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"REALLY EXHIBITED AND CONFERRED . . . IN 
HIS APPOINTED TIME": BAPTISM AND THE 

NEW REFORMED SACRAMENTALISM 
William B. Evans* 

Few will deny that the doctrine of baptism is achieving a new 
prominence in Reformed circles today. In addition to the ongoing task of 
defending the theory and practice of infant baptism in the context of an 
individualistic and "Baptistic" religious culture, the issue of baptismal 
efficacy has been pointedly and repeatedly raised in recent years. Those 
tiring of the excessive subjectivity rampant in American revivalist piety 
have often sought solace in the objectivity of the sacraments, and this has 
implicitly raised the question of what the sacraments do and how God is 
at work through them. Moreover, the issue of baptismal efficacy has 
been further highlighted in conservative Reformed circles by the rise of 
paedo-communion practice in which the arguments for admitting small 
children to the Lord's Supper have been closely tied to a particular 
understanding of baptism. Also evident is increasing discomfort with the 
antinomianism so common in American Evangelicalism, in which a 
putative conversion experience often seems to trump any recognition of 
the necessity of obedience, perseverance, and the ongoing life of faith. 

These concerns are all abundantly evident in the so-called "Federal 
Vision" movement that has recently emerged with vocal constituencies 
in the Presbyterian Church in America and beyond.1 Central to this 
movement is a call for the recognition of sacramental objectivity, the 
responsible Christian nurture of children, and obedience as crucial 
elements of ecclesial life. An important linchpin of the Federal Vision 
proposals is a particular conception of baptismal efficacy that is 
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Steve Wilkins, Rich Lusk, Mark Home, James B. Jordan, Peter J. Leithart, Steve 
Schlissel, and Douglas Wilson. 
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proposed by Steve Wilkins and Rich Lusk.2 The historical case is 
presented by Lusk, in which he argues at length that his view is firmly 
rooted in Calvin and in the Reformed Confessions, particularly the 
Westminster Standards. The purpose of this essay is to examine Lusk's 
historical exegesis of Calvin and the Westminster Standards. While we 
find that Lusk's reading and interpretation of both are significantly 
mistaken, the issues raised by his work are important and provide an 
opportunity for the church to reflect more deeply on these matters. 

I. THE FEDERAL VISION AND BAPTISMAL EFFICACY 

The Federal Vision writers are clearly concerned to locate their views on 
baptism as within the Reformed tradition. Thus, quoting WCF 27.2, Lusk 
emphasizes the "sacramental union, between the sign and the thing 
signified." He goes on to note with approval the concept of 
"instrumental efficacy" of the sacraments, whereby the "physical 
elements have no force in themselves; but Christ and the Spirit work 
through them to apply salvation."3 At this point, Lusk can draw on 
many examples both in Calvin and the Westminster Standards in 
support of the notion that the sacraments are not merely bare signs, and 
that they communicate what they symbolize. For example, Lusk notes: 

Thus the Westminster Standards teach that in baptism, the thing 
signified—which is nothing less than union with Christ, regeneration, 
and forgiveness —is truly sealed (WCF 28.1), conferred (WCF 28.5), 
applied (WSC 92) and communicated (WSC 88). Baptism is an "effectual 
means of salvation" (WSC 91). It is subconfessional, then, for 
Presbyterians to view baptism as a mere picture of something received 
in another way.4 

In this, we believe that Lusk has performed a distinct service. Few can 
doubt that a Zwinglian conception of the sacraments has tended to 
predominate in American Reformed Christianity, especially since the 
nineteenth century, and that revivalistic, low-church Presbyterianism has 
been more the rule than the exception among conservative Presbyterians. 
While the Zwinglian approach is an authentically Reformed option, the 
tradition is certainly broader and richer than this, and it is useful to 
revisit our Reformed heritage.5 

2 See Steve Wilkins, "Covenant, Baptism, and Salvation," in Federal Vision, 
47-69; Rich Lusk, "Paedobaptism and Baptismal Efficacy: Historic Trends and 
Current Controversies," in Federal Vision, 71-125; Rich Lusk, "New Life and 
Apostasy: Hebrews 6:4-8 as Test Case," in Federal Vision, 271-299. 

3 Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 98. 
4 Ibid., 98. 
5 By "Zwinglian" we mean the conception of sacraments as mere signs 

rather than instrumental means of grace. The term sacramentarian is also used for 
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At the same time, there is also the danger that those who embrace a 
more churchly sensibility will go to the opposite extreme of imputing an 
excessive objectivity to the sacraments. If it is possible to ascribe too little 
to the sacraments, it is also possible to ascribe too much. We will 
discover below that Lusk has gone too far in this latter direction. 
Moreover, his articulation of the doctrine stands in severe tension with 
much of the Reformed past he wishes to enlist in his cause. We will also 
see that both Calvin and the Westminster Standards articulate a carefully 
balanced dialectic of objective offering and subjective reception which 
provides a useful basis for proclamation and Christian nurture. Lusk, 
however, rejects this careful balance in favor of something else. 

