
The Reformers’ Defense of Infant Baptism

The question of infant baptism has embroiled the church for centuries. Though Baptist theologians

have repudiated this teaching, it is still prevalent in many churches today. This widespread practice

means that church leaders need to continue to address this important issue. In this article, Dr. Ken

Rathbun, a graduate of Faith Baptist Bible College and Theological Seminary, focuses on the

Reformers’ statements regarding infant baptism and shows that they were not consistent with their

guiding principles. This well-researched treatment of the subject will help you better understand the

issue and enable you to express the Scriptural teaching more clearly.

Sola Gracia. Sola Fide. Sola Scriptura. These affirmations are held to be the guiding principles of the

Reformers. However, one of my professors in graduate school, a Catholic scholar of the Reformation,

openly questioned the Reformers’ commitment to the last of these principles: sola scriptura. At the

time I quickly dismissed his query, considering the source of the objection. But later, as I studied the

Reformation at another university, I began to rethink his idea, especially regarding infant baptism. I

concluded it was important to revisit the 16th century baptismal controversy in order to understand

how the Reformers justified infant baptism.

Baptists see the Reformers’ defense of infant baptism as a concession to a historical practice over the

Word of God. Is that a correct assessment? Did the Reformers violate their own guiding principles in

defending infant baptism?

The issue of infant baptism affected many other areas of doctrine in the Reformation, including the use

of church discipline, the concern for the purity of the lives of church members, and especially the

practice of allowing the unsaved into the membership of the Reformers’ churches. All of these issues

in the Reformation have left tangible results in the contemporary church scene and deserve further

investigation.
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This article will briefly explore how the Reformers defended infant baptism.  The three major

recognized Reformers are Ulrich Zwingli, Martin Luther, and John Calvin. I will add a lesser-known

Reformer, Martin Bucer, who also was prominent in the controversy over infant baptism.
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Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531)

Zwingli is especially significant because in his city of Zurich several famous Anabaptists first took

their stand (and later met their deaths) for practicing believer’s baptism. Many contend that these

Anabaptists were only applying the principles of Scripture that Zwingli had taught them.
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Zwingli was clear in his writings that baptism did not forgive sin.  He wrote: “Christ himself did not

connect salvation with baptism: it [salvation] is always by faith alone.”  However, he also wrote that

baptism was not connected to faith either. “Hence it follows that water-baptism was given even when

there was no faith, and it was received even by those who did not believe.”  Thus to Zwingli baptism

was proper for infants. This position was a step further than other Reformers had been willing to take

to justify infant baptism.
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As to the argument from the Anabaptists that those baptized in Acts had the Holy Spirit, Zwingli

allowed for this possibility in infants. He stated that both Jeremiah and John were sanctified in their

mothers’ wombs; therefore, it could be possible that some even had the Holy Spirit already as infants.
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Zwingli also brought the issue of election into the discussion of infant baptism. He said, like Luther,

that since people cannot know who the elect are, church leaders must not drive children of Christians

from the church. Also, if only those who have faith can be baptized, then no one can be baptized since

no one can know for certain about another’s personal faith.  In supporting infant baptism Zwingli said

that children belong to God; therefore the church is to baptize them. He emphasized the now-familiar

stance that baptism replaces Old Testament circumcision. This last point came about because of

Zwingli’s understanding of the covenant basis of this sacrament.
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Martin Luther (1483–1546)

Beyond question, Martin Luther truly believed in justification by faith alone for salvation. That theme

even appears in his baptismal writings. However, at the same time he also made statements that

seemed contradictory. Luther’s Small Catechism (1529) stated that when the Word is added to the

water, forgiveness of sin takes place in baptism: “It effects forgiveness of sins, delivers from death and

the devil, and grants eternal salvation to all who believe, as the Word and promise of God declare.”
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Writing against the Anabaptists regarding the matter of faith and baptism, Luther strenuously denied

that faith needed to be present in order to baptize. He even turned the argument around and stated that

the “rebaptizers” could never know for sure if anyone really had faith.  Luther left open the question of

whether infants could have faith in some mysterious way: “There are Scripture passages that tell us that
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children may and can believe, though they do not speak or understand. . . . I grant that we do not

understand how they do believe, or how faith is created. But that is not the point here.
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Luther clearly appealed to tradition to justify infant baptism: “Since our baptizing has been thus from

the beginning of Christianity and the custom has been to baptize children, and since no one can prove

with good reasons that they do not have faith, we should not make changes and build on such weak

arguments.”  Some scholars consider such statements as an overreaction against the Anabaptists.  If so

(and not all agree ), then Luther was clearly willing to go to almost any length to validate infant

baptism. However, his appeals to the Bible in the context of the faith of infants are dubious, and his

reliance on arguments from silence is weak.
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Martin Bucer (1491–1551)

Martin Bucer was a Reformer in Strasbourg, Germany (though the city is now located in France) for

about 25 years. He interacted personally with all of the three major Reformers. He was a Zwinglian

who attempted to bring about a doctrinal agreement with the Lutherans in the Lord’s Supper

controversy. He mentored John Calvin in Strasbourg during the latter’s three-year exile from Geneva

in the late 1530s. After the Catholic armies defeated the Protestants in 1547, Bucer was eventually

forced into exile. He moved to England to teach at Cambridge University where he attempted to

influence the Anglican Reformation.

