BAPTISM




Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION AND
PRESUPPOSITIONS

Introduction




The doctrine of covenant baptism has been for many a
source of comfort and great joy, stirring up in them a spirit
of praise to the God who elects, calls, saves, and keeps his
people. Yet for some it can be a cause for confusion,
perhaps due to the proliferation of views on baptism and
biblical theology in our time. Many who find their home in
the Reformed tradition have grown up in other quarters of
the Christian world and have some difficultly coming to
terms with a classic Reformed approach to the sacrament.
If it is unlike Roman Catholic baptism in that it does not
work ex opere operato (from the work performed; another
name for such a view is baptismal regeneration), and if it is
unlike the view of baptistic churches which see the
sacrament as a sign of man’s commitment to God, then
what exactly is it?

In this little booklet, I hope to put forth a clear and
concise defense of covenantal infant baptism. Certainly
there are plenty of resources on this topic (see Appendix),
so how will this be different? This booklet is born out of
my own reflections for several years as a Baptist who
wrestled with covenant theology and infant baptism, and
who by God’s grace was led to embrace a more full-orbed
covenantal doctrine of the sacrament such as is espoused
in the Westminster Standards. As a former Baptist,
perhaps I can speak to questions and presuppositions held
by those from such a tradition, while also providing a



defense in line with classic Reformed orthodoxy. In order
to accomplish such a task, I must begin with a brief
discussion on hermeneutics, or the study of biblical
interpretation.



PRESUPPOSITIONS

When we come to the Bible, we naturally come with our
presuppositions. There is no other way. For example, when
you come to the Bible, you must decide whether it is a
divinely inspired document, or whether it is merely a
human document. Your answer to that question will
radically affect the way you read the text. Presuppositions
—insofar as they accord with the Bible’s teaching—cannot
and should not be avoided.

The question for the student of Scripture is this:
how do we arrive at faithful, biblical presuppositions? We
must take extreme care in developing faithful
hermeneutical presuppositions. One’s hermeneutic
(method of Biblical interpretation) should be derived from
Scripture, and it should inform the interpretation of
Scripture. Factors of context, including culture, language,
grammar, and more all contribute to hermeneutical



conclusions, and they are also part of the hermeneutical
process. As one reads a text, hermeneutics are inevitably
being done.

As it relates to the discussion of baptism,
hermeneutical presuppositions are critical for
credobaptists (those who advocate the baptism of
professing believers alone) and paedobaptists (those who
advocate for covenantal infant baptism). Without delving
too deeply into details which will be examined later, a few
examples might suftice for the purpose of illustration. For
the credobaptist, it is often asserted that the meaning of
the Greek word baptidzo ought to presuppose something
about its administration and nature. If baptidzo can be
proven to mean “to immerse,” then something of its
administration and mode are assumed in its meaning.
While this is a simplistic version of one facet of the
argument, it does show that a presupposition related to
lexical meaning can govern hermeneutical conclusions in
passages dealing with the word baptidzo.

Yet this reality is no less present for the
paedobaptist. For example, when interpreting Acts
2:38-39, much continuity is presupposed with the earlier
genealogical principle of covenant inclusion (see ch. 3),
and therefore the promise to children in those verses
points to continuity of the administration of covenant
signs and seals to believers and their children. The point
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is, your hermeneutic informs your reading of the texts, and
for the doctrine of baptism, this is critical to understand.

For the purposes of developing a biblical
understanding of baptism, some particular hermeneutical
principles (developed from Scripture) must be assumed.
Hereafter, I will presuppose the hermeneutics of covenant
theology as expressed in the Westminster Confession of
Faith, chapter 7, and as expressed and developed by
Reformed theologians such as John Calvin, O. Palmer
Robertson, Charles Spurgeon, Michael Horton (with the
exception of his republication thesis), John Murray, and
countless others. I adopt this structure because I believe it
to be the Bible’s own teaching, historically faithful, and
most aligned with the blessed gospel of Jesus Christ.




WHICH TEXTS QUGHT TO BE INCLUDED?

For the covenant theologian, the biblical basis for
covenantal paedobaptism must be discussed from a “two
testament” perspective, before merely examining New
Testament texts about baptism. The doctrine of the
covenant frames redemptive history, and God’s covenantal
dealings with men are so foundational to an understanding
of the entire work of redemption that any treatment of the
covenant sign of baptism which does not deal with the Old
Testament is deficient. The discussion on baptism begins
in Genesis and continues through to the eschatological
Day of the Lord, when a baptism of judgment will be doled
out on those who have not trusted Christ by faith.
Therefore, this discussion of the biblical theology of
baptism will happily employ Old Testament texts and
themes throughout.

The debate about baptism can in some sense be said
to include a debate about which texts come into play. [ am
arguing that because of the covenantal backbone of
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Scripture, the Old Testament backgrounds for baptism and
covenant theology must be rightly understood in order to
grasp the New Testament teaching. Indeed, such an
approach presupposes a unity of revelation that the New
Testament authors themselves seem to employ, as will be
shown throughout this work.

Note: I am indebted for this rather obvious
observation to Dr. Scott Swain and his lectures on Baptism

and Covenant Theology at Reformed Theological Seminary,
Orlando.



Chapter 2

THE BIBLE'S COVENANT
THEOLOGY

Outline

I. The Covenant of Works
II.The Covenant of Grace

[II.The Continuity of the Covenants



THE COVENANT OF WORKS

The Westminster Confession speaks of the covenant of
works in this way: “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 obedience” (WCF 7.2). The Westminster divines
are not without biblical warrant for their definition.
Though the Hebrew word for “covenant” is not present in
Genesis 1-2, the concept is clearly there. This is not unlike
the biblical doctrine of the Trinity. Though that word does
not appear in Scripture, it describes the Bible’s clear
teaching on the triune nature of God. Likewise, calling the
pre-fall relationship between God and man a covenant is
appropriate because of the clear covenantal structure of
the relationship. First, there was a promise of death upon
disobedience to God’s command (Genesis 2:16-17). This
promise necessitates a correlative promise of life upon
obedience to God’s command. Second, as Paul teaches in
Romans 5:12-21, Adam sustained a representative, or
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federal, role in this covenant in much the same way that
Christ is the federal head of those united to him by faith.
Finally, Hosea 6:7 seems to explicitly mention a pre-fall
covenant with Adam.

These clear covenantal concepts clarify the
relationship between God and man before our fall into sin.
Yet since Adam and Eve broke the covenant, mankind has
been brought under the curse of the covenant of works,
which is death. The failure of Adam to keep the covenant
of works necessitated another covenant, the covenant of
grace.
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THE COVENANT OF GRACE

Covenant theology has long maintained the unity of God’s
plan of redemption by employing the category of a unified
covenant God made with his people after the fall. Heinrich
Bullinger, as early as 1534, spoke of a singular diatheke
(Greek word for “covenant”) which characterized God’s
purposes in redemption across various historical epochs.
Later theologians went on to develop this Biblical-
theological theme, resulting in the hallmark expression of
the Westminster Confession of Faith over a century later.
They called this covenant the “covenant of grace; wherein
He freely offers 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 eternal life His Holy Spirit, to make them
willing, and able to believe” (WCF 7.3). The key to
understanding the unity of the covenant of grace was their
affirmation that it has been variously administered at
different times in redemptive history, yet that the
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substance of the covenant has always been the same. All of
this development served as a rather robust and nuanced
attempt to affirm all that the Bible teaches about the unity
of God’s redemptive purposes throughout history.

This covenant was instituted in Genesis 3:15, when
God promised to unilaterally intervene to bring about
redemption despite man’s fall into sin. God would bring
about this redemption through the enmity he would enact
between the offspring of the woman and the oftspring of
the serpent. Palmer Robertson summarizes, “Progress in
the history of God’s program to redeem a people to
himself may be traced along the line of the enmity
between these two seeds” (O. Palmer Robertson, The Christ
of the Covenants, 106). It is because of this truth that
Robertson calls this covenant “the covenant of
commencement.” It marks the beginning of a series of
covenants unfolding throughout redemptive history that
are unified by God’s promise of redemption.

The next installment in this line of covenants is the
Noahic covenant.

Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, “Behold, I
establish my covenant with you and your offspring after you, and
with every living creature that is with you, the birds, the livestock,
and every beast of the earth with you, as many as came out of the
ark; it is for every beast of the earth. I establish my covenant with
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you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of the
flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.”
And God said, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make
between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for
all future generations: I have set my bow in the cloud, and it shall
be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. When I bring
clouds over the earth and the bow 1is seen in the clouds, I will
remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living
creature of all flesh. And the waters shall never again become a
flood to destroy all flesh. When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it
and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every
living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” God said to Noah,
“This is the sign of the covenant that I have established between me
and all flesh that is on the earth.” (Genesis 9:8-17).

Note that God unilaterally establishes this covenant
with Noah and his offspring, as well as with every living
creature that is with him. God promises never again to cut
off all flesh by flood. He then gives Noah a sign which
seals the covenant, namely the rainbow, which when
present will bring to remembrance this everlasting
covenant of preservation. The sign is not the covenant
itself, but it closely signifies it. Already, we are seeing the
development of the doctrine of covenant signs and seals.

Next, God institutes a covenant with Abraham. In
Genesis 12, God sovereignly calls Abraham from his land
and his people. It is this sovereign call which characterizes
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God’s relationship with Abraham and his oftspring. In
other words, God calling and election established a

covenant relationship with Abraham and his offspring.
This will become significant for all subsequent biblical

covenants, which are characterized by the prior activity of
God.

