
“The Efficacy and Frequency of Baptism” 
(WCF 28.5-7) 

 
 
 

WCF 28.5  Although it be a great sin to contemn or neglect this ordinance, yet grace 
and salvation are not so inseparably annexed unto it, as that no person can be 
regenerated or saved, without it; or, that all that are baptized are undoubtedly 
regenerated.   
V.  What is the connection between baptism and salvation?   

A.  They are not inseparably connected.  Westminster’s view of Baptism steers a 
course between two false extremes:   
1.  The first is that baptism actually bestows regeneration.   

a.  Rome and the Church of Christ believe the Bible teaches this because of passage 
like the following.   
(i)  “Jesus answered, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and 

the Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God’” (John 3:5).   
(ii)  “Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of 

Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of 
the Holy Spirit’” (Acts 2:38).   

 
b.  However, this is not what these passages teach for the following reasons:   

(i)  Faith and repentance, which are the fruits of regeneration, are the 
prerequisites to baptism.   
(a)  “As they went along the road they came to some water; and the eunuch 

said, ‘Look!  Water!  What prevents me from being baptized?’  And Philip 
said, ‘If you believe with all your heart, you may.’  And he answered and 
said, ‘I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God’” (Acts 8:37).   

(b)  “All the circumcised believers who came with Peter were amazed, 
because the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles 
also.  For they were hearing them speaking with tongues and exalting God.  
Then Peter answered, ‘Surely no one can refuse the water for these to be 
baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we did, can he?’” (Acts 
10:45-47).   

(c)  “Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of 
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift 
of the Holy Spirit’” (Acts 2:38).   

 
(ii)  The thief on the cross was not baptized, but he was saved (Mark 16:16).  

Abraham was saved apart from circumcision, which is the Old Covenant 
counterpart of baptism:  “And he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of 
the righteousness of the faith which he had while uncircumcised, so that he 
might be the father of all who believe without being circumcised, that 
righteousness might be credited to them” (Rom. 4:11).   

(iii)  Simon the magician was baptized and clearly was not saved:  “Even Simon 
himself believed; and after being baptized, he continued on with Philip, and 
as he observed signs and great miracles taking place, he was constantly 
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amazed. . . .  But Peter said to him, ‘May your silver perish with you, because 
you thought you could obtain the gift of God with money!  You have no part 
or portion in this matter, for your heart is not right before God.  Therefore 
repent of this wickedness of yours, and pray the Lord that, if possible, the 
intention of your heart may be forgiven you.  For I see that you are in the gall 
of bitterness and in the bondage of iniquity’” (Acts 8:13, 20-23).   

(iv)  Paul wrote to the Corinthians thanking God that he had not baptized any of 
them but Crispus, Gaius and the household of Stephanas, which he wouldn’t 
have been able to say if baptism actually bestowed salvation.  Christ did not 
send him to baptize, but to preach the Gospel (1 Cor. 1:14-17).   

(v)  Both of the passages quoted in support of baptismal regeneration can be 
explained by sacramental union.   

 
2.  The other extreme is that Baptism is merely a sign of grace and a public profession 

of faith, and not a means of grace.  We’ll consider this below.   
 

B.  Even though they are not inseparably connected, it is still a great sin to neglect 
this ordinance.   
1.  First and foremost, the Lord commands that we be baptized.   

a.  “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19).   

b.  And He said to them, ‘Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all 
creation.  He who has believed and has been baptized shall be saved; but he who 
has disbelieved shall be condemned” (Mark 16:15-16).   

 
2.  Those who reject it are rejecting God’s purpose for them.   

a.  “But the Pharisees and the lawyers rejected God's purpose for themselves, not 
having been baptized by John” (Luke 7:30).   

b.  “Now it came about at the lodging place on the way that the LORD met him and 
sought to put him to death.  Then Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son's 
foreskin and threw it at Moses’ feet, and she said, ‘You are indeed a bridegroom 
of blood to me.’  So He let him alone.  At that time she said, ‘You are a 
bridegroom of blood’ – because of the circumcision” (Exod. 4:24-26).   

 
WCF 28.6  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 grace belongeth unto, according to the counsel 
of God's own will, in His appointed time.   
VI.  How is baptism a means of grace?  The other extreme is that Baptism is merely a 

sign of grace and a public profession of faith, and not a means of grace.   
A.  There is grace exhibited in it and conferred by the Spirit.   

