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The Sacrament of Baptism 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 
 

Q.69. How art thou admonished and assured by holy baptism that the one sacrifice of Christ 
upon the cross is of real advantage to thee? 

A. Thus: That Christ appointed this external washing with water, adding thereto this promise, 
that I am as certainly washed by his blood and Spirit from all the pollution of my soul, that 
is, from all my sins, as I am washed externally with water, by which the filthiness of the 
body is commonly washed away. 

Q.70. What is it to be washed with the blood and Spirit of Christ? 

A. It is to receive of God the remission of sins, freely, for the sake of Christ's blood, which he 
shed for us by his sacrifice upon the cross; and also to be renewed by the Holy Ghost, and 
sanctified to be members of Christ, that so we may more and more die unto sin, and lead 
holy and unblamable lives. 

Q.71. Where has Christ promised us, that he will as certainly wash us by his blood and Spirit, as 
we are washed with the water of baptism? 

A. In the institution of baptism, which is thus expressed: "Go ye, therefore, and teach all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost," 
"he that believeth, and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not, shall be 
damned.” This promise is also repeated where the scripture calls baptism the washing of 
regeneration, and the washing away of sins. 

Introduction 

With regard to the doctrine of the sacraments in general, we found that they were divinely 
ordained signs in which we have a picture of the invisible grace of God.  

The spiritual work which God accomplishes to form a people unto Himself is a real work; but it is 
not visible to the natural eye. When God renews the soul something real happens. It is a spiritual work 
by which the soul is actually cleansed. And when He nourishes that soul it is a real process, just as real as 
when you give a child bread. But there is a difference; and that difference is not that the one is less real 
than the other. The difference is that the one is visible, and the other is invisible.  

When we say that the sacraments are signs, it means that they are signs which God has instituted in 
the visible world to be pictures of His invisible grace. In the second place, they are signs which the 
Church must observe. And since God is the only party in His covenant, He sets up these signs for His 
Church to observe and, by observing these signs, keep His covenant. That is why, in the third place, 
sacraments are not only signs of grace, they are means of grace.  

But they are not only that; they are also ensigns, distinguishing marks or banners by which God 
distinguishes His people in the world. And so they become seals by which God assures them that wear 
these ensigns that He has consecrated them unto Himself to be His people. That is the idea of the 
sacraments in general.  

We come now to the sacrament of baptism —that is, to baptism in general, regardless of the 
question as to who must receive it. We are not to discuss infant baptism yet. We must first understand 
what baptism is in general before we can know to whom it should be administered. That is why the 
catechism first speaks of baptism in general.  
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The Church is in the midst of the world is revealed as a baptized Church. The Church is baptized; 
and the question is, of course, what is the practical significance of that baptism for the Church? What 
does it mean that you and I are baptized? What is the essential significance of baptism for the Church, 
both as she receives the sign of baptism, and as she observes it in the midst of the world?  

Usually the question as to the significance of baptism for the Church has been viewed from the 
point of view of working assurance to our faith. It is usually viewed from the point of view of the benefit 
we receive from the fact that we are baptized. And surely the benefits we receive from baptism are 
emphasized in Scripture. But the benefit is not the only element of importance in baptism. Our form of 
baptism points at least to another side when it says, “Where as in all covenants, there are contained two 
parts: therefore, we are by God through baptism, admonished of, and obliged unto new obedience, 
namely, that we cleave to this one God, Father, Son and Holy Ghost, that we trust in Him and love Him 
with all our hearts, with all our souls, with all our mind, and with all our strength; that we forsake the 
world, crucify our old nature, and walk in a new and holy life.” In other words, by baptism we are 
brought into God’s covenant, and are made to be of His party; and therefore we are separated from the 
world and consecrated to God. This we must bear in mind as we discuss baptism in general. 

 

Theme: The Sacrament of Baptism  

I. Bringing Us into the Covenant.  

II. Washing Us in Christ’s Blood  

III. Separating Us unto God.  

I. Bringing Us into the Covenant.  

Baptism is the ensign of the covenant. This may not be so evident on the face of things, with regard 
to baptism. With regard to circumcision this is evident; for circumcision is called the sign and seal of the 
covenant. It is even called “the covenant.” But we do not find such direct expressions in Scripture with 
regard to baptism. We do not read that God instituted baptism as a sign of the covenant. And if we 
should try to show that baptism is a sign of the covenant, by referring to such direct expressions, we 
would probably fail. Yet there can be no question but that this is a fundamental doctrine of Scripture. 
Even if we do not use Scripture as a sort of a dictionary in which we can look up certain direct expression 
to prove a certain idea, and even thought it has never been the custom in Reformed circles so to treat 
Scripture, yet it stands without a doubt that baptism is the New Testament sign of the establishment of 
God’s covenant with His people.  