What is that "something else"? Lusk's conception of baptismal 
efficacy may be summarized under four main points: 

1. The grace of baptism is fully and objectively efficacious at the time it is 
administered. Moreover, Lusk affirms a straightforward doctrine of 
"baptismal regeneration."6 What is conferred at the moment of water 
baptism is nothing "less than full regeneration."7 Infants baptized are 
"actually brought to Christ, united to Him and the Church in baptism." 
They are "really joined to the elect people, really sanctified by Christ's 
blood, and really recipients of new life given by the Holy Spirit."8 

2. This baptismal grace is universal. That is, all who are baptized 
receive the saving efficacy of the sacrament. Lusk writes, "We insist that 
baptismal grace is universal. All those in the Church are recipients of 
God's favor and have 'tasted the good work of God and the powers of 
the age to come' (Heb. 6:5)."9 Elsewhere he adds, "Only if we can have 
confidence that all the baptized have received the favor of God can we 
have the assurance and gratitude we need to do what we have been 
called to do."10 Implied by this universal efficacy is an ex opere operato 
conception of baptismal efficacy, in which the grace of baptism is 
communicated in the performing of the work to all who receive the 
sacrament.11 

this position. The historical Zwingli, however, was more complex and nuanced 
than this. See Jaques Courvoisier, Zwingli: A Reformed Theologian (Richmond, Va: 
John Knox, 1963), 63-78. 

6 David F. Wright's contention that the Westminster Confession "teaches 
baptismal regeneration" is quoted with approval. Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 95. 
Properly understood in light of the confessional qualifications, Wright's 
statement is unobjectionable. See note 47 below. 

7 Lusk, "Apostasy," 273. 
» Ibid., 288. 
9 Ibid., 281. 
™ Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 102. 
11 Referring to WCF 28.1, Lusk contends that "the Reformed confessions do 

bind us to believe in a certain limited version of ex opere operato" in that 
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3. While the grace of baptism is inherent in the performance of the work, it 
is also conditional in that it can be lost by those who fail to persevere in faith and 
obedience. Lusk pointedly asks, "How will you receive your baptism? . . . 
Will you continue in the grace of baptism or fall from it? The choice is 
yours. But note that Scripture consistently attributes apostasy not to the 
withholding of grace on God's part (as though some baptisms didn't 
'take'), but the abuse of grace on man's part."12 

4. Because the grace of baptism is inherent in the performance of the act and 
universal to all who receive the sacrament, it is not conditioned by God's decree 
of election. That is, some who receive the efficacious grace of baptism are 
not among the elect. Election is, however, subsequently brought back 
into the picture through a separate grace of perseverance given only to 
those who are "elect" in the strictest sense. Here Lusk acknowledges his 
dependence upon Augustine: "Going back behind the Reformation, 
everything set forth here can be found in Augustine. . . . Augustine 
taught that believers, called by God, and regenerated (in some sense) by 
Him, might still fall away. . . . Perseverance is a gift given to the elect 
alone, and it ensures their entrance into final salvation."13 Regarding the 
non-elect who fail to persevere in faith and obedience, Lusk writes: 

But sooner or later, in the wise counsel of God, these individuals fail to 
bear fruit and fall away. They do not persevere in the various graces 
they have received; their faith withers and dies. In some sense, they 
were really joined to the elect people, really sanctified by Christ's blood, 
and really recipients of new life given by the Holy Spirit. The 
sacraments they received had objective force and efficacy. But God 
withholds from them the gift of perseverance and all is lost.14 

To be fair, we should also add that this approach has arisen out of 
profound pastoral concerns. Lusk is zealous to defend and revitalize the 
practice of infant baptism. He bemoans what he takes to be the corrosive 
impact of pietistic revivalism and Enlightenment rationalism, and much 
of his historical analysis here is useful.15 Paedobaptism, in turn, is crucial 

"[ejveryone baptized . . . is joined to the 'visible church' at the time of their 
baptism—automatically and without exception" ("Paedobaptism," 103). Though 
he tends to eschew the term itself, Lusk's own position is a more robust version 
of ex opere operato than one finds even in classic Roman Catholic sacramental 
theology, which would not affirm (as does Lusk) that all baptized without 
exception have received the grace of the sacrament. 

12 Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 104. See also "Apostasy," 288. 
* Lusk, "Apostasy," 286-87. 
M Ibid., 288. 
15 See Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 72-82. Lusk repeatedly agrees with the assess-

ment of Mercersburg theologian John W. Nevin, who contended that the 
arguments for paedobaptism and baptismal efficacy are closely linked. Lusk, 
"Paedobaptism," 86, writes, "Nevin analyzed the situation with piercing insight, 
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for Lusk because he views it as foundational to the Christian nurture of 
covenant children and to a coherent system of piety within which these 
children will be treated as members of the people of God rather than as 
objects of conversion. Lusk argues that 

as we combine the waters of baptism with the obedience of faith, 
authentic life in the Church, and godly family nurture, we find that God 
has already given us, including our children, every blessing in Christ.... 
We are not to try to convert our baptized children, as though their 
spiritual experience had to fit the revivalistic paradigm; rather, we teach 
them to persevere in the faith and grace that they have already received 
in baptism.16 

Lusk also believes that this objectively efficacious baptism serves as a 
necessary and vital foundation for covenant obligation and the call to 
perseverance in faith and obedience. He writes, 

We've been given grace in the form of union with Christ through the 
Holy Spirit. What is now objectively true of us obligates us to live in a 
certain way. It is precisely because we have already received so great a 
salvation that we are to persevere to the end that we might enter into 
that salvation in its eschatological fullness.17 

Along the same lines, Lusk also clearly believes that one can neither 
make sense of the dire warnings regarding apostasy in Hebrews 6, nor 
rightly impress them upon congregations unless his view of baptismal 
efficacy is adopted. In short, what is at stake, according to the Federal 
Vision writers, is nothing less than confessional fidelity, biblical 
integrity, and pastoral responsibility. 