In Genesis 15, God performs one of the most
mysterious deeds in Scripture. In verse 2, Abram asks for
confirmation, an assurance of God’s promise to do
according to his word. Contrary to Abraham’s plan to
fulfill God’s promise through his servant Eliezer, God
unilaterally promises to bring about his promise through a
natural heir. God then demonstrates the validity of this
promise by engaging in a covenant ceremony. As Meredith
Kline and others have noted, the events described from
verses 7-20 reflect the ancient practice of making (or
cutting) a covenant. God tells Abram to lay severed animal
halves over against each other (v. 7-10). God then assures
Abram of his gracious promise both verbally and
ceremonially. Verse 17-18 describe this graphic ceremony:

When the sun had gone down and it was dark, behold, a
smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces.
On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To
your offspring I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great
river, the river Euphrates.”
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Note that this ceremony was itself the making of a
covenant. Also note that God himself (symbolized by the
smoking fire pot) passes between the pieces—Abram does
not. This is significant because the symbolism involves the
party who will assume responsibility for the covenant
ceremonially saying, “let this be my fate if I should break
this covenant.” God himself assumes the terms of this
gracious covenant on pain of death. Later, God himself, the
second person of the Trinity, Christ, the God-man, will be
cut off from the Father and delivered over to death in order
to reconcile God and his people, the offspring of Abraham.
God himself assumed the responsibility for this covenant.

Finally, in Genesis 17, God confirms the covenant
with Abraham by giving him the sign of circumcision.

This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and
you and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be
circumcised. You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins,

and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you.
(Genesis 17:10-11).

Circumcision itself is called “my covenant” because as
a covenant sign it is so closely related to the covenant that
they can be spoken of in this way. This reveals something
of the nature of covenant signs and seals, which will be
fully treated in chapter four. It is important to note here
that the covenant is not merely with Abraham alone, for “I
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will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring
after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant,
to be God to you and to your offspring after you” (v. 7).
Furthermore, God also tells Abraham to circumcise any
foreigner who would come into his house (v. 12),
accounting for the category of the Gentiles, or the nations
who would be blessed through this promise to Abraham.

Next, God makes a covenant with the nation of
[srael through Moses their mediator at the holy mountain
of Sinai. This covenant is also inaugurated in dramatic
fashion:

Moses came and told the people all the words of the LORD and
all the rules. And all the people answered with one voice and said,
“All the words that the LORD has spoken we will do.” And Moses
wrote down all the words of the LORD. He rose early in the
morning and built an altar at the foot of the mountain, and twelve
pillars, according to the twelve tribes of Israel. And he sent young
men of the people of Israel, who offered burnt offerings and
sacrificed peace offerings of oxen to the LORD. And Moses took
half of the blood and put it in basins, and half of the blood he threw
against the altar. Then he took the Book of the Covenant and read
it in the hearing of the people. And they said, “All that the LORD
has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient.” And Moses took
the blood and threw it on the people and said, “Behold the blood of
the covenant that the LORD has made with you in accordance with
all these words.” (Exodus 24:3-8 ESV)
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[t should not be assumed from this text that this
covenant was in some way less dependent on God’s
gracious character, merely from the fact that the people
pledge obedience. Even the legal aspects of the Mosaic
covenant are based on God’s gracious deliverance of his
people (see Exodus 20:1-2).

God then makes a covenant with David, as the
climactic realization of his redemptive purposes in the Old
Testament. Palmer Robertson summarizes, “Under David
the kingdom arrives. God formally establishes the manner
by which he shall rule among his people” (Robertson,
229). The substance of the covenant is found in 1
Chronicles 17:

Now, therefore, thus shall you say to my servant David, ‘Thus
says the LORD of hosts, I took you from the pasture, from
following the sheep, to be prince over my people Israel, and I have
been with you wherever you have gone and have cut off all your
enemies from before you. And I will make for you a name, like the
name of the great ones of the earth. And I will appoint a place for
my people Israel and will plant them, that they may dwell in their
own place and be disturbed no more. And violent men shall waste
them no more, as formerly, from the time that I appointed judges
over my people Israel. And I will subdue all your enemies.
Moreover, I declare to you that the LORD will build you a house.
When your days are fulfilled to walk with your fathers, I will raise
up your offspring after you, one of your own sons, and [ will
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establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for me, and I will
establish his throne forever. I will be to him a father, and he shall be
to me a son. I will not take my steadfast love from him, as I took it
from him who was before you, but I will confirm him in my house

and in my kingdom forever, and his throne shall be established
forever.”” (1 Chronicles 17:7-14 ESV)

Note again that it is God’s action which is emphasized
in this covenant. God called David and fought for him.
God will make a name for David and appoint for his people
a centralized place for worship. God will establish a
dynastic rule in David’s line. God is taking the initiative in
this gracious covenant.

Finally, the Bible speaks of a New Covenant, one in
which all of the promises of the former covenants will
culminate. Jeremiah 31:31-34 says,

“Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will
make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of
Judah, not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the
day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of
Egypt, my covenant that they broke, though I was their husband,
declares the LORD. For this is the covenant that I will make with
the house of Israel after those days, declares the LORD: I will put
my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will
be their God, and they shall be my people. And no longer shall each
one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the
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LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the
greatest, declares the LORD. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I
will remember their sin no more.”

Though this text is a key Old Testament text regarding
the new covenant, it is not the only one. Many of the
prophets speak of a time of restoration after exile in which
God’s people would be restored. Many of these texts are
quoted or alluded to by the New Testament authors when
speaking of the New Covenant.

This New Covenant is called by Robertson the
“covenant of consummation” because it presupposes all of
the promises made by God in the covenant of grace and
brings them to their eschatological fullness. In this
covenant, God has brought redemption to the offspring of
the woman, crushing the head of the serpent through the
death and resurrection of Jesus. In this covenant, God will
keep his promise of preservation in a New Heavens and a
New Earth, in which creation is freed from its bondage to
corruption. In this covenant, God blesses people from all
nations who possess the faith of Abraham. He brings
Sabbath rest to his people in the land of promise (see
Hebrews 4:1-13) through a mediator that is greater than
Moses (Hebrews 7-8). In this covenant, the true Son of
David reigns upon the throne of God’s kingdom which has
already broken into this era. And all of these things await
their fulness at the return of Christ, when God will dwell
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with his people in the New Heavens and New Earth,
wiping away their tears and graciously granting to them to
worship in his presence for all eternity.
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THE CONTINUITY OF THE COVENANTS

This brief and generally high-level survey of the covenant
of grace is certainly not comprehensive enough to display
all the beauty of the Bible’s teaching on the topic.
Nevertheless, it does illustrate the organic unity and
continuity between the biblical covenants, which helps to
frame subsequent discussions about covenant people and
covenant signs and seals. It is my conviction that this
covenant structure is God’s own design for his sovereign
revelation and therefore it must be seen as the
architectonic structure of the Bible, over against other
systems such as dispensationalism. Even though certain
forms of dispensationalism do pay due respect to the
biblical covenants, they fall short in the way they identify
the basic relationship between God and man with
something other than the biblical covenants. I am
convinced that, as Westminster states, “The distance
between God and the creature is so great, that although
reasonable creatures do owe obedience unto Him as their
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Creator, yet they could never have any fruition of Him as
their blessedness and reward, but by some voluntary
condescension on God's part, which He has been pleased
to express by way of covenant” (WCF 7.1)

23



Chapter 3

60D'S COVENANT PEOPLE

Outline

[. The Emmanuel Principle
II. The Genealogical Principle
[II. The Continuity of the One People of God
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THE EMMANUEL PRINCIPLE

Understanding the continuity of the covenant of grace
helps to comprehend the nature of God’s covenant people
throughout Scripture. One of the ties that binds these
covenant people has been called the “Emmanuel
Principle.” It is the promise of God to be God to his
people, and it is present in every progressive
administration of the covenant of grace. Note merely a few
representative texts.

And I will establish my covenant between me and you and
your offspring after you throughout their generations for an

everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after
you (Genesis 17:7 ESV)

Say therefore to the people of Israel, ‘I am the LORD, and I
will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I
will deliver you from slavery to them, and I will redeem you with an
outstretched arm and with great acts of judgment. I will take you to
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be my people, and I will be your God, and you shall know that I am
the LORD your God, who has brought you out from under the
burdens of the Egyptians. (Exodus 6:6-7 ESV)

And Jehoiada made a covenant between himself and all the
people and the king that they should be the LORD's people. (2
Chronicles 23:16 ESV)

And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put
within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh
and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you,
and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my
rules. You shall dwell in the land that I gave to your fathers, and
you shall be my people, and I will be your God. (Ezekiel 36:26-28
ESV)

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the
dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and
they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their
God. (Revelation 21:3 ESV)
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These and countless other texts provide a thematic
unity across the biblical covenants, God’s promise to be
God to his people, to dwell with them by grace.
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THE GENEALOGICAL PRINCIPLE

Before moving forward, let me emphasize that the
genealogical principle, according to the covenantal
paedobaptist, is not a guarantee of salvation. It is not a
guarantee of election. It does not have magical properties,
as if regeneration and union with Christ were conferred
upon those receiving sacrament itself. Rather, the
genealogical principle is a way of speaking of God’s
generally gracious dealings with families across
generations. It speaks of God’s gracious character, his
promise to be God to believers and their children, bringing
them into the covenant community of faith, wherein they
receive the outward benefits of its administration. Again, it
is not a guarantee of salvation nor election. Much
confusion can be resolved by understanding that the
paedobaptist maintains a distinction between covenant
and election. Though there will be a one-to-one
correspondence between these categories in the
eschatological fullness of the New Covenant (the New
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Heavens and New Earth), we currently live in the already/
not yet, wherein these categories cannot be conflated, as
the New Testament clearly demonstrates.

