
 143 

Lords Day 27 

The Recipients of Holy Baptism 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.72. Is then the external baptism with water the washing away of sin itself? 

A. Not at all: for the blood of Jesus Christ only, and the Holy Ghost cleanse us from all sin. 

Q.73. Why then doth the Holy Ghost call baptism "the washing of regeneration," and "the 
washing away of sins"? 

A. God speaks thus not without great cause, to-wit, not only thereby to teach us, that as 
the filth of the body is purged away by water, so our sins are removed by the blood and Spirit 
of Jesus Christ; but especially that by this divine pledge and sign he may assure us, that we are 
spiritually cleansed from our sins as really, as we are spiritually washed with water. 

Q.74. Are infants also to be baptized? 

A. Yes: for since they, as well as the adult, are included in the covenant and church of God; 
and since redemption from sin by the blood of Christ, and the Holy Ghost, the author of faith, 
is promised to them no less than to the adult; they must therefore by baptism, as a sign of the 
covenant, be also admitted into the Christian church; and be distinguished from the children of 
unbelievers as was done in the old covenant or testament by circumcision, instead of which 
baptism is instituted in the new covenant. 

 

Introduction 

Last time we spoke of baptism in general, that is, without respect to its sacramental operation and 
proper recipients.  

We found that, even as in old dispensation circumcision so in the new, baptism is the sign of the 
covenant. And the practical significance is that we are of the party of the living God. And being of the 
party of the living God, the practical significance is that God by baptism assures us of our salvation. And, 
on the other hand, baptism for the Church has the significance that it implies for them the calling to 
walk as children of light.  

This morning we must call your attention to baptism from the point of view of its spiritual 
operation and its proper recipients.  

 

Theme: The Recipients of Holy Baptism 

I. Its Spiritual Operation 

II. Its Proper Recipients 

 

I. Its Spiritual Operation 

Before considering the spiritual operation of baptism, I want to review some of what we said 
before.  

Baptism we have seen is the sign of the covenant. And there is no doctrine on which there is so 
much difference of opinion as there is on the doctrine of the covenant. If you ask those who ought to 
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know, what the idea of the covenant is, you will receive a variety of answers.  

There are, in the first place, those who say that the covenant is an agreement between God and His 
people. But this somewhat Pelagian conception is not correct. There can be no agreement between God 
and man because God is God.  

In the second place, there are many who say that the covenant is the way in which God saves His 
people. God saves His people in a covenantal way. But if that is true, the covenant becomes a means to 
an end. And in that case, it will have answered its purpose when the end of the way is reached. If the 
covenant is a means to an end, then it will be done away with when the end is reached.  

There is a notion in the Christian Reformed Churches here, due especially to one erroneous 
conception, that the covenant is merely a promise. God promises salvation to us, and we must accept it. 
This of course is pure Pelagianism. 

Therefore we must go out from this fundamental conception of Scripture, God is a covenant God. 
He lives a covenant life. The relation between Father, Son and Holy Ghost is a relationship of pure 
friendship. That relationship is God’s own covenant life.  

In addition, we must remember that God made all things for His name sake; in other words, He 
made all things for His glory. God purposed to reveal Himself in all things. But He also purposed to 
reveal, if I may say so, that highest which is in God, the covenant life which is in Him. Thus He causes His 
own covenant life to vibrate, to thrill in His creature. And when God causes His own covenant life to 
vibrate in the creature, the creature becomes a member of God’s family. That is the covenant. That is 
why the covenant is not an agreement, or a promise, or a way in which we are saved, but a spiritual 
reality. That idea we find throughout Scripture. The covenant is the relation between God and His 
people, which results when God causes His own life to thrill in His creature.  

It is said that there is no essential difference between the covenant of works, and that of grace. This 
is true, but it does not go far enough. They are one. The covenant is one. The relation between God and 
Adam was of such a nature that God caused His own covenant life to thrill in Adam; and, as a result, 
Adam lived in covenant friendship and communion with God; and when Adam violated that covenant 
and broke it, God maintained His covenant — only He brings it to a higher level in Christ Jesus.  

If we understand this essential idea of the covenant, we will also understand the idea of Baptism. 
By nature we are born outside of the covenant. We are born in sin and unrighteousness. We are born 
enemies of God, not friends. And if we are to become friends of God, we must be separated out of the 
old organism of Adam and be planted in the new organism of which Christ is the Head. The covenant is 
between God and His people. There is an outward and an inward manifestation of this covenant in this 
world; but to enter into it, we must be made free from sin and guilt.  