That this is so is evident, first of all, from the fact that there is no difference between circumcision 
and baptism other than that the former is in harmony with the Old Testament dispensation, and the 
latter is in harmony with the New. This is evident from the fact that baptism replaced circumcision. That 
this is so cannot be denied historically. The replacing of circumcision by baptism historically commenced 
with the preaching of John the Baptist. It prepared the way for a new dispensation, preparing the way 
for the new kingdom, which is called the kingdom of heaven, and replacing the old kingdom of shadows. 
For that reason, John the Baptist started something entirely new when he baptized, not only unto the 
remission of sins, but baptized children unto Abraham, as he said, “God is able of these stones to raise 
up children unto Abraham … the ax is laid unto the root of the trees.” In other words, all that is of the old 
kingdom of shadows must be hewn down, and from it a new kingdom must arise. And to enter into the 
new kingdom, one must be baptized. And so John, by baptizing circumcised children of Abraham, 
replaces circumcision with baptism.  

The result of this is that Jesus was the very center of two dispensations. When Jesus came, the old 
dispensation had to disappear, and a new dispensation ushered in. And the preaching of John the 



 139 

Baptist had to prepare the way for that new dispensation. For that reason, John himself was not 
baptized; but Jesus was baptized. And the disciples undoubtedly were baptized. But John, who was the 
greatest of the prophets, and yet could not enter into the new dispensation, was not baptized. Baptism 
replaced circumcision; but that replacement did not take place all of a sudden. For a time there was a 
struggle, while circumcision and baptism existed side by side. But gradually it became evident that both 
could not exist, and that circumcision must disappear.  

Circumcision and baptism had the same meaning, the only difference being that the one pointed to 
the blood that was to be shed, and the other points backward to the blood that has been shed. But 
baptism has the same significance that circumcision had; and both point to the same thing. They point 
to the fact that we are brought into God’s covenant. That is the significance of both according to the 
plain teaching of Scripture. So the Apostle Paul says that we are the circumcision, and the blood of the 
Mediator is called the blood of the new covenant. In Colossians 2:11, He refers to our baptism as a 
circumcision when he says, In whom ye were also circumcised with a circumcision not made with hands, 
in the putting off of the body of the flesh, in the circumcision of Christ; having been buried with Him in 
baptism.  

It was to the same significance that the types of the Old Testament pointed. Israel passed through 
the Red Sea into the covenant; and even the flood pointed to that same thought. Noah passed through 
the flood to enter into God’s covenant, not into a general covenant, but into the one covenant of grace.  

Now if it is true that baptism is identified with circumcision according to the clear teaching of 
Scripture, it stands to reason that Scripture teaches that God continues His work and His covenant with 
His people, and establishes with them the New Testament sign.  

Now all of this was of significance. That we are baptized into the covenant means from a practical 
point of view we are of God’s party. In other words, we wear His ensign, His uniform. That is the 
practical side of the covenant, and the reason why the covenant of God is different from a covenant of 
men. A covenant between men you may call an alliance, an agreement. In a covenant of men there are 
two parties, but not with the covenant of God. We never read that God comes to man with certain 
conditions, which man must then accept. If that were the case, the covenant would be no stronger than 
the weaker link. But God’s covenant can be no such agreement, because God is God. Therefore, 
Scripture always puts it this way, I will establish My covenant with you. It is My covenant, not yours. I 
establish it, not you. And the idea of the covenant is that God extends His love and friendship over His 
people, and receives them into His family. He wants His people to know Him, to love Him, to serve Him, 
to taste Him. And in order that His people may know Him, He gives them His life. He causes His life to 
vibrate in us: and we become of His party. Therefore, we must say that we are a party over against Him. 
God is His own party; and when we say that God is His own party, we mean that God loves Himself, is 
consecrated unto Himself and seeks Himself.  