While few would deny the presence of the
Emmanuel Principle across redemptive history, more
pushback is given with regard to the genealogical
principle. For the covenantal credobaptist, God’s
covenantal dealings with families cannot continue in the
New Covenant, for otherwise the children of believers
would be proper recipients of the sign of initiation into the
covenant (as I will argue). Nevertheless, the presence of
this principle across redemptive history must be faced.
Here I will provide a brief biblical survey.

God’s covenantal dealing with families is evident in
the Abrahamic covenant:

I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I

will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.
(Genesis 12:3 ESV)

“And I will establish my covenant between me and you and
your offspring after you throughout their generations for an
everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after

you.” (Gen 17:7).
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Though God’s purpose of election does not extend to
all of Abraham’s physical descendants (cf Romans 9), they
are still circumcised, marking them in special relationship
to God by his gracious covenant. This does not mean they
are elect, nor am I arguing for an ex opere operato working of
covenant signs unto salvation. Rather, in the sign, God is

sealing his promise to be God to believers and their
children.

In the Mosaic covenant, this genealogical principle is
shown to flow out of God’s exorbitantly gracious character.

You shall not bow down to them or serve them, for I the LORD
your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on
the children to the third and the fourth generation of those who
hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love
me and keep my commandments. (Exodus 20:5-6).

In this text, God promises the vindication of iniquity
to the third and fourth generation, whereas he promises
steadfast love (covenant love, faithfulness) to thousands of
generations. In other words, God’s covenant faithfulness is
a more enduring expression of his character than his
wrath. He shows steadfast love to thousands of
generations. Interestingly, when God is laying out the
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Mosaic covenant, he ties its stipulations to his gracious
character. Since God’s character does not change, we can
be certain that his covenant faithfulness to generations
does not change. Just as God has promised to extend his
covenant through space in including people from all
nations, God has promised to extend his covenant through
time in the principle of showing steadfast love to
generations. His character demands it.

The genealogical principle also shows up in the
Davidic Covenant. 2 Samuel 7:12 reads, “When your days are
fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your
offspring after you, who shall come from your body, and I will
establish his kingdom.” God brings about his covenant
promise to David through his son Solomon, and ultimately
through the true Son of David who would come from his
line.

[t is critical to note that in key Old Testament texts
which speak of the New Covenant to come, the
genealogical principle seems to still be in place. Note two
passages from Isaiah:

For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the
dry ground; I will pour my Spirit upon your offspring, and my
blessing on your descendants. They shall spring up among the grass
like willows by flowing streams. This one will say, ‘I am the
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LORD?’s,” another will call on the name of Jacob, and another will
write on his hand, ‘The LORD’s,” and name himself by the name of
Israel.” (Isaiah 44:3-5)

“And a Redeemer will come to Zion, to those in Jacob who turn
from transgression,” declares the LORD. “And as for me, this is my
covenant with them,” says the LORD: “My Spirit that is upon you,
and my words that I have put in your mouth, shall not depart out of
your mouth, or out of the mouth of your offspring, or out of the
mouth of your children's offspring,” says the LORD, “from this
time forth and forevermore.” (Isaiah 59:20-21 ESV)

In these texts, which are clearly signaling New
Covenant realities, the genealogical principle is still in
place. Jeremiah also upholds the genealogical principle
when speaking of this post-exilic New Covenant:

Behold, I will gather them from all the countries to which I
drove them in my anger and my wrath and in great indignation. I
will bring them back to this place, and I will make them dwell in
safety. And they shall be my people, and I will be their God. I will
give them one heart and one way, that they may fear me forever, for
their own good and the good of their children after them. I will
make with them an everlasting covenant, that I will not turn away
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from doing good to them. And I will put the fear of me in their
hearts, that they may not turn from me. I will rejoice in doing them

good, and I will plant them in this land in faithfulness, with all my
heart and all my soul. (Jeremiah 32:37-41 ESV)

[t is no surprise, then, that the New Testament
upholds this principle as well. When Peter addresses those
present at Pentecost, calling them to covenant renewal, he
says:

“For the promise is for you and for your children and for all

who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself.”
(Acts 2:39 ESV).

Keeping this principle in mind, we are better equipped
to understand the household baptisms in Acts. While
these texts are disputed and not necessarily definitive in
the argument, it is notable that Luke draws attention to
the baptism of households of Gentiles (see Acts 16:33 for
example). While credobaptists would assert that there is
no proof that infants were present at these baptisms, nor
that the baptized household members did not all give a
profession of faith, it is notable that these household
baptisms are recorded in light of the weight of evidence for
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the continuity of the genealogical principle throughout
Scripture. In other words, whether or not infants were
present in these households is not the point. We ought not
speculate about what is not clear. Rather, what is clear is
that the book of Acts is reporting God’s covenant
faithfulness extending not merely to individual Gentiles,
but to entire households in the new covenant. It is telling
us of the continuity of the genealogical principle.

This principle also makes sense of the fact that
children are addressed in New Covenant scriptures.

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.
“Honor your father and mother” (this is the first commandment

with a promise), “that it may go well with you and that you may
live long in the land.” (Ephesians 6:1-3 ESV)

[t is unlikely that Paul addresses only elect children,
for this makes for an awkward situation in the
administration of this letter by the church in Ephesus. Add
that to the fact that it was likely a circular letter and thus
addresses different churches, Paul was not likely
addressing only certain children, but rather covenant
children in general. Paul assumes the genealogical
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principle, calling children to faithfulness to God’s
commands.

In a similar way, Paul demonstrates that the children
of just one believing spouse are in some sense set apart (or
holy, hagios):

For the unbelieving husband is made holy because of his wife,
and the unbelieving wife is made holy because of her husband.

Otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are
holy. (1 Corinthians 7:14 ESV)

Again, this one text alone does not make the case, but
the cumulative notion of the special place of covenant
children, even in the New Testament, once again
contributes to the weight of evidence for continuity of the
genealogical principle throughout Scripture.

Since God includes the children of believers in his
covenant of grace, the sign of initiation into the covenant
should not be withheld from them. It was not withheld
under the old covenant through circumcision, and it
should not be withheld under the New Covenant in
baptism. More will be said about the relationship between
circumcision and baptism below. However, it is clear that
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the Bible presents God’s covenantal dealings across
generations throughout redemptive history.
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THE CONTINUITY OF THE ONE PEOPLE OF
GOD

One of the key issues related to the continuity of the
genealogical principle across redemptive historical epochs
is the continuity of the one people of God. Traditionally,
covenant theologians have held that there is only one
people of God across history. In fact, the unity of the
people of God across redemptive history is one of the
doctrines which distinguishes covenant theologians from
dispensationalists and other kinds of theologians.

Note the Westminster Confession on this point:
“The catholic or universal Church, which is invisible,
consists of the whole number of the elect, that have been,
are, or shall be gathered into one, under Christ the Head
thereof; and is the spouse, the body, the fulness of Him
that fills all in all” (WCF 25.1).

While the opening statement of that chapter speaks
only of the invisible church, the confession goes on to
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state: “The visible Church, which is also catholic or
universal under the Gospel (not confined to one nation, as
before under the law), consists of all those throughout the
world that profess the true religion; and of their children:
and is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the house and
family of God, out of which there is no ordinary possibility
of salvation” (WCF 25.2).

Several things are notable. First, the confession
summarizes the Bible’s teaching that there has always
been one people of God. In the days of the Old Testament,
that people was comprised primarily of Jews, though even
in the Old Testament, “Israel” was not defined merely in
ethnic terms, for as we’ve seen, God made provisions for
foreigners in the Abrahamic covenant, and part of the
purpose of that covenant was to bring blessing to all
nations. Old Testament characters like Rahab, Ruth, and
others point to a future expansion of the inclusion of
people from all nations in God’s covenant of redemption.
That concept is not merely a New Testament advent.

Second, the confession maintains this unity of the
people of God because of the weight of biblical evidence. If
merely confined to the New Testament, we find
overwhelming evidence of this continuity.
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Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh,
called “the uncircumcision” by what is called the circumcision,
which is made in the flesh by hands—remember that you were at
that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth
of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope
and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who
once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.
(Ephesians 2:11-13 ESV)

In this text, Paul deals with Jew and Gentile unity
because of the atoning work of Christ. He does not say
that the Gentiles have been brought into an entirely
discontinuous covenantal administration. Rather, he says
in verse 13 that the Gentiles have been brought near to the
very covenants from which they were once alienated.

But if some of the branches were broken off, and you,
although a wild olive shoot, were grafted in among the others and
now share in the nourishing root of the olive tree, do not be
arrogant toward the branches. If you are, remember it is not you
who support the root, but the root that supports you. Then you will
say, “Branches were broken off so that I might be grafted in.” That
is true. They were broken off because of their unbelief, but you stand
fast through faith. So do not become proud, but fear. For if God did
not spare the natural branches, neither will he spare you. Note then
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the kindness and the severity of God: severity toward those who
have fallen, but God's kindness to you, provided you continue in his
kindness. Otherwise you too will be cut off. And even they, if they
do not continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for God has the
power to graft them in again. For if you were cut from what is by
nature a wild olive tree, and grafted, contrary to nature, into a
cultivated olive tree, how much more will these, the natural

branches, be grafted back into their own olive tree. (Romans
11:17-24 ESV)

In Paul’s complex discussion from Romans 9-11, he
employs the familiar metaphor of the vine and the
branches to talk about God’s people (see also John 15).
Here, it is notable that the Gentiles have been grafted into
the same olive tree. There is no new administration, no
new tree for the Gentiles. They are brought into the same
tree. They share the same root, which supports both Jews
and Gentiles alike.

