent of the toiou,twn and not at all the class of those who are of childlike and humble 
spirit.”10 In like manner, also denying that Jesus is speaking of the childlike, he says, “What Jesus 
is asserting here is rather that the kingdom of God belongs to little children and that they are 
members of it, not at all that the kingdom of God belongs to such as resemble little children.”11

Prof. Murray admits that this text does not “offer stringent proof of infant baptism” nor 
“provide us with an express command to baptise infants”; however, he believes that he finds in it 
three principles which, he says: 

 
lie close to the argument for infant baptism and without which the ordinance of infant baptism 
would be meaningless. These principles are: (1) that little children, even infants, are among 
Christ’s people and are members of his body; (2) that they are members of his kingdom and 
therefore have been regenerated; (3) that they belong to the church, in that they are to be received 
as belonging to Christ, that is to say, received into the fellowship of the saints.12

 
But is this the correct interpretation of our Lord’s words? Is it true that “what Jesus is asserting 
here is rather that the kingdom of God belongs to little children and that they are members of it, 
not at all (italics mine) that the kingdom of God belongs to such as resemble little children”? 
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At this point, Broadus’s observation is helpful. Speaking of the interpretation of this text by 
Greek commentators in the early church, who presumably would have known the implication of 
the pronoun toiou/toj, Broadus says: 
 

All the Greek commentators explain it as meaning the childlike, none of them mentioning children 
as included, and several expressly stating the contrary. Nor does any Greek commentator, so far as 
we can find, mention infant baptism in connection with the passage, though they all practiced that 
rite.13

 
Broadus’s point, of course, is that the paedobaptist use of this text is not really supported by the 
grammar–otherwise the early Greek commentators, who themselves were paedobaptists, would 
have noted this and used the text in support of their doctrine of baptism. Instead, the meaning that 
they found in the text is precisely the one that Prof. Murray says is “not at all” our Lord’s 
meaning. 

Now, if Jesus had stopped with the words “of such is the kingdom of God,” perhaps our 
paedobaptist friends would have a case; but (Prof. Murray’s “not at all” notwithstanding) Jesus in 
fact does indicate that he has in mind “such as resemble little children.” Jesus explains what he 
means by “of such is the kingdom of God” in the next words of the text, saying, “Verily I say 
unto you, Whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as (or, like, w`j) a little child, he shall 
in no wise enter into it” (Mk. 10:15; cf., Lk. 18:17). Here the conjunction ẁj indicates 
comparison (“as” or “like”) and may not legitimately be translated here in a temporal sense (i.e., 
“while”), in the way required by Prof. Murray’s interpretation of Mk. 10:14 and its parallels. 

Interestingly, Prof. Murray suggests, quite unconvincingly, that our Lord’s statements in Mk. 
10:14 and 10:15 (i.e., in consecutive verses, cf., Lk. 18:16-17) are not to be interpreted in light of 
one another.14 He further argues from the absence of the words of Mk. 10:15 (cf., Lk. 18:17) in 
Matthew’s account of this incident: “Matthew, therefore, indicates that the statement, ‘Of such is 
the kingdom of heaven’ was valid and was to be understood quite independently of any mention 
of the additional observation reported by Mark and Luke, namely, that whosoever will not receive 
the kingdom of God as a little child shall not enter therein.”15 I cannot imagine a more tenuous 
line of reasoning concerning statements that obviously are exegetical of one other. On this 
premise every harmonizing interpretation of parallel passages in the Synoptics would be suspect. 
Happily, Prof. Murray was not consistent in using this approach everywhere in the Synoptics, for 
he applies the harmonizing method in defense of the so-called “exception clause” at Matt. 19:18, 
though it is missing from the parallel at Mk. 10:11 (cf., Lk. 16:18).16

It is true that in this text our Lord shows his willingness that children should come to him and 
that he forbids any from hindering them. This, however, isn’t his main point, which is to illustrate 
the attitude that must mark those who receive the kingdom of God and enter into it. As B.B. 
Warfield says: 
 

The message which the incident is made by our Lord to bring us, therefore,–and which, 
accordingly, the passage directly teaches us with no inferences of ours–does not concern either 
infant baptism or infant salvation, but distinctly the constitution of the Kingdom of God. The 
Kingdom of God, it asserts, is made up, not of children, but of the childlike. . . . This is as much as 

                                                 
13John A. Broadus, Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew, in An American Commentary on the New Testament, 

ed. Alvah Hovey (Philadelphia: The American Baptist Publication Society, 1886), 402.  For the evidence in support of 
this assertion, see 402-404. 

14Murray, Christian Baptism, 63. 
15Ibid., 65. 
16See John Murray, Divorce (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed Publishing Co., 1961), 45-54. 

 



to say, not only that childlikeness characterizes the recipients of the Kingdom, but that 
childlikeness is the indispensable prerequisite to entrance into it.17

 
The childlike quality that Jesus had in mind is that of complete dependence and trustfulness. 