IL CALVIN AND WESTMINSTER ON BAPTISMAL EFFICACY 

Such is the published Federal Vision view of baptismal efficacy. By this 
point, the informed reader is probably thinking that this Federal Vision 
proposal does not sound like the Reformed theology he or she knows. 
On the other hand, the copious references to Calvin and the Westminster 
Standards and the rhetorical skill with which the material is presented 
also give one pause as to exactly how and to what extent this approach 
diverges from the tradition. Because Lusk places so much emphasis 
upon Calvin and the Westminster Standards as meaningful antecedents 
of his position, it is only fair and right that we examine them more 
closely. 

pointing out that if the Reformed church had cast off the ancient view of 
baptismal efficacy, what was to keep it from casting off the ancient practice of 
paedobaptism. The loss of efficacy entailed the loss of its application to helpless 
infants." See also pp. 86-88, 96,100. 

16 Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 111. 
17 Lusk, "Apostasy," 281. 
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A. John Calvin 
Lusk claims to detect several different lines of thinking in the Genevan 
Reformer. Citing Institutes IV.15.20, Lusk finds one strain asserting that 
covenant children belong to God even before birth, and that baptism 
"simply ratifies their pre-existing membership in God's covenant." 
Second, in other passages (e.g., Institutes IV.16.9; IV.16.19) Calvin "ties 
regeneration and justification to the moment of baptism." In still others 
(e.g., Institutes IV.16.20) Calvin "puts the emphasis on baptism's 
prospective efficacy, looking ahead to the child's spiritual maturity."18 

Because, in Lusk's judgment, Calvin never completely synthesized these 
strains in his writings, Lusk tries to "do so for him" in the following 
terms: 

This seems to be the full picture: the covenant child from the moment of 
conception is not without a promise from God. . . . But the marriage— 
that is, the actual covenant bonding—takes place at baptism. . . . The 
threshold into union with Christ, new life in the Spirit, and covenant 
membership in the family of God is actually crossed when the child is 
baptized. From baptism forward, the child is expected to grow in faith 
and repentance unto maturity as he is nurtured in the Church and in the 
home.19 

In short, Calvin is being read here as in full agreement with the Federal 
Vision approach outlined above. But will this interpretative synthesis 
suffice? We think not, but in order for us properly to grasp the richness 
of Calvin's thinking some additional historical context is necessary. 

Among those who wish to ascribe a more than merely cognitive 
efficacy to the sacraments, two major options have emerged in the 
history of Western Christianity. There is, first of all, the tradition of ex 
opere operato efficacy that emerged from the ecclesiology of Augustine 
and was later developed, clarified, and codified during the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries by Peter Lombard, Alexander of Hales, Thomas 
Aquinas, and others. Here baptism is said to be an instrument whereby 
the grace of baptism is conveyed to the recipient in a more or less 
mechanical fashion (the Latin phrase ex opere operato means "in the 
performance of the act"). Grace is conveyed unless an obstacle or 
impediment (e.g., mortal sin) prevents it. The function of baptism is, 
broadly speaking, twofold. First, an indelible mark is placed upon the 
soul of the recipient, by which the person is marked out as a Christian. 
Second, the saving graces of baptism (forgiveness of original and past 
sins, and the infusion of supernatural virtues) are conveyed. Baptism is 
thus the regenerating sacrament of admission to the church, but the 
saving grace of baptism (though not the indelible mark on the soul) can 

18 Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 108. 
19 Ibid., 108-109. 
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be lost and sin subsequent to baptism must be dealt with through the 
sacramental/penitential system of the church.20 As G. C. Berkouwer 
rightly notes, this teaching that baptismal grace can be lost "is essential 
to the Roman Catholic baptismal doctrine."21 

The magisterial Reformers discerned a number of serious flaws in 
this inherited system. For example, it depreciated the importance of faith 
as the means whereby we receive Christ and his benefits, and it 
suggested that baptism is not a comfort for all of life. John Calvin, along 
with others such as Martin Bucer, developed an alternative approach to 
baptismal efficacy that addressed these concerns while retaining a good 
deal of the formal structure of the older system.22 What is retained by 
Calvin from the past? First, Calvin never tires of asserting the 
instrumental efficacy of the sacrament. He insists that in baptism we 
truly encounter Christ and his benefits. In other words, for Calvin 
baptism is no bare sign. Second, the basic twofold structure of mark and 
efficacious grace is also retained (speaking, once again, rather broadly), 
although both are revised in light of Calvin's biblical and Reformational 
insights. Rather than an indelible character ontologically imprinted upon 
the soul, Calvin speaks in more personal terms of baptism as the sign 
and seal of the promise of the covenant of grace which marks a person as 
a Christian and admits one to the visible church. The reception of 
baptismal grace was likewise understood in a more authentically biblical 
way. Calvin repeatedly insists that the grace objectively offered in 
baptism must be subjectively received by faith. This dialectic of offer and 
reception is foundational for a proper understanding of Calvin's doctrine 
of baptism and the sacraments in general, and it is perhaps the most 
important element distinguishing Calvin's approach to baptismal 
efficacy from that of Rome. Thus we may term these two approaches the 
"Catholic ex opere operato" model and the "Calvinian offer and reception" 
model. It also should be evident by this point that Lusk's proposal stands 
closer to the ex opere operato model than to the Calvinian.23 

20 These details of Roman Catholic sacramental doctrine are available in 
numerous manuals of sacramental theology and encyclopedias. See, e.g., the 
articles on "Baptism" and "Sacraments" in The Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: 
Encyclopedia Press, 1913-1952). 

