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Összefoglalás

Holland református körökben már a 17. századtól kezdve vitatott a kiválasztás és szövetség közötti kapcsolat 
kérdése. A tanulmány e vita négy lényeges állomását ismerteti, és egyben felmutatja, hogy a kiválasztás és szö-
vetség teológiai koncepciói miként befolyásolják a keresztség értelmezését. Az áttekintés mentén a szerző azt is 
érzékelteti, hogy milyen ellentmondásos a református tradíció a gyermekkeresztség kérdésében mind az elméleti 
alapok, mind pedig a gyakorlat tekintetében.

Introduction

n September 28, 1905 the consistory of the reformed church at Gouda 
had to deal with a problem regarding pedobaptism. a member of the con-
gregation who had recently given birth to a child, refused to baptise her 
child because she could not agree with the following words in the Form of 

Baptism: ‘whether you acknowledge that although our children are conceived and 
born in sin, and therefore are subject to all miseries, yea, to condemnation itself; 
yet that they are sanctified in Christ, and therefore, as members of his church ought 
to be baptised.’ She had no problem at all with the confession of hereditary sin and 
the state of condemnation in adam, but she had difficulties with the words ’sancti-
fied in Christ’. How could she know and assert that this was true for her child if 
she could not verify that her child had already received the Spirit of regeneration? 

The above mentioned passage from the Form of Baptism raised many debates 
in the history of the different reformed denominations in the netherlands as well 
as among the Puritans in Scotland and england. This essay outlines four stages 
of this ongoing debate and sketches some systematic and spiritual approaches 
to baptism in the Dutch reformed tradition. a diversity of views about the exact 
relation between election and covenant was underlying the debates. The spiritual 
approach to baptism constantly moves between the poles of underestimation and 
neglect; high estimation and attention. it is even possible to speak of a certain over-
estimation of baptism in some cases. 
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1. Debate with the Labadists in the 17th century

Jean de labadie (1610–1674) was a former roman catholic clergyman who con-
verted to Protestantism. upon his arrival in Holland from France, he impressed 
men like Gisbertus voetius, wilhelmus à Brakel, Jacobus koelman and especially 
Jodocus van lodenstein with his spirituality. But it soon became clear that his ec-
clesiology had a more anabaptist than reformed stamp. although De labadie and 
his follower Pierre yvon did not reject infant baptism principally, they could not 
maintain it in practice. in their opinion, the sacraments must be administered only 
to people who have already received the inner grace of regeneration and show the 
signs thereof in a godly life. Baptism was destined for believers only. now there 
was the possibility that already very young infants have been regenerated. But 
how to perceive this? a story was told about De labadie baptising yvon’s child 
because the child did not cry at his birth. This circumstance led to the conclusion 
the child must be a real child of the kingdom because it was born without pain! 
maybe this is only a legend. Probably labadists would base the very rare instances 
of pedobaptism in their circles upon a direct revelation of God to the parents or 
the minister. 

among the opponents of De labadie was the pastor of Sluis in zeeuws- Flan-
ders, Jacobus koelman (1632–1695). He stressed the importance of pedobaptism 
and believed that parents would have good comfort if their baptised children died 
early. Baptism confirmed for them their reliance upon the grace of God for their 
children. koelman did not contend that all the children who had not been baptised 
will eternally be lost, but without pedobaptism mourning parents would miss the 
consolation of the firm persuasion of the salvation of their children. in koelman’s 
view, the sanctity of the children as mentioned in the Form of Baptism was a 
‘covenantal holiness’ (like in 1 kor.7: 14), and must be discerned from an ‘inherent 
holiness.’ common holiness separated the faithful from the heathen people, Turks 
(muslims) and others considered unfaithful. Baptism must not be seen as a seal of 
grace already received by the children, but as a seal of the promise of God to save 
them if they will believe in God’s word. So God’s covenant was understood to have 
d a conditional aspect. koelman believed that the first question to the parents in 
the Form of Baptism was not clear enough and could raise misunderstanding. The 
same was true for the words of thanksgiving after the administration of Baptism:

Almighty God and merciful Father, we thank and praise Thee, that Thou hast for-
given us and our children all our sins, through the blood of Thy Son Jesus Christ, 
and received us through Thy Holy Spirit as members of Thine only begotten Son, 
and adopted us to be Thy children, and sealed and confirmed the same unto us 
by holy baptism.

according koelman, these formulations were not careful enough. The Form of 
Baptism was going too far. not all the baptised children were or could be truly 
regenerated christians. The pronouncement that the children of the believers were 
sanctified in an inward, truly spiritual way could relate to the posterity of believers 
in common, but not to every individual child. in koelmans view is was definitely 
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not a rule without exceptions that children of regenerated parents will be true 
believers. 

many theologians in koelman’s time used the distinction between external sanc-
tification and internal sanctification, corresponding with an external covenant and 
an internal covenant. G. voetsius, H. witsius and P. van mastricht asserted that all 
children of faithful parents must be considered born again until eventually and 
unfortunately the contrary would appear when they have grown up. a. walaeus, G. 
amesius and F. Turretinus say that regeneration takes place in the children before, 
during or immediately after the administration of the holy Baptism. So they main-
tained a close connection between faith and regeneration and baptism.

