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41. The Sacraments (3) Infant baptism 

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

Calvin, Institutes, IV.xvi (2:1324-1359) 

 

Introduction 

This session of the Emmanuel Guided Reading Course continues our study of the sacraments, 

turning to the subject of infant baptism. We’ll be looking at Peter Leithart’s article “The Sociology 

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

Calvin’s Institutes, IV.xvi (1:1323-1359).  

Leithart’s article and the accompanying questions were also supplied last week, to give you more 

time to look at the material. We’ll pick up in the tutorial at the point where we left off in the 

previous session, aiming to finish the questions on Leithart’s essay and also look at Calvin in this 

session. 

A few words from Calvin before we begin – words with which all Christians would surely agree, 

whatever their views on baptism: “Unless we wish spitefully to obscure God’s goodness, let us 

offer our infants to him, for he gives them a place among those of his family and household, that 

is, the members of the church” (IV.xvi.32) 

Introductory questions 

i. What is your view of infant baptism?  

ii. Explain as carefully and persuasively as you can the position on infant baptism with which you 

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

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

Leithart intend to address this (p. 113)? 

2. 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)? 

3. 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. 

4. 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? 

5. 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? 

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

127). Why? 

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

8. “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? 
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Study questions on Calvin, Institutes, IV.xvi 

9. What factors inclined Calvin to include this “appendix” on infant baptism (IV.xvi.1)? 

10. How should “the value of baptism, its object, and indeed its entire nature” be determined 

(IV.xvi.2)? 

11. In what respect are circumcision and baptism similar (IV.xvi.3) and different (IVxvi.4)? What 

conclusion does Calvin draw from this (IV.xvi.4)? 

12. How do Calvin’s views of (a) the significance of baptism, and (b) its relationship to circumcision 

combine to produce an argument for infant baptism in IV.xvi.5-6? 

In sections 7 to 9 Calvin considers Jesus’ attitude to children, and find further support for his 

argument in favour of infant baptism. You might find it helpful to read Matthew 19:13-15; Mark 

10:13-16 and Luke 18:15-17 before proceeding. 

13. “Jesus welcomed children, but he didn’t baptize them!” How would Calvin respond (IV.xvi.7)? 

14. “The children were already old enough to ‘come’ to Jesus, so they obviously weren’t infants.” 

How would Calvin respond (IV.xvi.7)? 

15. “Scripture doesn’t record any instances of infant baptism.” How would Calvin respond 

(IV.xvi.8)? 

16. “Infant baptism was unknown in the early church.” How would Calvin respond (IV.xvi.8)? 

17. “What’s the point in baptizing an infant – they’ve not got a clue what’s going on!” How would 

Calvin respond (IV.xvi.9)? 

18. “I believe that God promises to bless my children; the word of God is enough for me, I don’t 

need baptism.” How would Calvin respond (IV.xvi.9)? 

19. Summarise in a couple of sentences the Anabaptist arguments against infant baptism in 

IV.xvi.10-16. How does Calvin respond? 

20. “Infants shouldn’t be baptised because they can’t experience the spiritual regeneration that 

baptism signifies.” How would Calvin respond (IV.xvi.17)? 

21. How can infants, whose understanding is so minimal, be regenerated (IV.xvi.17-19)? 

22. “Infants can’t repent or believe.” How would Calvin respond (IV.xvi.20)? What might be added 

to Calvin’s argument in view of Psalm 8:2; 22:9-10; 71:5-6? 

23. “In Scripture, baptism follows either repentance or profession of faith or both. Children can’t 

do this, therefore they should not be baptised.” How would Calvin respond (IV.xvi.23-24)? 

24. “If infants should be baptized, they should receive the Lord’s Supper too.” How would Calvin 

respond (IV.xvi.30)? How would you respond? 

 


