
---- CUNNINGHAM ON INFANT BAPTISM 

William Cunningham (180J-1861) 

The scriptural evidence, in support of the position that the infants of 

believing parents are to be baptized, consists chiefly in the proof which the 

word of God affords, to the following effect:-that, in the whole history of 

our race, God's covenanted dealings with His people, with respect to spir­

itual blessings, have had regard to their children as well as to themselves; so 

that the children as well as the parents have been admitted to the spiritual 

blessings of God's covenants, and to the outward signs and seals of these 

covenants;-that there is no evidence that this general principle, so full of 

mercy and grace, and so well fitted to nourish faith and hope, was to be 

departed from or laid aside, under the Christian dispensation but, on the 

contrary, a great deal to confirm the conviction that it was to continue to be 

acted on;-that the children of believers are capable of receiving, and often 

do in fact receive, the blessings of the covenant, justification and regenera­
tion; and are therefore-unless there be some very express prohibition , either 

by general principle or specific statement-admissible and entitled to the 
outward sign and seal of these blessings;-that there is a federal holiness , as 
distinguished from a personal holiness, attaching, under the Christian as 
well as the Jewish economy, to the children of believing parents , which af­
fords a sufficient ground for their admission, by an outward ordinance, into 

the fellowship of the church;-and that the commission which our Saviour 

gave to His apostles, and the history we have of the way in which they exer­

cised this commission, decidedly favour the conclusion, that they admitted 

the children of believers along with their parents, and because of their rela­

tion to their parents, into the communion of the church by baptism . 

This line of argument, though in some measure inferential, is , we are 

persuaded, amply sufficient in cumulo to establish the conclusion , that the 

children of believing parents are to be baptized , unless either the leading 

positions of which it consists can be satisfactorily proved to have no sanction 

from Scripture, or some general position can be established which proves the 

incompatibility of infant baptism, either with the character of the C hristian 
dispensation in general , or with the qualities and properties of the ordinance 

1This article is reprinted from William Cunningham's Historical Theology (Banner, I <)60) , vol. 2, 

pp. 149-154 . 
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of baptism in particular. I do not mean to enter upon the consideration of th 
specific scriptural evidence in support of the different positions that consti: 
tute the proof of the lawfulness and propriety of baptizing the children of 
believing parents, or of the attempts which have been made to disprove them 
singly, and in detail. I can only advert to the general allegation, that infant 
baptism is inconsistent with some of the qualities or properties of the ordi­
nance of baptism, as it is set before us in Scripture. 

It is manifestly nothing to the purpose to say, in support of this general 
allegation, that baptism in the case of infants cannot be, in all respects, the 
same as baptism in the case of adults; or, that we cannot give so full and 
specific an account of the objects and effects of infant as of adult baptism. 
These positions are certainly both true; but they manifestly concern merely 
incidental points, not affecting the root of the matter, and afford no ground 
for any such conclusion as the unlawfulness of infant baptism. In the case of 
the baptism of adults, we can speak clearly and decidedly as to the general 
objects, and the ordinary effects, of the administration of the ordinance. The 
adult receiving baptism is either duly qualified and suitably prepared for it, 
or he is not. If he is not duly qualified, his baptism is a hypocritical profes­
sion of a state of mind and heart that does not exist; and, of course, it can do 
him no good, but must be a sin, and, as such, must expose him to the divine 
displeasure. If he is duly qualified and suitably prepared, then his baptism, 
though it does not convey to him justification and regeneration, which he 
must have before received through faith, impresses upon his mind, through 
God's blessing, their true nature and grounds, and strengthens his faith to 

realize more fully his own actual condition, as an unworthy recipient of un­
speakable mercies, and his obligations to live to God's praise and glory. We 
are unable to put any such clear and explicit alternative in the case of the 
baptism of infants, or give any very definite account of way and manner in 
which it bears upon or affects them individually. Men have often striven hard 
in their speculations to lay down something precise and definite, in the w~y 

of general principle or standard, as to the bearing and effect of baptism in 

relation to the great blessings of justification and regeneration in the case of 
infants individually. But the Scripture really affords no adequate materials for 
doing this; for we have no sufficient warrant for asserting even in regard to 