2. A debate in the early 18th century

in 1720 rev. J. r. kelderman, minister at utrecht, published a brochure written by 
the then already deceased rev. G. meijer under the title of “The Subjects of the 
Holy Baptism Strictly Defined” (De onderwerpen van den H. Doop nader bepaald). 
in this treatise it was stated that only the children of true believers may be bap-
tised. The author and the editor advocated a much more strict practice of baptism 
than was the custom for the Dutch national church at that time. The word ’sancti-
fied’ in the Form of Baptism had to be interpreted as ‘renewed by the Holy Spirit’. 
There must be a semen fidei, a germ of faith, as the condition of admittance to 
baptism and the seal of the covenant of grace. Since many parents who asked for 
the baptism of their children did not seem to be really converted christians, kel-
lerman c.s. emendated the First Question to the parents in the Form of Baptism. 
kellerman adapted the question in this way to make the question conditional: “Do 
you acknowledge that some children are sanctified in christ’ or ‘that the children 
can be sanctified in christ’ or ‘maybe are sanctified’ or ‘ought to be sanctified’.” 

in contrast to kellerman’s view, rev. e. van eerde and also rev. H. Janssonius 
submitted that the sacraments sealed the promises of God only in an objective 
sense and that therefore every member of the church (reborn or not, churchgoing 
or not) had the right and plight to receive the sacrament of baptism for his or her 
children. The sacrament of baptism did not, in their opinion, seal a spiritual real-
ity already present in the baptised, but marked the baptised as a member of the 
congregation and of the covenant. This act was a privilege indeed, but not in itself 
salvific unless the baptised personally believed in christ as his or her Saviour.

rev. J. c. appelius took part in this discussion by defending the view that the 
sacraments seal the promises of God not only in an objective sense, but also as 
subjectively applied. according to appelius, only true believers may partake in the 
lord’s Supper and also in Baptism. But in his treatise ‘De Hervormde Leer’ (“The 
reformed Doctrine”) (1769), he explained that baptism actually was not a sign and 
seal for the baptised child personally and particularly, neither for the parents in 
particular, but in general for the congregation of true believers as a whole. in fact 
the congregation received the sacrament of Baptism in the body of that particular 
child. Therefore, all the children belonging to the household of the congregation 
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may be baptised, but the holiness, the sanctification which was sealed, pertained 
to the community, not to that individual child as such. only at the moment that the 
baptised children came to personal belief by the internal work of the Spirit, would 
the sacrament of baptism gain validity as a seal of grace for them personally.

3. Ongoing debates in the 19th and 20th century

e. Smilde described the period between 1880 and 1980 as tragic in his book Een 
eeuw van strijd over verbond en doop (An Age of Contest About Covenant and 
Baptism). The different accents and positions which always were typical for the re-
formed view of baptism caused more and more division. abraham kuyper (1837-
1920) played a big role in this development. kuyper was the well-known founder of 
the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands (ecumenically known as Gkn) which 
were rooted in the movement of secession from the established church (de Ned-
erlandse Hervormde Kerk, ecumenically known as nHk) in 1886, the so called 
Doleantie. 