21 G. C. Berkouwer, The Sacraments, trans. Hugo Bekker (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: Eerdmans, 1969), 127. 

22 The standard work on the development of early Reformed baptismal 
doctrine and practice is Hughes Oliphant Old, The Shaping of the Reformed 
Baptismal Rite in the Sixteenth Century (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1992). 

23 Unfortunately, considerable ambiguity is generated by the fact that Lusk 
sometimes uses the language of offer and reception. See, e.g., Lusk, 
"Paedobaptism," 103-107. As one reads carefully, however, it becomes quite clear 
that on the central point in dispute—whether baptism confers fully saving grace 
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Let us explore how Calvin develops this. Foundational here is 
Calvin's conception of baptism as the sign and seal of the promises of 
God. This comes to the fore in his definition of a sacrament as "an 
outward sign by which the Lord seals on our consciences the promises of 
his good will toward us in order to sustain the weakness of our faith; and 
we in turn attest our piety toward him in the presence of the Lord and of 
his angels and before men."24 We must also reckon with the "thickness" 
of Calvin's notion of covenant promise. The substance of the promise is 
Christ himself, and so by the power of the Holy Spirit the sacraments 
serve to offer and convey Christ to the believer. Calvin writes: 

I say that Christ is the matter or (if you prefer) the substance of all the 
sacraments; for in him they have all their firmness, and they do not 
promise anything apart from him. . . . Therefore, the sacraments have 
effectiveness among us in proportion as we are helped by their ministry 
sometimes to foster, confirm, and increase the true knowledge of Christ 
in ourselves; at other times, to possess him more fully and enjoy his 
riches. But that happens when we receive in true faith what is offered 
there.25 

Moreover, as signs of the covenant promises which find their focus and 
fulfillment in Christ, who is received by faith, the sacraments have a 
double-edged function. Not only do they offer Christ to believers, but 
they also threaten unbelievers,26 and so baptism serves as an important 
foundation for exhortation and pastoral nurture. In keeping with all this, 
Calvin goes on to describe baptism as a sign of promise that in turn 
communicates a threefold benefit—it is a token of cleansing or 
forgiveness, of dying and being raised with Christ, and of our union 
with Christ.27 

The Reformer repeatedly calls for balance in our understanding of 
the sacraments and their efficacy. We must be careful not to ascribe too 
little or too much. 

When this doctrine is taught concerning the sacraments, their worth is 
duly commended, their use clearly indicated, their value abundantly 
proclaimed, and the best mean in all these things retained, so that 
nothing is given to them which should not be given, and conversely 
nothing taken away which belongs to them.28 

at the time of administration to all who receive the sacrament—Lusk has moved 
far beyond Calvin. 

24 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. 
Ford Lewis Battles (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), IV.14.1. 

» Ibid., IV.14.16. See also IV.14.7-13. 
2<> See ibid., IV.14.14; IV.15.15. 
22Seeibid.,IV.15.1-6. 
28 Ibid., IV.14.17. See also IV.14.14. 
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In keeping with this concern for balance, Calvin almost invariably 
couples affirmations of the sacraments as genuine means of grace with 
cautions that what is objectively offered must be received. For example, 
Calvin writes: 

Yet it is not my intention to weaken the force of baptism by not joining 
reality and truth to the sign, in so far as God works through outward 
means. But from this sacrament, as from all others, we obtain only as 
much as we receive in faith. If we lack faith, this will be evidence of our 
ungratefulness, which renders us chargeable before God, because we 
have not believed the promise given there.29 

Calvin is particularly zealous to oppose the "diabolical" scholastic 
opinion that the sacraments communicate saving grace ex opere operato in 
the absence of the impediment of mortal sin.30 And so, in various ways, 
he underscores the dynamic rather than mechanical relationship between 
the sign and the grace signified. For example, in an important section of 
the Institutes Calvin insists that the matter or substance of the sacrament 
(the promise which is embodied in Christ himself) and the sign "are not 
so linked that they cannot be separated." He goes on to quote Augustine 
approvingly that "the laver of regeneration [Titus 3:5] is now common to 
all; but grace itself, by which the members of Christ are regenerated with 
their Head, is not common to all."31 Calvin also observes that the efficacy 
of the sacrament is conditioned by God's sovereign decree of election: 
"The Holy Spirit (whom the sacraments do not bring indiscriminately to 
all men but whom the Lord exclusively bestows upon his own people) is 
he who brings the graces of God with him, gives a place for the 
sacraments among us, and makes them bear fruit."32 

All this, however, does not detract from the objective nature of the 
sacrament, for "it is one thing to offer, another to receive." The 
sacrament of baptism retains its objective force and character of offering 
Christ himself and the promise of salvation to all who believe, and so 
"nothing prevents the symbol consecrated by the Lord's Word from 
being actually what it is called, and from keeping its own force. Yet this 
does not benefit a wicked or impious man."33 Elsewhere, Calvin makes 
this point with even more force: 

We must hold, therefore, that there is a mutual relation between faith 
and the sacraments, and hence, that the sacraments are effective 
through faith. Man's unworthiness does not detract anything from 
them, for they always retain their nature. Baptism is the laver of 
regeneration, although the whole world should be incredulous: (Tit. 