Therefore, holy brothers, you who share in a heavenly calling,
consider Jesus, the apostle and high priest of our confession, who
was faithful to him who appointed him, just as Moses also was
faithful in all God's house. For Jesus has been counted worthy of
more glory than Moses—as much more glory as the builder of a
house has more honor than the house itself. (For every house is built
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by someone, but the builder of all things is God.) Now Moses was
faithful in all God's house as a servant, to testify to the things that
were to be spoken later, but Christ is faithful over God's house as a
son. And we are his house, if indeed we hold fast our confidence and
our boasting in our hope. (Hebrews 3:1-6 ESV)

Here, another familiar metaphor is employed: we are
God’s house. The New Covenant people of God are part of
the same building project, the same house in which Moses
was faithful as a servant. The author of Hebrews goes on

the show that we are also beneficiaries of the same gospel
(Hebrews 4:1-2).

From these and countless other texts, it is clear that
there has only ever been one people of God. Through the
work of Christ, God has grafted in the Gentiles, people
from all nations, thus bringing about the fulfillment of his
promise to Abraham to bless all nations through him. It is
no coincidence that when the New Testament wants to put
forth a preeminent example of justification by faith, it
constantly shows Abraham to be such an example (see
Romans 4, Galatians 3, etc.). Abraham is the example of
biblical faith because he is the father of the one people of
God, marked by faith in Christ. Abraham and the Old
Testament saints looked forward to Jesus in faith (see
Hebrews 11), and God’s people since the first advent of
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Christ look backward on his work by faith. We are one
people.

Some might pause at this point and note that
Abraham was part of the people of God because of his
faith, and that the New Testament shows us to be part of
God’s people by that same kind of faith. True, Paul does in
Galatians 3 and Romans 4 argue that it is faith—not law
observance—that justified Abraham. But even in those
passages, there is an emphasis on God’s covenantal
dealings before there is an emphasis on Abraham’s
response. And the fact that Abraham was justified by faith
does not negate the fact that the covenant signs and
promises were given to his offspring, even to those who
were not justified by faith.

Again, this was not a guarantee of salvation or
election, as in the case of Esau and others. But it is evident
that the offspring of Abraham were included in the
covenant community of God’s people in the Old
Testament, and given the continuity of that one people, it
is no stretch to understand that such a principle of
including the children of believers in the visible church
ought to be maintained. In fact, the New Testament seems
to assume it, as we’ve noted above.

Another common objection here is to say that
assuming such continuity in the New Testament is an
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argument from silence. To this, I have two responses. First,
Acts 2:39 is not silence. There, Peter clearly signals the
continuity of the genealogical principle in the New
Covenant. Second, after thousands of years of the
inclusion of the children of believers in God’s covenant
community, one would expect a contrary command in the
New Testament if that principle were to be abrogated. No
such explicit command exists, and so the paedobaptist
could accuse the credobaptist of the same kind of
argument from silence, noting that there is no command
to change the principle of inclusion of the children of
believers.
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THE NEWNESS OF THE NEW
COVENANT

Introduction

Much of the discussion of the newness of the New
Covenant is directly related to the exegetical
considerations in Jeremiah 31 and Hebrews 8, and
therefore I will focus in this section on these passages.
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HEBREWS 8-10 EXEGESIS (INCLUDING
JEREMIAH 31)

Since so much of the discussion between credobaptists
and paedobaptists hinges on Jeremiah 31:31-24 and its
New Testament usage in Hebrews 8-10, I will follow an
exegetical method in this section, examining literary and
exegetical categories and drawing conclusions from them. I
will begin in Hebrews 8-10 and discuss from there the way
the author of Hebrews quotes Jeremiah 31.

Author

Hebrews is strictly anonymous, and speculation
about its author will not contribute much to this
discussion. Nevertheless, several things can be inferred
about the author. First, the author knew his audience and
had an intimate relationship with them, longing to be
restored to their presence (13:19). Thus, the tone of
exhortation throughout the work is not divorced from this
close personal relationship, but rather springs from it. The
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author and his audience both knew Timothy (13:23), and
it is likely that this was the same Timothy who ministered
alongside Paul. Thus, it can be inferred that the author is
somewhat familiar with Pauline theology, or at least his
teaching, given that the work was written prior to A.D. 70
when many of Paul’s key letters were being written and
beginning to circulate.

Audience

The audience of the book of Hebrews is a Jewish
Christian community under threat of persecution, which is
being exhorted by the author not to fall back into Judaism.
This does not rule out the presence of Gentiles in this
community, but it would assume their knowledge of the
Old Testament and their contemporary knowledge of
Judaism at the time of the letter. It is important to note
that the audience of Hebrews cannot be strictly said to be
wholly regenerate, for this would not fit well the context of
the infamous “warning passages” in Hebrews 4, 6, and 10.
When dealing with these warning passages, there are
basically three options. First, the author could be warning
against losing one’s salvation, as Wesley and others have
argued. Many believe on this basis that a truly regenerate
believer can lose his salvation. This view must be
repudiated based on the overwhelming evidence for
eternal security in the rest of the Scripture. Second, many
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believe that these passages address the author’s audience
only in a hypothetical situation. From Hebrews 6:9, they
infer that the author cannot have his readers in view as
those who are able to “fall away.” Therefore, the things
warned cannot actually happen to the readers of the text,
but rather serve as a warning which will surely be heeded.
This view must be rejected because of the many warnings
of apostasy throughout Hebrews and the New Testament
as real possibilities. The hypothetical interpretation simply
does not deal well with the seriousness and urgency of the
text in these passages. The third interpretation, and the
one | will hereafter adopt, is that these passages describe
people who have been in and around the covenant
community (“church members” as we could say), and who
prove to be unregenerate by their eventual apostasy.

Occasion & Historical Circumstance

As mentioned, the audience of Hebrews was likely in
danger of persecution and defection back to the religion of
Judaism, with all of its Mosaic covenant implications. The
purpose of the book of Hebrews is clearly to show the
superiority of the New Covenant realities in Christ as
compared to the Old Covenant realities under Moses.
However, a distinction must be made between the right
use of Old Covenant shadows and types as pointing to
Christ and administering the covenant of grace in their
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time and the abuse of these by the first century Judaizers.
The author of Hebrews is not negating the typological and
covenantal significance of Old Covenant realities for their
epoch of redemptive history. This is clear from Hebrews
3:1-6 when he states that “Moses was faithful in all God’s
house as a servant, to testify to the things that were to be spoken
later.” (v. 5). Moses, along with the administration of his
covenant, were uniquely placed in redemptive history for
the administration of the covenant of grace in their time.
The same gospel was testified to the wilderness generation
in Israel, and the same salvation (union with Christ by
faith) was offered (Hebrews 4:2). Therefore, the old
(mosaic) covenant, as a temporary administration of the
one covenant of grace, was part and parcel of the promise
of God to Abraham though administered “by promises,
prophecies, sacrifices, circumcision, the paschal lamb, and
other types of ordinances delivered to the people of the
Jews, all foresignifying Christ to come, which were, for
that time, sufficient and efficacious, through the operation
of the Spirit, to instruct and build up the elect in faith in
the promised Messiah, by whom they had full remission of
sins, and eternal salvation” (WCF 7.5).

A related distinction must be made between the
“Old Covenant” as used throughout Hebrews and the
earlier Abrahamic covenant. There is a tendency in the
baptist hermeneutic to conflate every administration of
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God’s covenant promises from the Old Testament when
the New Testament uses the phrase “Old Covenant.” This
can dangerously result in a “New Testament only” kind of
Biblical theology, rather than a reflection on the Bible’s
teaching about subjects (including baptism) from both
testaments. For the author of Hebrews, the “Old
Covenant” refers to the Mosaic covenant, not the entire
Old Testament administration of the covenant of grace.
This is evident from the citation of Jeremiah 31 and many
other places in Hebrews. The author cites Jeremiah, saying
that the New Covenant will be “not like the covenant I
made with their fathers on the day when I took them by
the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt” (Heb.
8:9, emphasis mine). This can also be seen by the
numerous arguments from the lesser to the greater,
invoking the contrast between Moses (not Abraham) and
Jesus (see Heb. 3:1-6, Hebrews 8:6, Hebrews 9, Hebrews
10:26-31, etc.). From these and other texts it is clear that
the contrast the author has in view deals with the Mosaic
covenant over against the New Covenant, and not with
God’s entire administration of the covenant of grace in the
Old Testament.