1.  Westminster apparently believed John 3:5, 8 was referring to baptism and so saw it 
as a means of grace.   
a.  “Jesus answered, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the 

Spirit he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.  That which is born of the flesh 
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is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.  Do not be amazed that I 
said to you, “You must be born again.”  The wind blows where it wishes and 
you hear the sound of it, but do not know where it comes from and where it is 
going; so is everyone who is born of the Spirit’” (John 3:5-8).   

b.  It is possible, however, that Jesus is here referring to natural birth (perhaps 
within God’s covenant people, since natural birth itself obviously is not enough) 
and spiritual birth – telling us that one must be more than a natural child of 
Abraham to enter God’s kingdom, one must also be a spiritual child.   

 
2.  Whatever the case, we should still view baptism as a means of grace.   

a.  As we saw in the section on sacramental union, the union between the sign and 
the reality is so close that the reality is often attributed to the sign.   
(i)  This appears to be the case with the Lord’s Supper, Baptism and the Word, 

all of which are means of grace.  Each of these contain a promise that faith 
can lay hold of and receive from.   

(ii)  The Lord’s Supper:   
(a)  “So Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh 

of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in yourselves’” 
(John 6:53).   

(b)  “While they were eating, Jesus took some bread, and after a blessing, He 
broke it and gave it to the disciples, and said, ‘Take, eat; this is My body’” 
(Matt. 26:26).   

 
(iii)  Baptism:   

(a)  “Corresponding to that, baptism now saves you – not the removal of dirt 
from the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good conscience – through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 3:21).   

(b)  “Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of 
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift 
of the Holy Spirit’” (Acts 2:38).   

 
(iv)  The Word:   

(a)  “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” 
(Rom. 1:16).   

(b)  “For you have been born again not of seed which is perishable but 
imperishable, that is, through the living and enduring word of God” (1 Pet. 
1:23).   

 
b.  Baptism is a seal of the righteousness of faith (Rom. 4:11), which means it seals 

a promise to us – if we believe, we will receive the reality.  It is a blessing to 
have the promise even if we never receive the reality.   

c.  In this sense, it is also a visible Word, describing to us in a visible way what the 
Lord promises to faith.   
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d.  It is the mark of God’s Covenant, reminding us that He is our God, we belong to 
Him and are therefore called to a higher standard of living – to be separate from 
the world and sin and separated to Him.   

e.  The Spirit uses these things to promote His influence in us, as He does through 
the Lord’s Supper, through the Word, and through prayer.  It is not a different 
grace, but the same.   

f.  The sacrament does not contain the grace which is displayed.  This is not what 
makes it effective.  Rather, its ability to convey grace (or to be a means of grace) 
comes from the truth it represents, its sealing authority, and the Spirit who 
works through this sacrament, as He does through the Word.   

 
B.  When is that grace conferred and to whom?  It’s not limited to the time of its 

administration, but given when the Lord pleases, to those to whom it belongs.   
1.  When is this grace – the grace of regeneration – exhibited in baptism, given?   

a.  In God’s appointed time.   
b.  It may be at the time of baptism.  It may be before – as in the case of those who 

first believe before they are baptized.  It may be many years after baptism.  It 
may not be at all.   

 
2.  To whom is it given?   

a.  A person must be elect to receive it at all.   
b.  He will receive it when God sovereignly bestows it.   
c.  “So property may be sealed and conveyed in a deed to a minor, but the minor 

may not actually enter into the fruition of it until such time and upon such 
conditions as are predetermined in his father’s will” (Hodge).   

 
WCF 28.7  The sacrament of Baptism is but once to be administered unto any person.   
VII.  How often is baptism to be administered?   

A.  Baptism needs to be administered only once to anyone.   
1.  It is the mark of God’s covenant – Once applied it doesn’t need to be repeated.   
2.  If someone is excommunicated, there is no indication in Scripture that they need to 

be baptized again when they are received back into the fellowship of the church.   
3.  That which baptism signifies happens only once – regeneration.   
 

B.  “We ought to improve our baptism, especially when we are present at the 
administration of it to others, by serious and thankful consideration of the nature of it, 
and of the ends for which Christ instituted it, the privileges and benefits conferred and 
sealed thereby, and our solemn vow made therein; by being humbled for our sinful 
defilement, our falling short of, and walking contrary to, the grace of baptism, and our 
engagements; by growing up to assurance of pardon of sin, and of all other blessings 
sealed to us in that sacrament; by drawing strength from the death and resurrection of 
Christ, into whom we are baptised, for the mortifying of sin and quickening of grace; 
and by endeavouring to live by faith, to have our conversation in holiness and 
righteousness, as those that have therein given up their names to Christ, and to walk in 
brotherly love, as being baptised by the same Spirit into one body” (Shaw, 
Confession).     