When God establishes His covenant with us, He does so in order that we also should love Him, seek 
Him, and be consecrated to Him. Therefore we do not become God’s party, but we become of His party. 
And because God establishes His covenant with His people, we become of His party antithetically. We 
might ask, “Why do we become of God’s party by baptism?” And the answer is that by nature we are 
not of His party. And the reason that we are not of God’s party by nature is that God gave His covenant 
in paradise in such a way that it depended on man; and the will of man proved to be weak that he fell. 
He became guilty, sinful and corrupt. That is really sin.  

Even the reprobate is a covenant sinner. His is a traitor. His is one that does not say that God is 
good, but that God is evil. That is the sinner. And the elect Church, being in Adam’s loins, fell into that 
same state of sin and corruption. The Church as it is born, stands on the other side. It is in sin and guilt 
and corruption and darkness. And God calls that Church out of darkness and unto His marvelous light.  
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II. Washing Us in Christ’s Blood.  

But if the Church is to be called out of that darkness of sin and corruption, it must be a baptized 
Church; for God cannot call His Church back into His covenant except on the basis of righteousness. We 
cannot call His Church back into His covenant, make that Church of his party, establish His own covenant 
and pave that way of justice. There is nothing in baptism of us. Therefore, the Mediator of the new 
covenant must be His Mediator. It is not our Lamb. Even if we had a lamb —which we haven’t— that 
lamb could not pave the way of justice. It is not our Lamb. It is God’s Lamb; and He established the way 
of justice by which He can call us back into His covenant. That is why we must pass through the blood.  

The people in Egypt had to pass through the blood on the door posts. They had to pass through the 
blood in passing through the Red Sea, and thus be baptized into Moses. And so we must be baptized 
into Christ. The way for the Church is always through the cloud, through the Red Sea, and through 
baptism. Baptism is the washing away of sin. The essence of baptism is that operation of God’s grace by 
which He incorporates His people as one body into Christ Jesus. It is that spiritual work of God’s grace by 
which He separates His people from the world and makes them partakers of all the spiritual blessings in 
Christ, especially the washing away of their sins. So He makes them a people unto Himself.  

By nature we are members of the body of Adam, that is, of the organism of the human race. 
Because of it we are born under guilt, in sin and in corruption. We are born enemies of God and friends 
of the devil, without God in the world. So we come into this world. And as such we cannot be God’s 
people.  

If we are to be God’s people, two things must happen. In the first place, we must become members 
of another body. And if we are to become members of another body, we must become separated from 
the old body. The other body is Christ; for it is in the body of Christ, that is, in connection and fellowship 
with His body, that we receive freedom from guilt, sin and corruption. If we are to become a people 
consecrated to God, we must be separated from the old body and incorporated into the new body, so 
that the guilt and corruption will no more be ours. Then freedom from guilt and sin will be ours. That is 
our salvation.  

And that is our baptism. Not the sign, but the essence of baptism, spiritual baptism. That this is true 
is plain from Scripture. We read in Romans 6:3,4, Know ye not, that so many of us were baptized into 
Jesus Christ, (notice the Apostle says we were baptized into Christ, that is, into the fellowship and 
communion with Him), we were baptized into His death? Therefore we are buried with Him by baptism 
into death, (we are separated from the world) that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the 
glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life. We are incorporated into Christ; and 
having been incorporated into Christ, we pass through His death. And passing through His death, we 
pass also through His resurrection unto a newness of life.  

So also it was in the Old Testament. We read in I Corinthians 10:2 that the Israelites were baptized 
into Moses. And, as they were baptized into Moses, so we are baptized into Christ. That is baptism 
according to its essence.  

This was also the idea of all the types which we have in Scripture of baptism. The idea of these 
types is, separation from one body and becoming one with another. Thus it is with the flood. Noah was 
saved, not by the ark, but by the water. By the water Noah was separated from the world, and he came 
up out of the water without that world. So it is with the Red Sea. On the one side of the sea was Egypt, 
and on the other side Zion. And Israel, in passing through the Red Sea, was separated from Egypt and 
entered into Canaan. The passing through the Red Sea was redemption from Egypt and becoming 
citizens of Zion. That is also the essence of baptism — even apart from the question who must receive it. 
It is pictured for us in the sign.  

Reformed people have always taken the stand that, whereas the essence of baptism is not in the 
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sign, the amount of water makes little difference. But we must remember, whether baptism be 
administered by sprinkling or immersion, what the Church enacts is nothing but the outward sign.  