infants, to whom it is God's purpose to give at some time justification allcl 
regeneration, that He uniformly or ordinarily gives it to them before or at 
their baptism. The discomfort of this state of uncertainty, the difficulty of 
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laying down any definite doctrine upon this subject, has often led men to 
adopt one or other of two opposite extremes, which have the appearance of 
greater simplicity and definiteness,--that is either to deny the lawfulness of 
infant baptism altogether, or to embrace the doctrine _ of baptismal justifica­
tion and regeneration, and to represent alf baptized infants, or at least all the 
baptized infants of believing parents, as _;ece:iving th~se. g~eat blessings in and 
with the external ordinances, or" as certainlr :·and infallibly to receive them at 
some future titne. But this is manifestly unreasonabfe. "true fortitude of 
understanding," according to the admirable arid well-known saying of Paley, 
"consists in not suffering what we do know, to be disturbed hr what we do 
not know." And_ assuredly, if there be sufficient sqiptural --grounds-for think­
ing that the infants of believing parents are to- be baptized, it can be_ no 
adequate ground for rejecting, or even doubting, the truth of this doctrine, 
that -we have_ no sufficient materials -for layin-g down any precise or definite 
pro position of a general kind as to the effect of baptism in the case of infants 
individually. 

But the leading -allegation of-the anti~paedo-bap"iists -on this department 
of the subject is, that it is inconsistent with- the nature of baptism, as set 
before us in Scripture, that it should -be adminisx~red to any, except upon the 
ground of a previous possession of faith by the person receiving it. If this 
proposition could be established, it would of course, preclude the baptism of 
infants who have not faith, and who could not profess it if they had it. We are 
persuaded that this proposition cannot be established, though we admit that 
a good deal which is plausible can he -adduced from Scripture in support of 
it. It is admitted that all persons who are in a condition to possess and to 
profess faith, must possess and profess it before they can lawfully or safely 
receive the ordinance of baptism. This can be easily established from Scrip­
ture. It is admitted, also, that the ordinary tenor of Scripture language con­
cerning baptism has respect, primarily and principally, to persons in this 
condition,-that is, to adults,-and that thus a profession of faith is ordinar­
ily associated with the Scripture notices of the administration of baptism; so 
that, as has been explained, we are to regard baptism upon a profession of 
faith, as exhibiting the proper type and full development of the ordinance. 
Had we no other information bearing upon the subject in Scripture than 
what has now been referred to, this might be fairly enough regarded as pre­
cluding the baptism of infants; but in the absence of anything which, di­
rectly or by implication, teaches that this previous profession of faith is of the 
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, ~._ ... 11c:c 0 ( the ordinance, and universally necessary to its legitimate d . . 
o .... . . . a rn1n1s-
rr-aion ·rnd recention , an mference of this sort ts not sufficient to ne 

1
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• • r- . . . . utra 1ze 
rhc Jirt'ct and posirive ~v1den~e we have m Scnpture tn favour of the baptism 
Li infants . The only th111g which seems to be really of the essence of the ordi­
r1.1nce in this respect is , that the parties receiving it are capable of possessin 
,md h:we a federal interest in, the promise of the spiritual blessings which~; 
w<ls inrended to signify and to seal. Now, the blessings which baptism was 
inrended to signify and seal are justification and regeneration,-that is, the 

w~1shing away of guilt, and the washing away of depravity. These, and these 

rrlo11e, ;He the spiritual blessings which the washing with water in the name of 
rhc Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost, directly signifies and repre­
sents. Faith does not stand in the same relation to baptism as these blessings 
do, and for this obvious and conclusive reason, that it is not directly and 
expressly signified or represented in the external ordinance itself, as they are. 

Faith is, indeed, ordinarily, and in the case of all who are capable of it, the 
medium or instrument through which these indispensable blessings are con­
veyed; and there is certainly much better scriptural evidence in support of 
the necessity of faith in order to being saved, than in support of the necessity 
of a profession of faith in order to being baptized. But yet it is quite certain, 
that fuith is not universally necessary in order to a right to these blessings, or 
co the actual possession of them. It is universally admitted that infants, though 
incapable of faith , are capable of salvation, and are actually saved; and they 
cannot be saved unless they be justified and regenerated. And since it is thus 
certain that infants actually receive the very blessings which baptism signifies 
and represent without the presence of the faith which is necessary to the 
possession of these blessings in adulcs,-while yet the Scripture has mu_ch 
more explicitly connected faith and salvation than it has ever connected f~tt~ 
and baptism,-there can be no serious difficulty in the idea of their adm_JssJ­
bility to the outward sign and seal of these blessings, without a previous 

prof~s~ion of _faith. . . in rhe 
If tt be said that something more than a mere capacity of recetv g h 

bl · I · h b · · · c:. d · to warrant t e essmgs w uc apnsm s1g111nes an represents, JS necessary 
dn . . . al nd charac-

a 11111srranon of it, since the ordinance is, in its gener nature a . . t 
d. . . h' d . d ic-Jt JS no ter, 1srmgu1s mg, and it is not all infants that are a m1tte to . 