29 Ibid., IV.15.15. See a lso IV.14 .14 ,16 ,17; IV .15 .5 ,15 ,17 . 
30 Ibid., IV.14.14. 
3i Ibid., IV.14.15. 
32 Ibid., IV.14.17. See a lso IV.14.15. 
33 Ibid., IV.14.16. 
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iii.5) the Supper of Christ is the communication of his body and blood, 
(I Cor. x.16) although there were not a spark of faith in the world: but 
we do not perceive the grace which is offered to us; and although 
spiritual things always remain the same, yet we do not obtain their 
effect, nor perceive their value, unless we are cautious that our want of 
faith should not profane what God has consecrated to our salvation.34 

The fact that baptism retains its character and that the grace of 
baptism can subsequently be appropriated by faith implies what R. S. 
Wallace helpfully terms a doctrine of "latent efficacy."35 In other words, 
the promise and grace offered in baptism do not "vanish" or evaporate 
with the baptismal water. Calvin writes, presumably concerning his own 
experience: 

Now our opponents ask us what faith came to us during some years 
after our baptism . . . . We therefore confess that for that time baptism 
benefited us not at all, inasmuch as the promise offered us in it— 
without which baptism is nothing—lay neglected . . . . But we believe 
that the promise itself did not vanish. Rather, we consider that God 
through baptism promises us forgiveness of sins, and he will doubtless 
fulfill his promise for all believers. This promise was offered to us in 
baptism; therefore, let us embrace it by faith. Indeed, on account of our 
unfaithfulness it lay long buried from us; now, therefore, let us receive 
it through faith.3* 

And so, in his discussions of baptismal efficacy and its relation to time, 
Calvin makes two important points. First, he argues against the medieval 
scholastics that, because baptism ever retains its nature as a sign of the 
promise offering Christ himself to us, it is relevant for all of life.37 

Second, the efficacy of baptism must be received by faith, and so a 
person may wait many years to receive it. These two aspects must be 
kept in mind as we move to the Westminster Standards below. 

As an accomplished pastoral theologian, Calvin also recognized the 
need clearly to describe what happens in infant baptism. Under normal 
circumstances, baptized children receive the sign of the covenant and are 
thereby received into the visible church, where "they are somewhat 

34 John Calvin, The Commentâmes of John Calvin (Edinburgh: Calv in Trans-
lation Society, 1844-1856; reprint, Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1948-1950) , 
C o m m e n t a r y o n Ezekiel 20:20. 

35 R. S. Wallace, Calvin's Doctnne of the Word and Sacrament (Grand Rapids , 
Mich.: Eerdmans , 1957), 185. 

36 Calvin, Institutes IV.15.17. Roman Catholic sacramental doctrine posits a 
somewhat analogous notion of latency in its theory of "reviviscence." When 
baptism is received with an impediment of mortal sin, the indelible mark on the 
soul is received but not the saving graces. When, however, that impediment is 
removed, the saving graces of baptism become effectual. 

37 Ibid., IV.15.3. 
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more commended to the other members" (for purposes of Christian 
nurture), while the saving efficacy of the sacrament latently awaits the 
exercise of faith at a later time. Calvin writes, "Accordingly, in infant 
baptism nothing more of present effectiveness must be required than to 
confirm and ratify the covenant made with them by the Lord. The 
remaining significance of this sacrament will afterward follow at such 
time as God himself foresees."38 

But what about baptized infants who die prior to the time when they 
can consciously exercise faith? Here Calvin does not take the sentimental 
path of least resistance (i.e., by affirming the innocence of infants) — 
because of the culpability of original sin, even infants must be joined to 
Christ in order to be saved.39 Calvin approaches this difficult matter by 
referring to a "seed" of faith and repentance, and by appealing to the 
ultimately mysterious work of the Spirit. He suggests, first of all, that the 
Spirit is at work even in infants in that "infants are baptized into future 
repentance and faith, and even though these have not yet been formed in 
them, the seed of both lies hidden within them by the secret working of 
the Spirit." He goes on to say that 

if those whom the Lord has deigned to elect received the sign of 
regeneration but depart from the present life before they grow up, he 
renews them by the power, incomprehensible to us, of his Spirit, in 
whatever way he alone foresees will be expedient. If they happen to 
grow to an age at which they can be taught the truth of baptism, they 
shall be fired with greater zeal for renewal, from learning that they were 
given the token of it in their first infancy in order that they might 
meditate upon it throughout life.40 

Of course, the fact that some infants are regenerated in this manner 
certainly does not imply "that the Lord usually deals thus with infants," 
but God's sovereign power and freedom in these matters must be 
acknowledged.41 