kuyper took the stand that baptism sealed particular, saving grace to the elect 
among the baptised children. He rejected the mere symbolic idea of the sacraments 
associated with zwingli. Baptism was not only a sign of belonging to the christian 
congregation, but kuyper believed a great thing occurred in the administration 
of the sacrament. Baptism conferred grace. For kuyper, there was an inseparable 
bond between baptism and faith. in fact, only believers could be baptised. This 
could be a position held by Baptists, but kuyper added the following important 
consideration: though the young children cannot yet believe actively and con-
sciously, it may be assumed that the children of the believers were already born 
again and so they may be baptised on the supposition of regeneration. kuyper had 
indeed a great deal of sympathy with the Baptists of the time of the reformation. 
as a matter of fact he preferred their position to the views of luther and zwingli! 
The only fault of the Baptists had been that they recognised faith only where it was 
consciously professed by people. in contrast, kuyper pointed out that one had to 
discern between the root of faith (habitus fidei) and the act of faith (actus fidei). 
The root of faith was regeneration or spiritual vivification. The Holy Spirit brought 
the seed or root of faith into a human being at the moment of regeneration. This 
was a direct, unmediated work of the Spirit, which was performed regularly in the 
very early beginning of the lives of the children of the covenant, maybe already 
before they were born. This semen fidei could slumber years and years before at 
last it broke out into the conscious act of faith and a life in sanctity. This approach 
rested on the notion of God’s covenant; God had elected God’s people from eter-
nity. no one could ever be fully certain that all the baptised children were among 
the elect. one should reach no further than the probability that they were reborn 
christians, and consider the baptised as saved children of God by the judgment of 
love ( judicium caritatis). For that reason, the sermon that accompanied baptism 
must summon the congregation to self-examination; the supposition of regenera-
tion should not raise false rest and superficiality.
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a closer examination of kuyper’s arguments reveals that what occurs at the very 
moment of baptism is not regeneration itself. regeneration was an unmediated, 
direct work of the Spirit and this already existent regeneration in nuce was the 
basis for baptism. So baptism had no validity, no real significance without regen-
eration. kuyper even spoke of a ‘schijndoop’ or pseudobaptism. Those who were 
not among the elect and so not regenerated baptised children had never really re-
ceived the sacrament of baptism. regularly the sacrament of baptism was efficax, 
it worked. Sacramental grace was infused into the baptised child. The habitus fidei 
was reinforced by this grace. kuyper apparently had an ontological concept of 
grace instead of a relational concept. Grace was, in his view, an almost substantial 
reality. in this way, human beings were together transferred by regeneration and 
baptism from the kingdom of the devil, to which they belonged by their affilia-
tion with adam, into the kingdom of christ which was represented by the faithful 
congregation. The full accent was upon inward grace. Baptism was especially con-
nected with this arcane, internal, hidden work of the Spirit. For kuyper, baptism 
was not in the first place a seal of the covenant and a seal on God’s promises. For 
these promises were only real and complete when the inward work of the Spirit 
in the hearts of the children was already present. as a matter of fact God’s cov-
enant was made only with the elect. The reprobate were not really members of 
the covenant, even when they have been baptised and thus have become indeed 
partakers of the privileges connected with the administration of the covenant. The 
only basis for legitimate baptism was regeneration as the subjective grace realising 
the election. 

it is interesting to compare this position with the view of G.H. kersten (1882–
1948) of the Gereformeerde Gemeenten, reformed congregations, a right-wing 
denomination in the netherlands. kersten held that baptism was destined only 
for the – not yet regenerated – elect. He did not recognise, as kuyper did, an un-
conscious regeneration or slumbering semen regenerationis. in kersten’s view, the 
elect children participated objectively, not yet subjectively in God’s particular grace 
and this objective participation was the ground for their baptism. However, kuyper 
argued that his view was in accordance with that of the older calvin. in fact, there 
is only one passage in the last edition of the Institutes of John calvin that can be 
interpreted as pointing in this direction, viz. iv, 16, 20:

‘in fine, the objection [against infant-baptism, J. H.] is easily disposed of by the 
fact, that children are baptised for future repentance and faith. Though these 
are not yet formed in them, yet the seeds of both lies hid in them by the se-
cret operation of the Spirit’ (transl. Henry Beveridge, latin: Baptizari in futuram 
poenitentiam et fidem: quae etsi nondum in illis formatae sunt, arcana tamen 
Spiritus operatone utriusque semen in illis latet).

Frequently calvin bases infant baptism clearly upon the covenant of God as 
erected with the believers and their posterity, and thus upon the validity of God’s 
promises which concern the children no less than the adults. 

kuyper confronted his own view with the devaluation of baptism in the ‘volk-
skirche’, the established church of his time. His second front was the underestima-
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tion of baptism in pietistic reformed circles, who held that baptism was no more 
than an outward sign of an outward covenant. a fair evaluation of the position of 
kuyper must recognise his intention to revaluate baptism. kuyper rightly advo-
cates in my opinion that pedobaptism and adult baptism are essentially the same. 
They are two different manifestations of one and the same sacrament.

kuyper holds a positive, even optimistic view upon the congregation as the 
people of God, the elect. nevertheless he always underscores the calling of the 
baptised to live up to this status of holiness. Discipline is necessary. The baptised 
must be brought to profession of faith and attendance of the lord’s Supper. This 
realistic view upon baptismal grace explains why kuyper strongly supports early- 
baptism (‘vroegdoop’) of newborn children, even when the mother is not yet able 
to come to church. 