d. L.""'i:'. l h f h ' al idea, as 
trncu t to s ow, that not only does the admission o . t is gener • 

. . 1 d the bapusm 
pertammg to the essence of the doctrine of baptism, not prec u e e-
f . fa . , co the ant 

0 m nts, but that we have in their case what is fairly anaiogous 
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cedently existing ground which i,1, the warra11r or fcn111d:11io11 of' tl, r :1d1,d11i r, 
tration of it to adults . r n the case of adults, rhi,., :111recedent g,·01111<1 ,,,. warm,,, 
is their own faith professed; and in the ca.se of d1 t i1d;111t.'i "fl,d icvi11 K J1:1rc11t h, 

it is their interest in the covenant whi ch, upon l{C l'iprnrnl pl'i11<'.ipl c-.1,
1 

d1 c:y 
possess simply as the children of believing parents,- tli t fod<:r:d IH,li11 c1,H wliid, 
can be proved to attach to them, in virtue of God's arni11 gcmc111.11 ;111d pro111 
ises, simply upon the ground of their having been hor11 of p~11·c11Lli wl10 :1rc 
themselves comprehended in the covenant. If rhi s gencrnl principl e c: 111 he 
shown to be sanctioned by Scripture,-and we have no douh1 d1ar ir c 111 he 
conclusively established,-then it affords an antecedent gro1111d or warru111 
for the admission of the children of believing parents to dw or<linan c.:c: of 
baptism analogous to that which exists in believing adults,- :i ground or w;ir­
rant the relevancy and validity of which cannot be affecteJ by anythin~ <:x ­

cept a direct and conclusive proof of the absolute and u11ivcrs;1 l r1 cc.:cssiry of a 
profession of faith, as the only sufficient ground or warrant, in every insl;1n cc:, 
of the administration of baptism; and no such proof h,1s bctn, or ca n he , 
produced. 

Calvin, in discussing this point, fully admits the ncc.:essity of .so n1(; ante­
cedent ground or warrant attaching to infants, as the fou 11dation ol admit ­
ting them to baptism; but he contends that this is to be found in the scrip­
tural principle of the interest which the infants of believing parents have, 1Js 

such, in virtue of God's arrangements and promises, in the covenant and its 
blessings. He says, "Quo jure ad baptismum cos admittimus, nisi quod pro­
missionis sunt haeredes? Nisi enim jam ante ad eos pertineret vitae promis~io , 
baptismum profanaret, quisquis ill is darct ." 

My chief object in these observations has been to illustrate: the importance 
of considering and investigating the subject of infant baptism as a distinct 
topic, resting upon its own proper and peculiar grounds,-of tstimating aright 
its true relation to the sacraments in general, an<l to baptism as a whole,­
and of appreciating justly the real nature and amount of the modifications 
which it is necessary to introduce into the mode of stating and defending the 
general doctrine as to the objects and effects of baptism, in the case of infants 
as distinguished from adults; and I have made them, because I am persuaded 
that it is when the subject is viewed in this aspect, that the strt:ngth of rite 
arguments for, and the weakness of the arguments against, infant. baptism, 
come out most palpably, and chat by following this process of investigation 
we shall be best preserved from any temptation to corrupt and lower the 

19 



BRITISH REFORMED JOURNAL 

general doctrines of the sacrame~1ts,-whil~ at th~ same time we shall be 
most fully enabled to ~how tha~ mfant baptts~, _with the difficulties which 
undoubtedly attach to 1t, and with the obscunry 111 which some points con­
nected with it are involved, is really analogous in its essential features to the 
baptism of adults , and implies nothing chat is really inconsistent with the 
vi ew taught us in Scripture with respect to sacraments and ordinances in 
general, or with respect to baptism in particular. 

.Johann Heinrich Heidegger (Swiss Reformed theologian, 1633-1698): 

Adults and children are baptized: those adults who publicly 
confess faith in him (Christ) , and those children who born in 
the Church,s lap to believing parents rejoice in the covenant of 
grace and likewise rightly rejoice in the seals of it. As for the 
adults, outward baptism does not seal inward grace for all of 
them, but for those alone who bear in their hearts a faith the 
reverse of feigned and confess it in words. Nor yet for the chil­
dren of believing parents one and all, but only for the elect is 
baptism the sign of regeneration and universal spiritual grace. 
Although it is right and godly in the case of individual children 
of the kind to have good hopes of the judgment in love, in the 
case of them all it is not so. 

20 


