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40. The Sacraments (2) Baptism 

Calvin, Institutes, IV.xv (2:1303-1323) 

Peter J. Leithart, “The Sociology of Infant Baptism” 

Having considered the sacraments in general in the previous session, we turn now to baptism in 

particular, and to Calvin, Institutes, IV.xv (2:1303-1323) and Peter J. Leithart, “The Sociology of 

Infant Baptism,” pp. 113-136 in The Baptized Body (Moscow: ID; Canon Press, 2007). 

We’re including Peter Leithart’s article this week in order to raise the subject of infant baptism 

alongside the issue of baptism in general. We’ll continue looking at infant baptism next week, too, 

with the following chapter of Calvin’s Institutes. The aim of raising this subject at this stage is 

twofold: First, to give paedobaptist students time to reflect more carefully on a doctrinal position 

that many hold more for reasons of tradition than theology. Second, to give non-paedobaptist and 

undecided students adequate time to scrutinise and challenge a theological position with which 

they may disagree, and to take seriously the biblical and theological case that has historically been 

made in its favour. 

If you’re pushed for time, omit the questions parked with a *. 

Introductory questions 

i. “Baptism does not make N a Christian.” Discuss. 

ii. “Infant baptism makes no sense, because a child can’t choose to follow Jesus for herself.” 

Discuss. 

iii. “Baptism is just an external application of water; it can’t change our spiritual status.” Discuss. 

Study questions on Calvin, Institutes, IV.xv 

In reading sections 1 to 6, it may help to note that the “three things” that baptism “brings ... to our 

faith” (section 1) are not explicitly enumerated, but are expounded in sections 1-4, 5 and 6. 

1. According to Calvin, “Baptism is...” what (IV.xv.1)? 

For reflection: What bearing does Calvin’s definition of baptism in the above question have on your 

answer to the first introductory question? 

2. What is “the first thing that the Lord sets out for us” (IV.xv.1) concerning baptism (see also 

IV.xv.10)? What misunderstandings is Calvin concerned to guard against in IV.xv.1-4? 

3. What “benefit” of baptism is identified in IV.xv.5? 

4. “Lastly,” what does “our faith [receive] from baptism,” according to IV.xv.6? Why, according to 

Calvin, is Galatians 3:26-27 significant in this connection? 

5. How does “baptism [serve] as our confession before men” (IV.xv.13)? 

6. Baptism “is to be received as from the hand of the author himself” (IV.xv.14). What does this 

mean, and what implications does Calvin draw out (IV.xv.14-15)? 

7. Would Calvin re-baptize a Roman Catholic who renounced the errors of Roman Catholicism and 

joined an evangelical church? Why or why not (IV.xv.16-18)? 
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*8. Why does Calvin oppose so-called “emergency baptism” (IV.xv.20, 22)? 

Study questions on Leithart, “The Sociology of Infant Baptism” 

9. “Among modern Christians ... the Baptist position seems obvious” (p. 113). Why? How does 

Leithart intend to address this (p. 113)? 

10. What, according to Leithart, do the baptist and paedobaptist positions imply about the 

relationship between Christian nurture and other aspects of the upbringing of a child in a Christian 

home (pp. 114-116)? 

11. How, in Leithart’s view, does the paedobaptist position cohere with the Reformed doctrine of 

redemption (p. 116-117)? 

You may find it helpful to note in the following questions that the four “features of paedobaptist 

nurture” identified on p. 118 are fleshed out in turn on pp. 118-121, 121-124, 124-126 and 126-

129. 

12. Why does Leithart find it so “striking” that “baptism is an external application of water” (p. 

118, italics original; cf. pp. 119-121)? 

For reflection: What bearing does Leithart’s argument here have on your answer to the third 

introductory question? 

13. Why is it a strength, not a weakness, of the paedobaptist position that it “imposes a religious 

identity that the infant has not chosen” (p. 121, italics original; cf. pp. 122-124)? 

For reflection: What bearing does Leithart’s argument here have on your answer to the second 

introductory question? 

14. “The question, ‘Why baptize infants?’ is similar to the question, ‘Why speak to infants?’” (p. 

127). Why? 

15. Why does Leithart find it necessary to mention paedocommunion (p. 129)? 

16. “Baptist theology and practice perpetuates and exaggerates cultural currents that produced 

the secular world beginning in the late medieval period” (p. 131). How does Leithart illustrate and 

justify this claim on pp. 131-136? Do you agree? 

 

 