Rather obviously, Calvin's teaching on baptismal efficacy stands in 
persistent material tension with the Federal Vision proposals outlined 
above. As we have seen, Calvin explicitly denies that full regeneration 
and union with Christ are normally conveyed at the moment of infant 
baptism, and that baptismal grace is universally conveyed to all 
baptized. Moreover, he never concedes that those who are savingly 
united with Christ may finally fall from grace (although he does suggest 
that those who depart from their profession may have experienced a 
partial measure of divine grace42). Calvin also affirms that the efficacy of 

3* Ibid., IV.16.21. 
39Ibid.,IV.16.17. 
4° Ibid., IV.16.21. 
4i Ibid., IV.16.17. 
42 See Calvin, Commentary on Hebrews 6:4. 
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baptism is conditioned by the decree of election. Finally, Calvin clearly 
regards the bestowal of the covenant sign as sufficient ground for 
responsibility, nurture, and exhortation, regardless of whether the grace 
offered in baptism has been effectually received by faith. The contrast, 
then, can scarcely be more stark. Even if there are some ambiguities and 
loose ends in Calvin's approach (as there are), these do not allow 
sufficient room to claim Calvin as a progenitor of the Federal Vision.43 

43 In the shift from the Catholic ex opere operato model to the Calvinian offer 
and response model we find a shift from philosophical categories of ontology to 
more biblical and personal categories. This was driven in part, of course, by the 
desire to be more consistent with the great Reformational insights regarding 
justification. However, as Bruce L. McCormack has recently argued, this left 
certain important ontological questions largely unanswered. See his "What's at 
Stake in Current Debates over Justification," in Mark Husbands and Daniel J. 
Treier, eds., Justification: What's at Stake in the Current Debates (Downers Grove, 
111.: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 81-117. 

Two concrete examples of this larger difficulty may be mentioned. One 
wishes, for example, that Calvin had further explained his intriguing reference to 
the "seeds" of repentance and faith given to infants. Is Calvin reintroducing 
ontology here, as some suggest, or is the "seed," as R. S. Wallace (Word and 
Sacrament, 190) rather convincingly argues, the grace of the Holy Spirit which 
will be effectual at God's appointed time? Second, there is the relation of divine 
gracious activity to the temporal. Even though aware that people often receive 
the grace of baptism long after the rite is performed, Calvin still directs people to 
their baptism as the locus of God's grace and favor. This latent-efficacy factor 
implies a sophisticated view of God's relationship to time and space which, 
unfortunately, Calvin did not develop. 

In fact, the sacraments challenge us on a fundamental level with respect to 
our conceptions of time and space. In baptism, the temporal problem 
predominates. We are united with Christ in baptism (Rom. 6:3-4), and Christ 
dwells in our hearts by faith (Eph. 3:17). Yet baptism and faith usually do not 
coincide in the case of both infant and believer's baptism. With the Lord's 
Supper, the spatial problem comes to the fore. Christ's incarnate humanity is in 
heaven; we are on earth, and yet, according to Calvin and Scripture, we truly 
receive and commune with his very human life. Scottish theologian T. F. 
Torrance pointed out the difficulties attending a "receptacle view of time and 
space," which views time and space as an absolute framework within which God 
must conform in his dealings with us. Instead, Torrance calls for an "onto-
relational" mode of thinking in which matter and energy, time and space are 
viewed in relational rather than absolute terms. See especially, T. F. Torrance, 
Space, Time, and Incarnation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969); Space, 
Time and Resurrection (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1976); The Mediation of 
Christ (Exeter: Paternoster, 1983). It seems that a major problem here is the 
Federal Vision's captivity to a receptacle view of time and space, a captivity 
evident in the way grace is temporally and even mechanically tied to sign. 
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¬. The Westminster Standards 

The baptismal materials in the Westminster Standards may be treated 
much more briefly, for the references to baptismal efficacy fall decidedly 
within the parameters of the Calvinian offer and response model 
outlined above. Let us now return to Lusk's analysis of the Standards. 
After summarizing the teaching of the Confession and Catechisms in a 
satisfactory manner, Lusk then suggests further clarification: "To state it 
another way, in Westminster's theology there is no such thing as a 
baptism that does not confer grace, just as there is no such thing as a 
salvific 'spiritual baptism' that takes place apart from the physical sign of 
water."4 4 But this is precisely what the Standards do not say! It is one 
thing to assert that the sacrament is an objective means of grace; it is 
quite another to claim that all performances of the rite are efficacious, 
and the Westminster divines were students enough of Calvin to know 
the difference.45 

For our purposes, and for Lusk's, the question resolves down to the 
interpretation of WCF 28.6, which reads as follows: 

The efficacy of Baptism is not tied to that moment of time wherein it is 
administered; yet, not withstanding by the right use of this ordinance, 
the grace promised is not only offered, but really exhibited, and 
conferred, by the Holy Ghost, to such (whether of age or infants) as that 

4 4 Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 99. 
4 5 Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 122n61, cites E. Brooks Holifield, The Covenant 

Sealed: The Development of Puritan Sacramental Theology in Old and New England, 
1570-1720 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974) in support of his contention 
that there was diversity on the question of baptismal regeneration at the 
Westminster Assembly. Holifield treats two figures, Cornelius Burges and 
Samuel Ward, who advocated "sacramentalist" views of baptism (77-87). 
However, a careful reading of Holifield reveals two key points of relevance here. 
First, "[m]ost Puritan ministers of the period accepted Calvin's doctrine," and the 
Westminster Confession is to be read in light of this Calvinian consensus (75-76). 
Second, a few Puritans (Holifield identifies but two: Burges and Ward) 
attempted "to elevate baptism by combining two theological traditions: 
Reformed orthodoxy with medieval scholasticism" (85). However, Holifield 
rightly adds, "Few of their Puritan contemporaries shared their vision... and the 
initial response was therefore hostile" (86). 