In view of the fact that a citation from Jeremiah 31
makes up the central argument of this passage, the
historical circumstance of Jeremiah must also be treated.
Jeremiah was of course a prophet during the years of
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Josiah’s reign up until a time after the fall of Jerusalem
into the hands of the Babylonians in 587/6 B.C. (see Jer.
1:1-3). Jeremiah was very much concerned with covenantal
history and the call to covenant faithfulness, and he sees
his contemporary situation as judgment for covenant
infidelity (see Jer. 1-6). Beginning in chapter 30, Jeremiah
foretells a time when God would restore the nation and
make a New Covenant. Jeremiah 31:31-34 speaks of this
New Covenant and the promises it entails. Several things
are important to note about this New Covenant. First,
when will this covenant be made? Jeremiah 31:31 speaks
of the days that are coming (yet future). Furthermore, v.
33 says that the covenant will be made “after those days,’
referring to the days after the exile (see v. 27-28). In
general, the prophets often speak of a time after the exile,
which the New Testament applies to the advent of the
Messiah. Yet this does not mean that the Old Testament
prophets had a clear conception of the dual nature of the
advent of the Messiah which is clearly revealed in the New
Testament. Generally speaking, the Old Testament
prophets saw the advent of the Messiah (with all its
implications) as one event occurring in the eschatological
“last days.”

)

Second, with whom will this covenant be made?
Verse 31 says it will be with “the house of Israel and the
house of Judah.” Yet the author of Hebrews employs this
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passage to talk about the greater New Covenant realities in
Christ which have come to God’s people. Should this
covenant be narrowly understood as only applicable to the
“house of Israel and the house of Judah?” This historical
circumstance of the people of Israel is significant in
understanding this. Since the time of the kings, God’s
people had been divided into these two “houses” or
kingdoms. Jeremiah uses these names to stress the coming
unity of God’s covenant people over against their present
division. This unity comes to bear in a redemptive-
historical manner in Pauline theology. Paul sees himself as
a “minister of a new covenant” and also an “apostle to the
Gentiles.” He stresses the unity of the new humanity in
Christ (Ephesians 2:11-22), explaining that the Gentiles
have now—through the work of Christ—been brought
near to the same covenant promises given to the Jews (see
Eph. 2:13). Thus it is clear the the New Covenant people
of God are unified by the blood of Christ and are in some
measure continuous with the people to whom this original
prophecy was addressed (see also chapter 3).

Third, the contrast made in Jeremiah 31 is between
the coming New Covenant and the Mosaic covenant. This
is unmistakable from verse 32: “not like the covenant I
made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the
hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt.” As already noted,
there is a tendency in the credobaptist hermeneutic to
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understand “old covenant” in Hebrews as a conflation of
every covenant promise in the Old Testament, whereas
both Jeremiah and the author of Hebrews have in view a
contrast between the temporary Mosaic covenant and the
everlasting and greater New Covenant. This means that
there needn’t be inferred a great measure of contrast
between the Abrahamic promises and the New Covenant,
for that is simply not what either author has in view.

Jeremiah has several aspects of the New Covenant in
view which will further be expounded under “Redemptive
Historical Observations,” but which will be mentioned
here. These are: the law of God written on the hearts of
the people, that God will be God to the people (v. 33), a
universal knowledge of the Lord which will negate the
need for teaching one’s neighbor to “know the Lord,” (v.
34), forgiveness of sins (v. 34). It will hereafter be
explained how these aspects can be called “new,” and how
they are in some measure already seen throughout the Old
Testament.

One final contextual note can be made regarding
Jeremiah’s prophecy. Jeremiah 31:31-34 should be
understood in light of other New Covenant prophecies in
Jeremiah and in the Old Testament as a whole. In the
following chapter, Jeremiah is instructed to buy a field in
the very land God has just sworn to give to the Chaldeans.
Jeremiah prays to God for understanding, recognizing
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God’s sovereignty, but wrestling with such a seemingly
contradictory command (see Jer 32:16-25). It becomes
clear from the response of God that his sovereignty in
keeping his covenant promises is in view. In other words,
the rhetorical question “Is anything too hard for me?” (v.
27) is answered by God pronouncing judgment on Israel
for their idolatry, but also by God showing Jeremiah how
he will keep his promises of restoration from exile (see Jer
32:36-44). Though God will exile his people for their
idolatry, he has told Jeremiah to purchase land, signaling
God’s future plan for restoration. In verses 36-37, it is this
very land that God has in view when he speaks of
gathering his people from all the countries to which he
drove them. Despite the faithlessness of the people, God
himself will keep his promises. There will be a time after
the exile in which God will restore his people. It becomes
clear from the following verse that the time spoken of is
the same time as the days of the new covenant from
Jeremiah 31, for God promises to make an “everlasting
covenant” and to “put the fear of me in their hearts” (v.
40), realities clearly signaling the New Covenant promises
spoken of in Jeremiah 31:31-34. Thus, the same
hermeneutics must be applied for both prophecies. If
Jeremiah 31:31-34 uses terms familiar to Jeremiah to
speak of the unity of God’s people (see above), then
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Jeremiah 32 uses land promises familiar to Jeremiah to
signal restoration and dwelling safely with God (v. 37).

In short, both of these passages speak of the New
Covenant, and thus both should bear weight on the
discussion of how the New Covenant people of God are
constructed. It is noteworthy, then, that in Jeremiah
32:38-39, it is said of this everlasting covenant “And they
shall be my people, and I will be their God. I will give them one
heart and one way, that they may fear me forever, for their own
good and the good of their children after them.” Here, in a
passage describing this new and everlasting covenant, the
reality of God being God to believers and their children is
upheld. Again, the context of the other post-exilic
prophecies must be kept in view when thinking of
Jeremiah 31:31-34. While it is a preeminent New
Covenant passage, it is certainly not the only one.

Redemptive Historical Observations

The Jeremiah quotation in Hebrews 8 must be
expounded in light of the question “What is new about the
New Covenant?” Neglecting such an analysis can lead to
improper conclusions, as will be shown hereafter. The
issue of the newness of the new covenant is central to the
discussion of baptism because the credobaptist asserts,
based on Hebrews 8:11, that one of the things that is new
about the New Covenant is its nature, that it now includes

54



—in this time in redemptive history—an entirely
regenerate community. By contrast, the paedobaptist
observes the warning passages in Hebrews (especially
Hebrews 10:26-31) and notes that even though the author
quotes this passage from Jeremiah 31, he does not seem to
see the New Covenant community as entirely regenerate.
Much of this discussion is related to an adequate already/
not yet hermeneutic, or an appropriate level of realized
eschatology.

Before commencing that discussion, however, it will
be necessary to evaluate the passage in light of the
question at hand: What is new about the New Covenant?
We begin with verse 8. “Behold the days are coming, declares
the Lord, when I will establish a new covenant with the house of
Israel and the house of Judah.” As we saw in our discussion of
Jeremiah 31 above, this is Jeremiah’s way of describing the
unity of God’s people over against their division in his own
day. The Bible consistency describes a continuity between
the people of God across both testaments. Therefore, the
people to whom the covenant is made are not new.

Second, the kind of internal religion seen in verse 10
is not strictly brand new. An internal, heart level obedience
to God’s law has always been God’s intent (see especially
Deuteronomy 6:4-6, 10:16). Often there is a tendency in
the credobaptist hermeneutic to see everything in Old
Testament religion as merely external. However, the Bible
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itself militates against such ideas. Psalm 51:17 (among
countless other verses) makes this point: “The sacrifices of
God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O
God, you will not despise.” Furthermore, the paradigmatic
example of Old Testament religion (from the perspective of
the New Testament) is Abraham, the man of faith (Gal 3:9,
Rom 4:11, etc). Thus, Old Testament religion was never
merely external, but rather a matter of faith. This does not
mean that the outpouring of the Holy Spirit does not mark
an important redemptive-historical shift in which God
grants the Spirit to his elect in such a way that they are
able to walk in his ways. But it must be admitted that
internal religion is not a New Testament advent.

Third, a covenantal relationship with God is not new
in the New Covenant. Variations of the phrase “I will be
their God and they shall be my people” (v. 10) flood the
pages of Scripture when God makes covenant with his
people. In fact, this is the essence of what it means to be in
covenant with God. Therefore, it is not a new construct,
but the very center of God’s promises in the covenant of
grace, variously administered throughout redemptive
history.

Fourth, the forgiveness of iniquity is not entirely
new in the new covenant. Consistent with he
administration of the covenant of grace throughout
history, forgiveness has always been available to the
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faithful, even if it was temporally based on typological
realities fore-signifying Christ. Forgiveness is related to
God’s gracious character, as in Exodus 34:6-7: “The LORD,
the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and
abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love
for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but
who will by no means clear the guilty...” This and countless
other Old Testament passages remind us that forgiveness
of iniquity is not a new concept in the new covenant.
Rather, as the author of Hebrews signals, it has reached its
eschatological fulness in the death of Christ, for his
atoning sacrifice is that to which all others pointed.

So the question remains: What is new about the
New Covenant? The answer lies in the contrast made by
the author of Hebrews. Bear in mind that throughout the
epistle, the contrast is between the Mosaic covenant and
the New Covenant inaugurated in Christ’s blood. The
author does not intend to set the New Covenant in
contrast with everything about the Old Testament or the
covenant of grace. Rather, he is showing how the old
(Mosaic) covenant served as a temporary and typological
covenant until the fulness of time when Christ would
usher in the New Covenant. This is Paul’s argument as
well in Galatians 3-4. In Hebrews 8, the author has in view
a contrast between the priesthood of the Mosaic covenant
and the superior priesthood of Christ in the New
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Covenant. This is unmistakable from verses 1-4. The
proceeding context continues to make reference to
worship regulations under the Mosaic covenant, arguing
that worship under the New Covenant will be a greater,
more purified reality because of the superior sacrifice of
the book of Christ (see ch 9:11-15). This section of the
epistle culminates in ch. 10:16-18, when the author
returns again to quoting Jeremiah 31 in order to make the
explicit point that the sacrifice of Christ has far surpassed
that of the typological sacrifices of the Mosaic covenant.