The 20th century saw a heavy struggle within the Reformed Churches in the 
Netherlands regarding kuyper’s view of covenant, baptism, and presupposed re-
generation, which resulted eventually in a new rupture in 1944. at that time the 
Gereformeerde Kerken Vrijgemaakt (reformed churches liberated) came into 
being after the suspension of the leader of the anti-kuyperian opposition, klaas 
Schilder (1890–1952), professor in dogmatics in kampen. i will for the sake of 
brevity not go into the several positions taken in that regrettable struggle, but will 
end with a sketch of the view of a theologian within the Nederlandse Hervormde 
Kerk (the netherlands reformed church, nHk), viz. J. G. woelderink (1886–1956). 
His insights were highly appreciated by Schilder c.s. woelderink was critical of 
kuyper’s vision of the nature of grace. For woelderink, grace was a relational 
category, not a substantial one. not regeneration by the unconscious reception of 
a semen fidei, but the conscious áct of faith must be the guiding principle in the 
way of belonging to the covenant of God. The ground of baptism was not internal 
grace, but the promises which the God of the covenant made to all the children 
of the congregation. woelderink certainly acknowledged the positive aspects of 
kuyper’s doctrines, namely the centrality of the covenant, the positive view upon 
the congregation and the high value ascribed to the sacraments. But woelderink 
regretted that many of kuyper’s followers mainly had taken over his debatable 
scholastic tendencies and not endorsed his positive contributions to the doctrine 
of the sacraments. woelderink argued that the history of salvation was the history 
of promises. God’s salvation has word-character. The people did not see, but heard 
God’s word. They encountered holiness by hearing God’s promises, and, at the 
same time, saw that in reality all are yet sinners. This was the richness of the dis-
covery of the reformation, the iustificatio impii sola fide. The idea of the covenant 
was the essence of the christian religion. The discernment between ‘outward’ and 
‘inward covenant’ or the (more narrow) essence and the (broader) administration 
of the covenant was qualified as ‘godless’. all the baptised children were really 
sanctified in christ, cleansed by his blood, renewed by his Spirit, but in the way of 
God’s promise, not in the way of some substantial mutation of their inner life. The 
baptised were called to accept the promises, which had been sealed in baptism, by 
the obedience of faith. Faith was not a condition to fulfil a priori in order to make 
the covenant and the promises of God valid and real. no, faith was only an answer 
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a posteriori upon the word that God had spoken already to us when the baptised 
could not understand it. Faith allowed participation in God’s promise of salvation. 

in woelderink’s view, there remained a specific tension between the gift of God 
by God’s promises, which was really and fully the gift of salvation, and the neces-
sity of the reception of this salvation in our hearts and lives by faith. The covenant 
which was made one-sided by God (monopleuristic) had to become two-sided 
(dypleuristic). every reality of salvation was a reality of faith, not of observation. So 
the parents had to see their children in the light of God’s promises and consider 
them as adopted sons and daughters of God, real members of the congregation 
of christ, and raise them up to become professing christians. The promises of 
the covenant were real and rich. Baptism could hardly be underestimated. But 
the fruit of the promises was enjoyed only by the believers. This was the remain-
ing tension between donation of salvation by God’s promises and application of 
salvation in the way of personal faith. The door of eternal life is opened wide for 
every baptised child, but it has to go in by faith. The worst case scenario would 
be that children of the kingdom remained outside the feast by their unbelief. For 
woelderink, this would not be an effect of eternal reprobation by God, but must 
fully be imputed to the unwillingness and unbelief of these people. 

4. A short conclusion

The different phases of this Dutch discussion concerning the significance and right 
interpretation of baptism are really intriguing. The reformed tradition is ambiva-
lent regarding the basis or foundation and also the effect of baptism. on one hand 
many reformed theologians choose their starting point with election and place 
the covenant of grace under the domination of election. Baptism can only be real 
when regeneration or inward sanctity is postulated. This position can lead to an 
underestimation of the covenant as an outward administration of the real relation 
between God and the elect. kuyper draws the consequence that only the elect 
are the real members of the covenant. G. H. kersten follows in his own way in the 
footsteps of kuyper, though he never admits his connection with him. 

at the other end of the spectrum, we see that the making of the covenant not 
only with the elect, but with the whole posterity of the believers is the central view-
point. The validity of God’s promises is without doubt and in this respect we can 
fully recognise all the children of the congregation as sanctified in christ. we may 
and must in the raising of our children tell them of the great privilege they have of 
being recipients of God’s special promises. and, in connection with this, parents 
may and must appeal to them to accept faithfully God’s salvation. 

i will not hide that my sympathy lies with the second approach and especially the 
view of woelderink. But, at the same time, i wholeheartedly regret that representa-
tives of both approaches in many cases have broken the communication with one 
another and that the debate has resulted in several schisms and splits. This is the 
more deplorable since baptism is together with the lord’s Supper sacrament of the 
unity between christ and his congregation and of the believers with each other.