Now the catechism comes with the question: Is then the external baptism with water the washing 
away of sin itself? Now you must understand that, in answer to that question, we are inclined to say that 
it is a silly question. We would say, there is no one holding such a view. No one will say that a little 
water, a mere taking of a bath at home, can have any affect upon my spiritual condition. Water cleanses 
us physically, and no one believes that it purges away the spiritual filth of the soul. People may have 
believed that years ago, but we have outgrown such silly concepts; we do not believe that anymore.  

We must understand, however, that after all, this question is not a silly one, and that the catechism 
looks at the sacrament of baptism as a means of grace. It is a means by which we may grow in all which 
God has promised. It is a means by which He causes us to see more clearly, and to have more 
consciously before our mind, all He has promised us in Christ Jesus. It is a means to cause us the more to 
believe and appropriate what God has promised so that we may grow in Christ. For that purpose we 
have His word, but we also have the sacraments.  

Now the question the catechism places before us in this Lord’s Day in not whether the water of 



 145 

baptism will cleanse us from the filth of sin, but whether baptism, as it is administered by the Church, 
has power to bring to us the forgiveness of sins, and that it does this not merely when we receive it. 
Baptism is not merely of significance at the moment we receive it. It is true that the sacrament of the 
Lord’s Supper is received frequently by the individual believer, but the individual receives the sacrament 
of baptism only once; we can be implanted into Christ only once. Still, although this is true, it is not true 
of the Church. The Church celebrates the sacrament of baptism as often as baptism is administered in 
her midst. If we truly participate in the baptism of our children — not if we look how the baby is 
dressed, or what its name is, but if you truly participate in baptism — then the Church celebrates the 
sacrament of baptism every time it is administered. And if you say that the sacrament purposes as a 
means of grace to strengthen our faith, then every time baptism is administered our faith is 
strengthened.  

And then the question becomes different, and it is evident that we have not outgrown the 
apparently silly question if we put it this way. If the Church baptizes, if the Church has baptized me, and 
if the Church has pronounced upon me the formula, “I baptize you in the name, that is, into the 
fellowship of, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost,” am I then really baptized? Can I rely up the fact 
that the Church sprinkles, pours water on me or immerses me in water — it makes no difference which 
— can I rely on that fact that I am really saved? And you are not so far from that question. But also 
notice that it is not a rational question that you can argue out. If you rationally argue out the question 
whether the external baptism with water can wash away your sins, you will say no. But it is not a 
rational question. It is an ethical question. It is a spiritual question. And the spiritual point is that it is 
easier to be baptized a thousand times than to be broken hearted. It is far easier to be baptized than to 
get down on your knees. It is far easier to be baptized than to appropriate the essence of baptism. It is 
far easier, in the old dispensation, to come to the temple with offerings than to get down on the knees 
and repent. It is a spiritual question.  

That is why there is so much externalism in the Church throughout the ages. In the Old Testament 
the people said, “We are the children of Abraham, we are circumcised.” And John the Baptist smashed 
their hypocrisy and pride when he said, “God can make children of Abraham out of these stones.” That 
is also the secret of Roman Catholicism. It is easier to believe that the Church can sprinkle a little water 
on you and you are then saved than to repent. And such Roman Catholicism is not rooted out, but is 
seen, for example, in the attempt to bring absolution back into the Church. It is much easier to have the 
minister say, “I pronounce your sins forgiven,” and then to go home and say, “I am saved because the 
minister says so.” You must never give the Church the power to baptize in that sense. You must never 
again give the Church the power to forgive sin in that sense. You must never give the Church the power 
to impart grace in that sense. That Church Luther swept away. Never let it return; and, if it does, it is 
your fault. We must say, “No, that is not so, the external baptism with water does not wash away sin.” 
Baptism is a sign, the sign of the covenant that belongs to the visible Church. The essence of baptism is 
the process by which God separates us from sin and guilt by which He separates us from the world, and 
implants us into the new organism of Christ. It has an outward form, a sign; and we have no controversy 
about the amount of water used. Whether it be immersion, a pouring on of water, or sprinkling, is a 
matter of indifference. The essence of baptism is not in the water, but in the work of the Spirit, which is 
pictured in the sign. But sprinkling means the same as immersion, or pouring on of water. It is a going 
under in the death of Christ.  

2. Its proper recipients 

But the catechism also places us before the question, who must be baptized? And it answers, the 
believers and their seed; or, if you wish, the Church visible. There can be no question that the Church 
visible must be separated from the world by baptism. But the question is, who belongs to that Church 
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visible? 