In light of this context, we return to a critical verse,
Hebrews 8:11. In the New Covenant, it is said that “they
shall not teach, each one his neighbor and each one his brother
saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least
to the greatest.” This is the key verse from a credobaptist
perspective because it is claimed that this verse
necessitates a fully regenerate new covenant community.
However, in light of the context mentioned above, it would
seem that what the author of Hebrews has in view is the
abrogation of the temporary and typological mediatorial
function carried out by the priesthood, which has now
given way to the greater reality of the priestly mediation of
Christ. This mediatorial function has both revelatory and
expiatory aspects, as is evident from old covenant passages
such as Leviticus 8-9. Concerning the expiatory, it is
evident from Leviticus 9:7 that the priests were required to
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make atonement by way of sacrifice for their own sins and
the sins of the people. This is immediately contrasted by
the author of Hebrews in chapter 7, verses 26-27:

For it was indeed fitting that we should have such a high
priest, holy, innocent, unstained, separated from sinners, and
exalted above the heavens. He has no need, like those high priests,
to offer sacrifices daily, first for his own sins and then for those of
the people, since he did this once for all when he offered up himself.

Thus, Christ is the great high priest who does not need to
make expiation for his own sins, and who furthermore can
make once-for-all expiation for the sins of the people. The
point being made in Hebrews 8, then, is that the
priesthood and sacrifices of the Mosaic covenant were

temporary and typological of the greater priesthood of
Christ.

However, expiation is not the only thing the author
of Hebrews has in view, especially in the quotation of
Jeremiah 31 found in Hebrews 8:11. He additionally has
the results of such expiation in view, namely, the
forgiveness of iniquities (v. 12), a covenantal relationship
with God (v. 10), God’s law written on their hearts (v. 10),
and a heightened mode of God’s self-revelation because of
the superiority of Christ, the mediator. This is what the
author has in view in verse 11: “And they shall not teach, each
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one his neighbor and each one his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’
for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest.”

Under the Mosaic covenant, the priests were charged
with the mediation of God’s special presence among the
people. This is clear from Leviticus 9:6:

And Moses said, “This is the thing that the LORD
commanded you to do, that the glory of the LORD may appear to

»»

you.

The expiatory rites conducted by the priesthood were
directly connected to the revelation of his glory among the
people. This is why God’s glory is said to reside in the
tabernacle and later the temple in a special way.

Yet from the outset of the epistle to the Hebrews,
the author has in view a greater revelation from God which
is founded on the advent of Christ, the great High Priest.
Long ago, says the author In Hebrews 1, God spoke to “our
fathers” by the prophets. But in these last days (the days of
the New Covenant), he has spoken to us by his Son. In
other words, there has been a redemptive historical shift
which has taken place, and one of the primary indicators of
that shift resides in the fact that God has spoken to his
people directly through his Son, rather than through a
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merely human mediator as under the old order. It is clear
that the same kind of shift is being signaled in Hebrews 8
as well. The author is here speaking in historia salutis
(redemptive historical) categories, rather than ordo salutis
(personal application of redemptive history) categories.
This is not to say that the redemptive historical shift
indicated doesn’t have personal application in the life of
the believer, but that is not the primary point of the author
of Hebrews. This means that the claim that Hebrews 8:11
has in view a fully regenerate community is not as
contextually founded as many assert.

We further know that from Hebrews 8:11 a fully
regenerate community is not intended from the proceeding
context. If the author of Hebrews intended to
communicate a truth about a fully regenerate community,
one would not expect subsequent warnings against
apostasy by covenant members. However, this is exactly
what is seen in Hebrews 10:26-31. Particularly of note are
verses 28-29:

Anyone who has set aside the law of Moses dies without
mercy on the evidence of two or three witnesses. How much worse
punishment, do you think, will be deserved by the one who has
trampled underfoot the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of
the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has outraged the
Spirit of grace? (emphasis mine).
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In what sense can someone who has been sanctified
by the blood of the covenant profane it and trample
underfoot the Son of God? Through apostasy, or covenant
infidelity. The author quite clearly has someone in view
who has been sanctified, or set apart by a special,
covenantal relationship to God. It will not do to see this as
a hypothetical warning (as discussed above under
“audience”). Therefore, what we see here is that the
author maintains, and even intensifies the warnings
against covenant members becoming apostates in the New
Covenant. If the reality of only regenerate covenant
members was intended in chapter 8, this warning would
be useless.

This leads to one final redemptive-historical
consideration with regard to this passage: the already/not
yet—or inaugurated eschatological—aspect of the New
Covenant. As mentioned above, Jeremiah foretold of a
time after the exile during which a New Covenant would
be made with the house of Israel and the house of Judah.
In general, the OT prophets looked forward to a single
eschatological “Day of the Lord,” characterized by God’s
intervention in his people’s plight in exile. For Jeremiah,
this would be a day in which God’s people would be
granted the grace of being united after a period of division
and exile, when God would dwell with them as their God,
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when he would write his laws on their hearts, and when
all of his people would know him. As has been shown
from the above consideration of Hebrews 8, the author of
Hebrews clearly has in view a time in which these realities
are inaugurated. His point is to herald the superiority of
this covenant over against the temporary nature of the
Mosaic covenant. Yet he still points to a real threat of
apostasy and covenant infidelity (see Hebrews 10:26-31).

Thus, an obvious tension remains. How can the
reality of covenant infidelity be warned against in the new
covenant, which is said by Jeremiah to be not like the
covenant that was broken by Israel in Moses’ day? The
answer is inaugurated eschatology. The author of Hebrews
demonstrates that the eschatological aspects of Jeremiah’s
prophecy have already arrived, but are not yet fully and
finally consummated. Whereas the OT prophets looked
forward to the eschatological event generally called the
“Day of the Lord,” the New Testament demonstrates that
this event—though one—comes in two phases. The first
phase includes the incarnation, life, death, resurrection,
and ascension of Christ, while the second includes his
Parousia, when the consummative state of God’s covenant
promises will be realized. This is clear from the picture of
the final state in Revelation 21:1-8:
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Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven
and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I
saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from
God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a
loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of
God 1s with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his
people, and God himself will be with them as their God. He will
wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more,
neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for
the former things have passed away.”

And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am
making all things new.” Also he said, “Write this down, for these
words are trustworthy and true.” And he said to me, “It is done! I
am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the
thirsty I will give from the spring of the water of life without
payment. The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will
be his God and he will be my son. But as for the cowardly, the
faithless, the detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral,
sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their portion will be in the lake
that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death.”

This is the consummation of the New Covenant
promises foretold by Jeremiah. It is a time when God’s
people are united after exile, dwelling with God, perfectly
and delightfully obedient from the heart. And in that place,
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there will be not one who does not know the Lord in a
personal way.

Thus, while Hebrews 8-10 certainly represents a
realized (inaugurated) sense of the eschatological
expectations of the Old Testament, we must guard against
reading Hebrews with an over-realized eschatology. The
consummative fulfillment of those eschatological
expectations will take place at the second coming of
Christ. Until then, as the author of Hebrews plainly
asserts, apostasy and covenant infidelity are real dangers to
be guarded against.

Conclusion

The newness of the New Covenant, especially as
regards the nature of the New Covenant people of God, is
a critical issue dividing paedobaptists and credobaptists.
The credobaptist, owing to an over-realized eschatology
reads Jeremiah 31:31-34 in such a way that there can be no
unregenerate persons in the New Covenant during this
already/not yet period in redemptive history. Yet the
author of Hebrews clearly does not read Jeremiah in this
way, for he speaks of those who will break covenant
fidelity by apostasy, and that in a real—not hypothetical—
manner. He understands the arrival of the New Covenant
as the dawning of the eschatological Day of the Lord
foretold in the Old Testament, and he demonstrates—
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along with the rest of the New Testament—that this one
eschatological event occurs in the two phases of Christ’s
coming. During the current epoch of redemptive history,
God’s people are constantly warned against the real danger
of apostasy and idolatry by comparison with the people of
God in the Old Testament. It is evident by the way the
New Testament speaks about the people of God that there
is a continuity in the way God constructs his covenant
people in the Old and New Testaments.

This is true because the contrast in view throughout
Hebrews—and particularly in Hebrews 8-10—is between
the Mosaic covenant and the New Covenant. Yet as Paul
demonstrates in Galatians 3-4, the temporary and
pedagogical functions of the Mosaic covenant do not
negate the promises God made to Abraham to be God to
him and his offspring. There is every reason, according to
the New Testament evidence, to understand a fundamental
continuity in this covenant formula. Therefore, there is
every reason to trust in God’s promises to be God to
believers and their children in every age.

While this passage does not explicitly deal with
baptism, the implications are evident. For the credobaptist,
the New Covenant consists of only regenerate persons,
and infants cannot be said to be regenerate. Therefore,
they should not be given the sign of inclusion in the New
Covenant. Yet for the paedobaptist, God constructs his
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covenant people in much the same manner—though now
expanded to all the families of the earth—as he did in the
Old Testament. Since children of believers are included in
God’s covenant promises, they ought to receive the sign of
inclusion in his covenant.
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Chapter 5

THE NATURE OF COVENANT
SIGNS AND SEALS

Outline

[.What they signify and seal
[I.Baptism and Circumcision in Colossians 2

II11.God’s covenantal action
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WHAT THEY SIGNIFY AND SEAL

As with the theology of the covenants, the theology of
covenant signs and seals spans the entirety of Scripture,
and it should not be relegated to the New Testament
alone. With regard to baptism, it must be taken into
consideration that covenant signs and seals truly signify
and seal the blessing of God on his people, particularly
union with Christ by faith. However, like circumcision,
baptism also signifies judgment to the one who breaks
covenant by neglecting faith in Christ. This dual aspect of
the sign and seal of baptism will hereafter be explained.