This use of Holifield points to a serious weakness in Lusk's historical 
methodology. His strategy is to comb the Reformed past looking for anything 
that might formally or materially anticipate his own position. Of course, the 
"Reformed tradition" is broad enough that one can find nearly anything if one 
looks hard enough (Jacob Arminius was, after all, a Dutch Reformed theologian). 
The fact that two of the Westminster divines held what most contemporaries saw 
as odd views of baptism says rather little about how the Confession should be 
interpreted, or what the Reformed tradition's theological center of gravity is on 
these issues. 
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grace belongeth unto, according to the counsel of God's own will, in His 
appointed time. 

According to Lusk, there are two possible interpretations of the first 
clause. One can read "not tied to the moment of time wherein it is 
administered" as a reference to saving efficacy that is received by faith at 
a later time. This, of course, would be quite consistent with the Calvinian 
model. Lusk concedes that this is "possible," but he deems it "unlikely" 
in that it does not fit "the historical background of the Confession's 
writing." Lusk writes: 

In light of the Reformational debate over postbaptismal sin and 
penance, as well as the consistent teaching of earlier Reformed 
Confessions find theologians, it seems more likely the Confession is 
teaching baptism's efficacy is not limited to the moment of 
administration. The point, then, would not be that one's baptism may 
not take effect until long after the time of administration; rather, the 
sense would be that baptism's efficacy, beginning at the moment of 
administration, extends through the whole of one's life.46 

There are, however, two major problems with this interpretation— 
one contextual, the other textual. Contextually, we have already seen 
Calvin's strong assertion that baptism is relevant to all of life, but we 
have also seen that Calvin spends even more time clarifying the way in 
which one's baptism may become efficacious long after the rite is 
performed. And, most certainly, the relationship of the sacraments and 
faith was a matter of considerable urgency for the Puritans. Lusk's 
contextual argument, therefore, weakens considerably. Textually, the 
problems are even worse for Lusk. The most glaring problem here is that 
he neglects to examine the rest of the sentence in WCF 28.6. In it we 
discover a rather straightforward example of the Calvinian offer and 
reception model, whereby "the grace promised is not only offered [i.e., to 
all], but really exhibited, and conferred, by the Holy Ghost, to such 
(whether of age or infants) as that grace belongeth unto, according to the 
counsel of God's own will [i.e., the elect, who receive it by faith], in His 
appointed time." Moreover, the first and second sections are joined by 
"yet, not withstanding," a phrase suggesting a conceptual connection 
between what precedes and what follows. Thus, the second section is 
best read as an explanation and clarification of what precedes. The 
efficacy of the sacrament is not mechanically and temporally tied to the 
moment of administration, but when rightly used (i.e., with the proper 
response of faith), saving grace is efficaciously conferred at the 
appointed time upon those whom God has chosen. Plainly, there is much 
here that simply does not fit with Lusk's understanding of the matter.47 

46 Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 124n81. 
47 Admittedly, the scholarly literature on this interpretive question is sparse. 
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III. FURTHER OBSERVATIONS 

The thrust of the current essay is primarily historical and theological 
rather than exegetical, but a brief comment regarding scriptural exegesis 
is appropriate here. First, Lusk places extraordinary weight upon the 
apostasy passages in Hebrews (especially Heb. 6:4-8). But these texts are 
notoriously difficult to interpret, and we must recall the Reformational 
principle of allowing difficult passages "to be known by other places that 
speak more clearly" (WCF 1.9). Methodologically, there is little 
difference between Lusk's programmatic appeals to Hebrews 6, and the 
low-church sacramentarían whose starting point for baptismal reflection 
is the story of Simon Magus in Acts 8. Both are practicing "quandary 
theology," which gives a privileged and controlling status to the hardest 
cases. That both result in a lack of balance should not surprise. 

Second, it should be apparent by this point that Lusk's historical 
exegesis is flawed. It appears, unfortunately, that his prior commitment 
to an ex opere operato conception of baptismal efficacy has induced him to 
ignore many texts that do not fit his schema (e.g., much of Calvin and 
WCF 28.6b), and to propose dubious readings of others (e.g., WCF 28.6a). 
In fact, one of the few consistently appropriate Reformed antecedents 
identified by Lusk is the Mercersburg Theology of John W. Nevin and 
Immanuel V. Gerhart. The example of Nevin, a nineteenth-century 
professor at the German Reformed Seminary at Mercersburg, 
Pennsylvania, whom Lusk greatly admires, is particularly instructive.48 

The most extensive recent study of the Assembly's approach to baptism is David 
Wright, "Baptism at the Westminster Assembly," in Calvin Studies VIII: The 
Westminster Confession in Current Thought (Davidson, N.C.: Davidson College, 
1997), 76-90. In his survey of the minutes of the Assembly, Wright detects 
evidence of discussion regarding the nature of baptismal efficacy but concludes 
that it is too fragmentary to reconstruct. However, Wright rather clearly 
interprets the reference to the "moment of administration" in the manner similar 
to what we are suggesting here, concluding that it is a "qualification" or 
limitation of the baptismal regeneration language of the chapter. On Lusk's 
reading, however, the statement qualifies nothing. Wright, p. 80, writes, "What 
then about the efficacy of baptism according to the Westminster Confession? Its 
central affirmation seems clear: 'the grace promised is not only offered, but really 
exhibited and conferred by the Holy Ghost' (28:6). It is true that a variety of 
qualifications to this assertion are entered in the chapter on baptism: efficacy is 
not tied to the moment of administration (ibid.), grace and salvation are not so 
inseparably annexed to baptism that no person can be regenerated or saved 
without it (28:5) or that all the baptized are undoubtedly regenerated (ibid.)." 