The setting in which he uttered these words confirms this. Parents were carrying their babes in 
their arms and leading their children by the hand, bringing them to Jesus for his blessing. There is 
no image of helpless dependence and trust in all the world comparable to a babe lying in its 
mother’s arms or a child led hand in hand by its father, being taken where it should go. Jesus’ 
point, of course, is, in Warfield’s words, “that the Kingdom of heaven is made up of those who 
are helplessly dependant on the King of the Heavens. . . . the children of the Kingdom come into 
it like children of the world into the world–naked and stripped of everything, infants who are to 
be done for, who can not do for themselves.”18

Now, shall we say that our Lord’s explanation of his own words is “not at all” his point? 
Certainly not! His meaning (even in the parallel passage at Matt. 19:14, where his explanation is 
lacking) is the same as on another occasion (recorded at Matt. 18:3). Having called a little child to 
him, Jesus said, “Verily I say to you, Unless you are converted and become as little children, you 
will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven.” To treat Mk. 10:13-16 and its parallels as Prof. 
Murray does is strained–and indeed (given what we saw in 2ndLCF 29.1 concerning the 
significance of Christian baptism) would require that we say with him that the infants in view 
“have been regenerated”19–and that with no other warrant than that our use of the text requires it. 
 
2. Acts 2:38-39 
Paedobaptists also cite Acts 2:38-39 as proof for their doctrine: 
 

And Peter said unto them, Repent ye, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ 
unto the remission of your sins; and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For to you is the 
promise, and to your children, and to all that are afar off, even as many as the Lord our God shall 
call unto him. 

 
Prof. Murray says concerning this text that “the important consideration is that the promise, 

which is urged as an incentive to, or reason for, repentance and baptism, stands in the same 
relation to the children as to the adults being addressed.”20 I agree with this statement, but differ 
from Prof. Murray in his insisting that the infant children of those present were included in such a 
way as to warrant their being baptized with their believing parents. 

This text gives no warrant for the practice of infant baptism. In fact, the context requires that 
we deny that infants were baptized on the day of Pentecost. At 2:41 we read, “They then that 
received his word were baptized.” Unless we are prepared to argue that infants received the words 
of the apostle and obeyed the command to repent of their sins, we cannot argue logically that they 
were baptized. 

Moreover, the promise extends to “all that are afar off.” The most generally received 
interpretation of these words is that they extend the promise of the Holy Spirit to the Gentiles.21 
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Shall we apply this expression in the same way that our paedobaptist brethren apply “and to your 
children”? Shall we administer baptism to others (in this case, to Gentiles), who like our infant 
children, have not yet repented of their sins and received the apostolic gospel? Surely these 
expressions must be treated the same way. Paedobaptists do not do this. Prof. Murray, e.g., while 
insisting that “the injunctions of Peter on the day of Pentecost, and the practice followed on that 
occasion, make it clear that repentance, the faith of the gospel, and the reception of the Word, are 
the conditions upon which baptism was administered (Acts 2:38, 41, 42, 44)” and that (in the case 
of adults) “the church accepts for baptism those who make an intelligent and uncontradicted 
confession of faith,” nevertheless also insists that the expression “and to your children” requires a 
different principle and procedure, i.e., that “the basis upon which baptism is dispensed to infants” 
is the “divine institution,” by which he means “the covenant made with Abraham” which 
“included the infant seed.”22 But is Acts 2:39 to be disjointed in such a fashion? Did Joel, when 
he uttered the prophecy that lies behind Peter’s exhortation, envision a differing principle and 
procedure for “your sons and daughters” than for “all flesh”? No. As Paul plainly shows (when 
also citing Joel’s prophecy), there is one gospel and its principle is that “all (whether Jew or 
Greek) who call upon the name of the Lord will be saved” (Rom. 10:13, cf., Joel 2:32). Peter says 
that the promise is to “as many as the Lord our God shall call unto him.” This is also Joel’s 
doctrine: “And it shall come to pass, that whosoever shall call on the name of Jehovah shall be 
delivered; for in mount Zion and in Jerusalem there shall be those that escape, as Jehovah hath 
said, and among the remnant [dyrIf', the survivors] those whom Jehovah doth call” (Joel 2:32). The 
“survivors” (the delivered ones) that Jehovah calls by the gospel and to which he gives his Spirit 
are those who call upon the name of the Lord. This is the only principle and procedure that Joel 
describes. This is the only principle and procedure described in Acts 2. 

The true meaning of Acts 2:39 is that the scope of God’s promise is as wide as the net which 
he will draw in his sovereign grace. In the gospel net, spread by the preaching of the free offer of 
the gospel and drawn by the effectual call of God, will be gathered Jews throughout successive 
generations (“to you and to your children”) and Gentiles of every nation, tongue, and tribe (“all 
who are afar off”). Gathered in God’s net will be a catch comprised of “as many as the Lord our 
God shall call unto himself” (with no regard to ethnic or racial distinction). Burdened by the guilt 
of their sin (cf., 2:37), Peter’s Jewish hearers should not fear that God has exhausted his 
willingness to forgive or that there is no room for them at his throne of grace. Whether Peter 
recalls their words, “His blood be upon us and upon our children”(Matt. 27:25), we cannot know; 
however, Peter’s words “and to your children” certainly are well suited to set their hearts at rest. 
They and their children can be delivered, but the terms are the same for both–as Paul says “the 
promise of the Spirit” is “through faith” (Gal. 3:14). 
 
3. Household baptism texts 
Paedobaptists also point to the so-called “household” baptisms mentioned in the New Testament 
as proof for their doctrine. Citing Acts 16:15, 33-34 and 1 Cor. 1:16 (with which he bids us 
compare Acts 10:47, 48; 11:14), Prof. Murray says: 
 

These are the instances of household baptism. We cannot prove conclusively that there were 
infants in these households. But the significance of such explicit reference to the baptism of 
households appears when we take into account two considerations. There is, first of all, the fact 
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