In Romans 6, Paul makes clear that baptism signifies
union with Christ.

What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace
may abound? By no means! How can we who died to sin still live in
it? Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We were buried therefore
with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was
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raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk
in newness of life. (Romans 6:1-4 ESV)

Yet we ought not miss the corporate context of this
passage, which comes on the heels of a key covenantal text
in Romans 5:12-21. For Paul, baptism signifies the
church’s union with Christ. Paul has in view here both
redemptive historical and corporate realities, not primarily
individual experiential realities.

Further, the aspect of judgment signified by baptism is
often neglected, but it is also important to the Reformed
understanding of the sacraments. This symbolism finds its
roots in the covenant ceremony of Genesis 15 mentioned
in chapter two, wherein God symbolically passed through
the halves of animal carcass, pledging covenant
faithfulness on pain of death, the fate suffered by the
animals.

Later, circumcision would come to represent both
blessing and judgment as part of Gods covenantal
administration. Genesis 17:14 says, “Any uncircumcised male
who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off
from his people; he has broken my covenant.” In other words,
even in the earliest development of the rite, there was an
aspect of judgment symbolized, the cutting off of the
covenant breaker.
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This is further developed by Paul’s statement in
Romans 2:25: “For circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the
law, but if you break the law, your circumcision becomes
uncircumcision.” Again, the point is that for the covenant
breaker, circumcision represents judgment, being cut oft
from God’s people, being uncircumcised.

Can this same dual aspect of the covenant sign be
proven of baptism? I believe it can. Several texts are of
note. In 1 Peter 3:20ff, Peter comments on the salvation of
Noah and his family in the flood, saying that they were
brought safely through the water. The very waters used in
judgment for the rest of the world served as the means
through which God’s people were saved. As the waters of
judgment rose on the earth, the ark was lifted up,
providing salvation for Noah and his family. Peter says that
Baptism corresponds to this (v. 21). For Noah and his
family, the waters represented salvation. For covenant
breakers, they represented judgment. Gerhardus Vos
notes, “1 Peter 3:20ff compares the water of baptism with
that of the flood. Both have an eschatological significance
and are directed toward salvation. The water was an
instrument of world-judgment and separated godly and
ungodly as it does in baptism” (Gerhardus Vos, The
Eschatology of the Old Testament, 82). The same pattern is
seen in Paul’s comments about the Red Sea crossing in 1
Corinthians 10:1-4.
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In addition, Jesus identifies his own death as a
baptism in Luke 12:50. In what sense could Jesus’ death be
seen as a baptism? Only against the Old Testament
backdrop of covenant judgment. Darell Bock, a
credobaptist, notes that baptism depicts the “inundation of

the waters of divine judgment” (Darrell L. Bock, Luke,
Vol.1, BECNT, 183).

J.V. Fesko summarizes Paul’s view of baptism as
covenant judgment:

“Baptism as covenant judgment explains Paul’s
language in Colossians 2:12 and Romans 6:3-4. When
Christ was crucified and underwent His baptism-
judgment, He suffered the curse of the covenant on behalf
of those who look to him in faith....However, only for
those who look to Christ by faith alone is the water of
baptism representative of redemption, purification, and
new creation. For those who undergo the waters of
baptism and never have faith in Christ, the waters of
baptism are those of covenant-judgment” (J.V. Fesko,
Word, Water, and Spirit, 245).

From such texts, it is clear that baptism represents
unto the believer redemption, union with Christ, new
creation etc. And it is equally clear that baptism represents
unto the covenant breaker a cutting off, or a covenant
judgment. This is the way circumcision functioned in the
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OT, and it is the way baptism functions now. This signals
another layer of continuity between the two covenant
signs, leading to an added layer of validity for the biblical
teaching of infant baptism.
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BAPTISM AND CIRCUMCISION IN
COLOSSIANS 2

Colossians 2 is a key text in understanding the connection
between baptism and circumcision, and thus it will be
examined in this section.

Occasion & Historical Circumstance

Heresy has crept into the church at Colossae, and
Paul has presumably heard about it from Epaphras, who
was with Paul at the time of the writing of the letter
(4:12). While it is difficult to ascertain the exact nature of
the heresy, several things can be noted. First, the heresy
included some Judaistic elements, such as: food and drink,
new moon, festivals, and Sabbaths (2:16). However, it is
also mixed with some Pagan and Greco/Roman elements,
such as: philosophy and human tradition (2:8), the
“elemental spirits of the world” (2:8 & 2:20), and a kind of
asceticism (2:21-23). However, these are not the only
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factors at play in the false teaching at Colossae. It would
also seem that some folk Jewish elements have made their
way into this area, namely: worship of angels (2:18),
visions (2:18), and perhaps more. What can be concluded
from this is that the Colossian heresy was a syncretistic
blend of all these factors together, leading Paul to draft one
of his most Christocentric occasional responses in his
entire corpus. Paul shows how Christ is superior and
sufficient throughout this letter.

Immediate Context

After exalting the supremacy of Christ in chapter 1,
Paul turns to deal with the reconciliation of the Colossians
to God (1:21-23), which then causes him to discuss his
particular ministry to the Gentiles and to the Colossians
themselves (1:24-2:5). Finally, in 2:6, Paul begins to exhort
the Colossians to continue to walk in Christ, firmly rooted
in the faith (2:6). This exhortation controls everything that
comes after it in chapter 2, for Paul supports his
exhortation by warning against false teaching and exalting
the supremacy of the work of Christ in redemption.

The Circumcision Made Without Hands

It is often assumed that when Paul mentions “a
circumcision made without hands” that he means a
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circumcision that is in contrast to the Old Testament
institution of mere physical circumcision. However, the
Old Testament simply proves this to be untrue. It clearly
teaches that outward circumcision was meant to point to
something inward (see Deuteronomy 10:16, 30:6,
Jeremiah 9:26, and Ezekiel 44:7). Furthermore, the New
Testament shows that the Jews should have known that
this outward circumcision pointed to an inward and
spiritual reality. Thus, Romans 2:28-29:

For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is
circumcision outward and physical. But a Jew is one inwardly, and
circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter.
His praise is not from man but from God.

In that context, Paul is not signaling an outward/
inward redemptive historical shift. Rather, he is stating,
quite matter of factly, that circumcision was not meant to
be merely an outward reality. In doing so, he echoes Old
Testament teaching from the passages mentioned above.

All of this shows that Paul is not creating an
antithesis between the “outward” Old Testament epoch
and the “inward” New Testament epoch, for circumcision
of the heart has always been a reality.
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The putting off of the body of flesh

Here again, Paul is not speaking of a physical reality,
but rather a new mode of existence which marks the life of
the believer. Ridderbos helpfully summarizes much of
Paul’s usage of the contrast between “flesh” and “spirit”:

“Flesh” and “Spirit” represent two modes of existence,
on the one hand that of the old aeon which is
characterized and determined by the flesh, on the other
that of the new creation which is of the Spirit of God”
(Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology, 66).

Though the contrast (between flesh and Spirit) is
merely implicit here, it is fairly clear that Paul is using
“flesh” in that sense, for later he makes a similar
statement about being brought from death
(uncircumcision of your flesh) to life with Christ (v. 13).

Because it signals such a redemptive historical
reality, this putting off of the body of the flesh ought not
to be construed narrowly in the sense of personal
regeneration (though it certainly includes that). Rather, it
is a corporate reality into which God’s people have been
brought. Paul here speaks in the 2nd person plural because
he is obviously addressing a group of people, the church at
Colossae. But that this reality is a corporate reality for the
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church of Christ is difficult to deny. Ridderbos again
summarizes:

“For through Christ’s having been buried in the flesh,
the church may in baptism know its ‘body of flesh’ to have
been put off, buried, because baptism incorporates it into
Christ and his burial. This circumcision, which takes place
without hands, can therefore be termed the ‘circumcision
of Christ’ not only as a general description, but in view of
what was implied in Christ’s death and resurrection with
respect to the church’s old mode of existence.”

Ridderbos is helpfully pointing out that because of
union with Christ, the church may be thought of as dead
the old mode of existence, as surely as Christ has been
crucified and buried. Moreover, because of what Paul says
thereafter, the church can be thought of as alive to the new
mode of existence inasmuch as Christ has been raised and
his church is united to him in that resurrection. Thus, as
we will continue to see, the putting off of this “body of
flesh” does not refer specifically to the believer’s
experience (though it certainly includes that). Rather, it
refers to a corporate reality experienced by the church in
this new age of life in Christ.

The Circumcision of Christ
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This leads us to consider the important phrase “the
circumcision of Christ.” If, as Ridderbos asserts above, this
phrase carries more than a general sense, what exactly
does it mean? There are two options I’d like to discuss.
First, this phrase can be taken as a subjective genitive, in
which case it could be rendered, “the circumcision done by
Christ.” One can easily see how this interpretation would
continue to render an individualistic reading of this text,
rather than a Christocentric reading.