In the sign we have a picture of the spiritual reality. We see while we go under the sign, that, as 
water separates us from the filth of our body, so the blood of Jesus separates us from our spiritual filth.  

In the second place, we are cleansed from guilt and the corruption of sin, so that we enter into the 
water of baptism unclean. On the one side of baptism, we are unclean. But, while with all our 
uncleanness we enter into the water of baptism, on the other side of baptism, we are raised up clean. 
That is what is expressed in baptism. On the one side of baptism lies the world, so that we pass out of 
the world through the death of Christ into a new life. That is the significance of baptism.  

Every time we baptize we confess that. Baptism is not simply taking a bath. We cannot baptize in 
the home. The Church administers the sign; it observes it; and it does so through its offices. It is not true, 
as one man in the Netherlands is contending, that every time a babe is baptized, all are baptized. But 
neither is it true that we are baptized but once and that is the end of it. Every time a babe is baptized, 
the Church does observe the sacrament; and it receives baptism as a means of grace from the hand of 
God.  

Looking at baptism as a means of grace, the question arises, what is the relation between the 
essence and the sign? And then the Roman Catholic Church says: we cannot receive the essence except 
through the sign. The sign carries the essence with it. That is not true.  

The truth is that the Holy Spirit performs the work signified in baptism. He performs the spiritual 
baptism in the Church. That is stated beautifully in our form of baptism when we confess that we are 
baptized by the triune God.  

In the second place, the administration of baptism is an outward sign instituted by God as a picture 
of what the Holy Spirit does in the Church.  

In the third place, it is the work of the Holy Spirit by which He calls the attention of the Church to 
the sign and assures her that as sure as the body is cleansed by water so surely we are washed from our 
sin.  

When we have these three, then we have baptism as a means of grace complete. It is all the work 
of the Holy Spirit. That is why baptism is God’s sign. It is God’s sign by which He assures His people of 
their justification by faith. Even as circumcision was the seal of the righteousness of faith, so baptism is 
the sign and seal of God, that He justifies His people by faith. We all have the sign. We cannot get away 
from that. Baptism is the sign of the Church.  

It is not the only sign. The Lord’s Supper is also a sign. But baptism is the sign of our entering into 
God’s covenant. And we all have that sign. It makes no difference whether we are faithful to the sign or 
not, we can never get away from it. It is God’s sign that He justifies the believer.  

III. Separating Us unto God 

Baptism is not a sign that seals at random. It seals the believers. Baptism is God’s seal to you, that 
as surely as you confess the Lord Jesus Christ, He justifies, sanctifies, and glorifies you. But it is just as 
true that you cannot get away from the significance of baptism, even if you trample it under foot. If you 
do that you are a traitor. You walk about with God’s uniform, in the camp of the enemy. And that is not 
only true of the downright unbeliever, but it is true every time you walk in the world. You walk in the 
world with the uniform of Christ. For more true, than a solider who goes over to the camp of the enemy 
and betrays the secrets of his army, is one who wears the uniform of Christian the camp of the enemy a 
traitor.  

Remember, you are of the party of the living God, and you are so assured of your salvation; and this 
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means that by this sign, we are separated from the world. Every time the Church administers baptism 
we confess that we take hold by faith of all that baptism implies. But also, every time baptism is 
administered, we confess that we are a separate people. We do not only receive the sign of baptism as a 
means of grace, but also as a uniform, as an ensign, as a banner.  

That is the obligation of baptism. We must not have the half Pelagian conception of the covenant 
that we also find in Reformed circles. God saves us. Salvation is from God; but we have this obligation, 
that we live according to that sign or we will become more ungodly. We can never get away from that 
uniform. And the call of baptism is, be a separate people. By the sign of baptism we are separated from 
the world, and consecrated unto God.  

On the other side of the Red Sea, of the blood of Christ, of baptism, lies the lust of the flesh, the 
lust of the eyes, the pride of life. On this side lies perfect justification, sanctification, and holiness. And 
when we pass through the sign of baptism, it certainly implies that we have been separated from the 
world, and from the things that are of the world. We have been consecrated unto God. Or, as the form 
of baptism expresses it, “we cling to this one God, that we trust in Him, and love Him with all our heart, 
and soul, and mind, and strength; that we forsake the world, crucify the old nature, and walk in a new 
and holy life.” It is all in order that we may be called the Church of the living God, to His glory.  