48 On the soteriology of John W. Nevin, see William B. Evans, "Imputation 
and Impartation: The Problem of Union with Christ in Nineteenth-Century 
American Reformed Theology" (Ph.D. diss.: Vanderbilt University, 1996), 268-
322. 
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Adopting a sacramental position similar to Lusk's, Nevin first felt 
compelled to choose between Calvin's sacramental theology and his 
doctrine of the divine decrees, and jettisoned the latter. Shortly 
thereafter, Nevin underwent a period of "dizziness" in which he 
seriously contemplated conversion to Rome. 

Third, Lusk's approach sacrifices much that is of value in the 
Reformed tradition. For example, the foundational Reformed conviction 
regarding the unity of salvation in Christ is abandoned. For Lusk, the 
baptized are united with Christ, but they may persevere only through a 
separate and additional grace. While he recognizes the severe problem 
this poses, he seems willing to live with it—the complex of sacramental 
objectivity and covenantal conditionality is so strong for Lusk that all 
other theological elements must fall into line with it.49 Furthermore, the 
careful balancing of sacramental objectivity and subjectivity that is 
characteristic of the Reformed tradition at its best has been lost. 

Finally, the trajectory of thinking here is incipiently Arminian. In 
order to maintain his conception of sacramental objectivity, Lusk feels 
compelled to minimize, to the point of disappearance, any real difference 
between the baptismal efficacy of the elect and the non-elect. Again, we 
must take with due seriousness Lusk's contention on this point: "Will 
you continue in the grace of baptism or fall from it? The choice is yours. 
But note that Scripture consistently attributes apostasy not to the 
withholding of grace on God's part (as though some baptisms didn't 
'take'), but the abuse of grace on man's part."50 It appears that salvation 
really is up to us after all! Thus, the role of divine sovereignty is steadily 
diminishing in Federal Vision thinking (at this point it has been reduced 
to a separate and vaguely formulated "grace of perseverance") as it 
becomes less and less of a material factor. 

A key lesson here is that many of the difficulties regarding the issue 
of baptismal efficacy arise from the confluence of two equally biblical 
affirmations: first, that we are truly united with Christ in baptism as an 
event in time and space, and second, that we are united with Christ by 
faith. The sacramentalist emphasizes the first, the sacramentarían the 
second. While Calvin and the Westminster divines sought to do justice to 
both, subsequent history suggests that a stable synthesis has been 
difficult to maintain. We are ruefully reminded of Luther's famous 
comment about the path of theology as like "a drunk on a horse" 
swaying far to one side and then to the other. The problem with 
sacramentalist ex opere operato conceptions of baptism is that they make 
us "blessed possessors" (with apologies to Karl Barth) of what can only 
be had in the One who first possesses us. At the same time, they 
downgrade what is possessed as provisional, incomplete, and alienable. 

49 Lusk, "Apostasy," 278-282. 
so Lusk, "Paedobaptism," 104. 
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In short, they direct us to ourselves rather than to Christ. The problem 
with sacramentarían approaches is that they make the sacraments mere 
symbols of something that is really acquired by one's own conversion 
experience and act of faith. Again, they direct us to ourselves not Christ. 

We believe that there is much to commend the stance of Calvin and 
the Westminster Standards. This view preserves the unity of salvation in 
Christ, the freedom of a sovereign and omnipotent God, and the 
objectivity of the sacraments as means of grace. This is no mean 
achievement. At the same time, more work clearly needs to be done on 
the relationship of sacramental efficacy and presence to the categories of 
time and space. That there are conceptual difficulties here should not 
surprise us, for we are dealing with the manner in which an infinite and 
eternal God approaches us as temporal and spatial beings with his grace. 

We can at least begin by suggesting that the Calvinian notion of 
latent baptismal efficacy may be further specified in terms of 
retrospective and prospective efficacy. Baptized covenant children are 
marked with the solemn promise of God and admitted to the visible 
church with its means of grace. It is a tragedy, as Calvin notes, for such 
persons to trust in their baptism prior to the exercise of faith. But as the 
baptized look to Christ in faith they must be directed away from self and 
reminded that it is Christ who has baptized them into union with 
himself. And so, the efficacy of baptism is prospective. Likewise, those 
baptized as believers experience the retrospective efficacy of the 
sacrament. Although a conversion experience and the moment of first 
faith are of importance for personal story, their incorporation through 
baptism into the story of the one who died and rose for them is even 
more central to a clear understanding of the Christian life. By reflecting 
on their baptism, believers come to realize that God has been dealing 
with them from before the foundations of the world, and that salvation is 
all of grace. That, we think, is a message that will preach! 