[ would like to argue that this is a mistake. Recall
that Paul is writing an occasional epistle to refute a
syncretistic blend of heresy, and his goal is to show the
supremacy and sufficiency of Christ over against all of that.
In light of that, I think there is a more Christ-centered way
to interpret this phrase. If it is taken as an objective
genitive, then this phrase could be rendered, “the
circumcision experienced by Christ.” On this reading, it
does not refer to his physical circumcision at birth, nor to
the experience of a believer, but rather to his
substitutionary death, wherein he was cut off from the
Father for the sake of his people.

That the “circumcision of Christ” refers to this death
is further corroborated by the progression in this text from
death to burial to resurrection, which is at the center of
Paul’s gospel. David Garland helpfully points out that, “If
the circumcision of Christ refers to Christ’s death, then

79



the sequence summarizes the essential affirmations of
Christianity: Christ died, was buried, and was raised (see 1
Cor. 15:1-4). In this passage Paul interprets Christ’s death
as a vicarious circumcision for us (see 2 Corinthians
5:14-15)” (David E. Garland, Colossians and Philemon, 149).

In all this we continue to see two of Paul’s key
emphases remaining in the forefront: the key events of the
gospel (death, burial, resurrection), and their application
to the church through union with Christ. Paul has said
that the church now experiences this circumcision made
without hands, being brought from a fleshly existence into
a new reality by the vicarious death of Christ.

Having been buried with him in baptism

The participial phrase “having been buried with him
in baptism” is modifying “circumcision made without
hands” from verse 11, further qualifying what it means for
the church to be truly circumcised because of the work of
Christ. This fact creates a direct connection between the
concepts of circumcision and baptism. In other words, if
you were to strip off the two prior modifiers, the sentence
would read, “In him you were also circumcised with a
circumcision made without hands...having been buried
with him in baptism.” What has happened to the church in
baptism is this circumcision made without hands.
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That connection is evident for three reasons. First,
and most obviously, baptism is here referring to an inward
and spiritual reality, just as the circumcision made without
hands is referring to an inward, spiritual reality. For Paul,
the thing signified by baptism (union with Christ) is what
maps the church onto the redemptive historical timeline
with regard to the work of Christ. We are buried with him,
that is, we are partakers in his death through union with
him. It would be a mistake to assume a mere outward rite
is being referred to here, for Paul speaks of the spiritual
reality of union with Christ. Because of this, the parallel
between baptism and circumcision is actually
strengthened. This “circumcision made without hands”
that was hinted at and intended by the outward rite of
circumcision in the Old Testament is called a “baptism”
here. Both are spiritual realities, and Paul uses sacramental
language to describe them both. Thus, what we are seeing
is that circumcision and baptism, as signs of the thing
signified, both are meant to point to an inward and
spiritual reality.

Second, recall Paul’s polemic against the Colossians
heresy, which dealt with some elements of the Jewish
religion. If circumcision was being imposed as a means of
Gentile salvation (which was common in churches Paul
ministered to and was likely at play here), then Paul is
showing that the circumcision made without hands
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(brought about by the circumcision of Christ) is superior
to the merely outward circumcision being imposed on the
Gentiles. In other words, you do not need outward
circumcision because you have the thing it signified.

Next, note Calvin’s observations of Paul’s argument
here:

“For some one might otherwise object: “Why do you
abolish circumcision on this pretext—that its
accomplishment is in Christ? Was not Abraham, also,
circumcised spiritually, and yet this did not hinder the
adding of the sign to the reality? Outward circumcision,
therefore, is not superfluous, although that which is
inward is conferred by Christ.” Paul anticipates an
objection of this kind, by making mention of baptism.
Christ, says he, accomplishes in us spiritual circumcision,
not through means of that ancient sign, which was in force
under Moses, but by baptism. Baptism, therefore, is a sign
of the thing that is presented to us, which while absent
was prefigured by circumcision. The argument is taken
from the economy which God has appointed; for those
who retain circumcision contrive a mode of dispensation
different from that which God has appointed.” (Calvin, J.,
& Pringle, J. (2010). Commentaries on the Epistles of Paul the
Apostle to the Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians (p.
185))
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In other words, baptism is the appropriate sign for
such a redemptive historical time, because Christ has been
circumcised in his death, stripping oft the body of flesh,
and therefore the bloody shadow of circumcision is no
longer needed. Rather, baptism (a bloodless sign) now
signifies our union with Christ, which was prefigured in
circumcision (as Paul shows it here to be fulfilled in
Christ). In this way, baptism has replaced circumcision.

Finally, the connection between baptism and
circumcision is further strengthened by the fact that they
both signify death. We have already noted that the
“circumcision of Christ” referred to his death, and it is
also clear that baptism refers to death as well. “Having
been buried with him in baptism,” refers to the church’s
union with Christ, specifically with his death (and
subsequently his resurrection as in the next phrase).

Conclusion

In light of these observations, three key points about
baptism can be made. First, baptism signifies union with
Christ. This is clearly Paul’s point in saying that the
church is baptized with Christ. Both covenantal
credobaptists and paedobaptists aftirm that baptism
signifies union with Christ, and thus this point does not
need to be further proven.
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Second, both baptism and circumcision are used
here by Paul to point to inward, spiritual realities. The
“circumcision made without hands” that has been called
for in the Old Testament has come to fruition in the
“circumcision of Christ,” or his vicarious death. In other
words, Christ’s death is the means by which God’s people
are circumcised of heart, a reality which outward and
physical circumcision prefigured in the Old Testament.
This inward and spiritual reality corresponds to baptism,
for in such an inward and spiritual baptism the church has
been united to Christ in his death and resurrection. This
spiritual baptism is the thing which applies the
“circumcision of Christ” (his death) to his people, thereby
circumcising their hearts (the circumcision made without
hands). It is important to note the way Paul uses
sacramental language here. At no point is he merely
talking about outward rites, yet it must be understood that
the external rites are meant to point to internal, spiritual
realities. The two concepts (external/internal) should not
be quickly separated.

Finally, baptism replaces circumcision as sign of the
thing signified (circumcision of heart through union with
Christ). Outward circumcision was a bloody sign which
signified the need to put off the body of flesh. This has
been done for the church by the “circumcision of Christ,”
or his death, in which he was cut off from the Father,
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experiencing the brunt of his wrath for the sins of his
people. Now that this has taken place, baptism signifies
union with Christ in his death and resurrection as a
bloodless sign because the blood of Christ has been shed
for the forgiveness of sins. Thus, Paul shows here that
because of the redemptive historical event of Christ’s
death and resurrection, the sign which signifies the thing
that circumcises our hearts (union with Christ) has been
changed.

The main thrust of the paedobaptist argument from
these verses is the fact that baptism has replaced
circumcision. The two signs correspond, and the one has
been replaced by the other because of the redemptive
historical reality of the death and resurrection of Christ. It
is not correct here to say that circumcision has been
replaced by circumcision of the heart, for the grammar
does not support that claim. Rather, it is more appropriate
to say that circumcision of the heart is the main image
guiding this text and that while outward circumcision
pointed to that reality in the Old Testament, baptism now
points to that reality by signifying union with Christ in his
circumcision (his death).
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GOD'S COVENANTAL ACTION

The last aspect of covenant signs and seals to be
emphasized represents perhaps the biggest divergence
between credobaptists and paedobaptists with regard to
the nature of the sacraments. The Reformed view of the
sacraments is summarized by the Westminster Confession:

“Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant
of grace, immediately instituted by God, to represent
Christ and His benefits; and to confirm our interest in
Him: as also, to put a visible difference between those that
belong unto the Church and the rest of the world; and
solemnly to engage them to the service of God in Christ,
according to His Word” (WCF 27.1)

Sacraments are primarily signs and seals of God’s
covenant with man. Therefore, the primary direction
emphasized in the sacraments is from God to man, not
from man to God. Paul shows in Romans 4:11 that
circumcision was unto Abraham a sign and seal, not of his
commitment to God, but of the righteousness which was
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promised by God to those who have faith. This nuance is
important because the credobaptist often asserts that Paul
is claiming circumcision as a sign of Abraham’s faith. This
is precisely not what Paul says in that text. Rather, it is a
sign and seal of the righteousness of faith, promised by
God. The emphasis is on God’s covenantal action, not
man’s personal commitment.

By contrast, the baptist hermeneutic necessitates an
emphasis in baptism which begins with man’s
commitment to God. Note the Baptist faith and Message
on this point:

“Christian baptism is the immersion of a believer in
water. ...It is an act of obedience symbolizing the believer's
faith in a crucified, buried, and risen Saviour, the believer's
death to sin, the burial of the old life, and the resurrection
to walk in newness of life in Christ Jesus.”

The primary emphasis here is on man’s obedience, not
God’s covenantal action. In my view, this is not correct.
While there is an aspect of personal obedience in the
sacraments, it must be secondary to God’s covenantal
action, which is primarily represented in the sacraments.
On this view, there is no problem baptizing an infant who
has not yet placed faith in Christ because baptism does not
signify the personal choice of that infant, but primarily the
covenantal action of God.
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Glossary

Westminster Confession of Faith

The Westminster Confession of Faith (1647) along with the larger and shorter
catechisms form the confessional standards of the Presbyterian Church in America,
and they are influential for many other Reformed churches. The Confession is a
statement about biblical doctrine which is not itself on a level authoritative plane
with Scripture. The Bible itself is the only infallible rule of faith and practice, but the
Confession seeks to draw out in a systematic way the Bible’s teaching as
summarized in the Reformed faith.

Eschatological

Eschatology is the study or doctrine of the “last things,” or the Day of the Lord.
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