Bucer is recognized as a leading defender of infant baptism during the Reformation.  Much of his

interest in infant baptism was due to the fact that Strasbourg, where he labored, harbored so many

“Sectarians,”  with whom Bucer engaged in both verbal and written debates. Because Bucer dealt so

much with the Anabaptists in Strasbourg, other Reformers looked to him for guidance in combating

them.
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Ironically, Bucer’s defense of infant baptism included reliance on the church tradition against which he

and the Reformers protested.  He also depended on testimony from the church fathers who claimed the

church received the command to baptize infants orally from Christ and the apostles.  He followed the

other Reformers saying that infant baptism was not prohibited by Scripture, it could be proven

compatible with Scripture, and it did not require the faith of infants.
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Earlier in Bucer’s thinking, baptism only joined an infant to the church. He had asserted no automatic

efficacy in baptism. Efficacy depended on one’s faith. Since infants could not have faith, they were

marked out at baptism for future faith: “The Lord will grant them [infants] the Spirit and faith when he

sees fit, but our washing them with water will not for one moment grant them faith of God’s Spiritâ as

some important persons affirm, no less ill-advisedly than irreligiously.”
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In the early 1530s Bucer made a major shift in his theological position. He never repudiated infant

baptism; rather, he found new ways to justify its practice. However, this change further obscured the

Reformed understanding of justification by faith alone.

We confess and teach that holy baptism . . . is in the case of adults and of young children truly a

baptism of regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit, whereby those who are baptised have all their

sins washed away, are buried into the death of our Lord Jesus Christ, are incorporated into him and put

on him for the death of their sins, for a new and godly life and the blessed resurrection, and through

him become children and heirs of God.
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The significance of baptism joining one to the church became lost. Baptism now conveyed, imparted,

or automatically gave benefits to the recipient. One writer called this a tendency toward “sacramental

manipulation.”  This shift in Bucer’s thinking strengthened his defense of infant baptism.
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The Reformers, and Bucer in particular, were left with a perplexing question with such a view of

baptism: “How would true faith be recognized in actual believers in the life of the church?” Another

religious practice became necessary. Bucer’s answer was the rite of confirmation, and he became

known as the “father of evangelical confirmation.”  Needless to say, the Scripture gives no basis for

this rite; it came about because believer’s baptism lost its New Testament significance.
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John Calvin (1509–1564)

Calvin arrived on the scene almost a generation after the Reformation began. He identified baptism

very closely with circumcision.  He asserted infants could even be regenerated, though he did not

explain how.

26

But how, they [rebaptizers] ask, are infants regenerated, when not possessing a knowledge of either

good or evil? We answer, that the work of God, though beyond the reach of our capacity, is not

therefore null. Moreover, infants who are to be saved (and that some are saved at this age is certain)

must, without question, be previously regenerated by the Lord. . . . But to silence this class of

objectors, God gave, in the case of John the Baptist, whom he sanctified from his mother’s womb

(Luke 1:15), a proof of what he might do in others. They gain nothing by the quibble to which they

here resort, viz., that this was only once done, and, therefore, it does not forthwith follow that the Lord

always acts thus with infants. That is not the mode in which we reason. Our only object is to show, that

they unjustly and malignantly confine the power of God within limits, within which it cannot be

confined.
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Calvin contended that infants (presumably the elect) could be saved from birth in some unexplained

way, and the infant examples of John the Baptist and Christ were of paramount importance to him. Of

Christ, Calvin wrote: “If in Christ we have a perfect pattern of all the grace, which God bestows on all



his children, in this instance we have a proof that the age of infancy is not incapable of receiving

sanctification.”
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Apart from the fact that Calvin compared Christ’s perfect example positively with fallen humanity, it

appears from these last two statements that Calvin allowed for the possibility of salvation apart from

faith. At least he made no mention of personal faith. Giving more weight to this claim, he continued,

We confess, indeed, that the word of the Lord is the only seed of spiritual regeneration; but we deny

the inference that, therefore, the power of God cannot regenerate infants. This is as possible and easy

for him as it is wondrous and incomprehensible to us. It were [sic] dangerous to deny that the Lord is

able to furnish them with the knowledge of himself in any way he pleases.
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The fact that Calvin neglected to include faith in this discussion is disturbing, especially in the context

of infants. To Calvin, baptism joined an infant to the church and provided the infant the benefit of

receiving exhortation by older believers to embrace God and serve Him.
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Calvin tried to address the question whether faith should precede baptism. He allowed for the

possibility of faith in infants, but he could not explain how. It was certainly not the kind of faith adults

have, Calvin maintained, but he stated he “would rather leave the question undecided.”  He held that

infants can have faith in some way. “Let them [rebaptizers] tell me where the danger lies if they

[infants] are said now to receive some part of that grace, of which they are to have the full measure

shortly after.”  These statements indicate that Calvin thought salvation could come apart from personal

faith in the case of infants.

31

32

33

As to the issue of whether there is anything automatically conveyed in baptism, Calvin seemed to leave

that door open: “In fine, the objection [that repentance and faith precede baptism] is easily disposed of

by the fact, that children are baptised for future repentance and faith. Though these are not yet formed

in them, yet the seed of both lies hid in them by the secret operation of the Spirit.”  This statement

seems precariously close to a sacramental view of baptism.
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An Evaluation

The objections of the Sectarians to infant baptism forced the Reformers to clarify and assess how to

defend the practice, and they did not always do so consistently with their previously stated ideology.

Some disregard their statements as an overreaction to the baptismal controversies with the Sectarians. I

think, however, that their statements were more than that. They reflected an actual misunderstanding of

baptism.

To Bible-believing Baptists, believer’s baptism is essential because we take seriously (and literally) the

Biblical precedence of baptism in the book of Acts: faith precedes baptism. To those of other Christian

persuasions, this precedence is not compelling, and they have constructed alternative theologies to



justify infant baptism.

Let us return to our question of sola scriptura. The Reformers’ statements on infant baptism not only

bring into question their consistent commitment to sola scriptura, but they show that they also muddied

the waters of sola fide.
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