The Baptist says that no children belong to the visible Church. That would be awful. But, the 
historical Church has always said that the visible Church is the believers and their children; and 
therefore they are to be baptized. And it is a shame when they are excluded. The Baptist may say, Give 
me a text for infant baptism. But the Baptist simply clings to one text, which is only applicable to the 
preaching of the gospel to the heathen. And therefore I want to call your attention to the fact that our 
fathers in the catechism indeed understood Scripture when they pointed to two facts.  

In the first place, they point to the fact that infants as well as adults are included in the covenant. 
We must take the fundamental conception of Scripture that the covenant runs in the line of all the 
generations of Adam. When Adam breaks the covenant, all die in him.  

In the second place, Scripture teaches that as God establishes His covenant in the line of continued 
generations Adam, so the covenant with Abraham runs in the line of continued generations. Paul tells us 
that the believers are the seed of Abraham. Thus it is throughout Scripture. It is a historical line. Before 
the flood it was the line of Seth and his generations, then Noah and the line of his generations, and then 
Abraham and his generation. It is one continued line from Seth to Jesus.  

In the new dispensation this line includes various nations, and you can follow the line on the map. 
That baptism came in the place of circumcision is plain from Peter, “Being then circumcised with a 
circumcision made without hands...” It is the teaching of Scripture that the whole of the Church is to be 
baptized; even as is the old dispensation they were circumcised. The Church visible runs in the line of 
generations; and therefore, children are to be baptized. Not to baptize them is a violation of God’s 
covenant. There can be no doubt that God establishes His covenant with His people in Christ in the line 
of the continued generations of the seed of Abraham. Neither can there be any doubt that the seed of 
Abraham, neither in the old dispensation nor in the new, are not the Jews, but the children of of the 
promise.  

In the second place, I want to call your attention to the fact that the fathers also understood that 
the promise that runs through the whole word of God and is the comprehension of all the blessing of 
salvation, the Church receives, includes the children as well as the adults. That is so beautifully said in 
Acts 2, if we only read in its connection. We read verse 38: “Then Peter said unto them, repent, and be 
baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the 
gift of the Holy Ghost. For (now don’t lose the connection) for the promise is unto you, and to your 
children, and to all that are a far off, even as many as the Lord our God shall call.” Repent, be baptized, 
and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost; for, the promise, which has been promised throughout 
the old dispensation, and has been fulfilled in Christ, is unto you and your children, and to all that are 
afar off.  

Does not the question of infant baptism come down to this question, Can children be baptized? 
And the question, can children be baptized, comes down to this question: Can children be saved? And 
only when you give either of two answers to that question, can you deny children baptism? The answer 
of some people to that question is: children do not need to be saved. If that is the case, then I admit, 
they do not need to be baptized. If you say that a child is innocent and does not need to be saved, it 
need not be baptized. If you deny that a child is born in sin and guilt, you don’t have to baptize it. But 
that is not Scripture. A child is not saved because it is a child. We are all born in sin and death; and 
unless we are saved, we are all under condemnation. Therefore, a child must be saved.  

And the second possibility is that you say that a child cannot be saved. If a child cannot be saved, 
then I admit, a child cannot be baptized. If a child cannot be saved, if it cannot have the power of faith 
by which we are implanted into Christ, then it cannot be baptized. But that is not true. The promise is 
unto us and our children. Only you must remember, the promise is in the line of the children of the 
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promise. And therefore, the significance is that we live in the faith of the organic development of the 
Church. If we live in the faith that God establishes His covenant in the line of continued generations, and 
realizes His promise with us and our children, then we will not murder our children before they are 
born, and we will not believe in birth control, but we will bring forth children in order that the promise 
may be realized.  

In the third place, that we believe in the organic development of the Church is the basis for the 
promise to bring up our children in the fear of the Lord. The covenant is the basis for all Christian 
instruction.  

And finally, the practical significance of the faith that the Church consists of believers and their seed 
is that when our children grow up they must say yes and no to their baptism. And you do too. As soon as 
you come to years of discretion, you say yes and no to your baptism. You say yes, I am washed in the 
blood of Christ of all my sins, and you say, no world, I will not walk in the way of sin and corruption; and 
you make confession of your faith. Or else you say, no, I am not washed in the blood of Christ, and you 
say, yes world, I love your treasures and pleasures, and you do not make confession of faith. There is not 
other way. A baptized member of forty or fifty years old is nonsense. You must say yes and no to your 
baptism. And you do. If you say yes to yours, you must also put on the other half of the uniform and 
come to the Lord’s Supper. Are you a believer? Then you will say yes to your baptism.  


