
From Ordinance of Faith to Sacrament of Salvation/Instrument of Regeneration: 
A History of Transition in the Doctrine of Baptism
Christian baptism is the immersion of a believer in water in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. It is an act of obedience symbolizing the believer's faith in a crucified, buried, and risen Saviour, the believer's death to sin, the burial of the old life, and the resurrection to walk in newness of life in Christ Jesus. It is a testimony to his faith in the final resurrection of the dead. . . (Baptist Faith and Message 2000 http://www.sbc.net/bfm/bfm2000.asp)
Throughout the centuries since Jesus Christ established His church, baptism has been almost universally regarded as an essential requirement for entrance into the community of faith. Yet in Christendom today, there are wide differences in belief about baptism’s proper meaning, mode, and recipients. The issues surrounding baptism’s meaning and mode have been extensively (and from all imaginable angles) addressed elsewhere. But who should be baptized, and when? 
As Baptists, one of our fundamental beliefs is that baptism is an outward act of obedience to declare our inner transformation into disciples of Jesus through repentance and faith. This is known as believer’s baptism. But why have so many people in the Christian world believed that baptism itself gives salvation, and that babies and young children—not yet old enough to understand their need for repentance, forgiveness, and spiritual transformation—can and should receive it? Those who believe this call baptism a sacrament—an action or a substance that transmits God’s grace to an individual, without the person necessarily choosing or even knowing it. (Baptists and other Christians who practice believer’s baptism reject this, instead calling baptism an ordinance—an action an individual willingly does in obedience to Christ’s command, but which has no special power on its own).  If, as we believe, the New Testament clearly teaches that baptism is for believers, how and when did the idea of sacramental baptism for infants and very young children come about and come to dominate the Christian world?
Historical evidence fairly strongly supports adult believers’ baptism by immersion as the norm in the church’s first century. The change in the church’s teaching on baptism’s meaning, mode, and proper recipients appears to have been gradual, and highly localized.  Although Irenaeus (late 100’s), one of the early church’s most influential theologians, hinted at support for the practice of baptizing young children, the earliest appearance of infant baptisms occurs in North Africa around the end of the second century and the beginning of the third. By this time, the superstitious elements of that region’s pagan belief systems had already begun to creep into Christian doctrine—most notably in the idea that physical elements and acts in this world could, in and of themselves, transmit spiritual power and in turn have effects in the spiritual or heavenly realms. Tertullian (c. 160-c. 220), a leading theologian from Carthage in North Africa, seems to have held that belief to some extent, yet he expressed strong concern about the growing practice in the region of baptizing very young children. He believed that those so young could not understand all of the implications and responsibilities involved in receiving baptism, and he instead advocated that baptism be postponed—perhaps until after marriage.
The meaning attached by the Christian community determined, for the most part, the rite’s mode and recipients. The doctrine and practice of the church in its early centuries were largely guided by local and regional councils—assemblies of church leaders and theologians that met whenever necessary to address challenges and provide clarity on doctrinal questions as they arose. Evidence from the statements of these councils indicates that the idea of infant baptism (or ‘pedobaptism’) was being accepted fairly early. This also reflects the ongoing transition to a belief in the independent power of baptism as a grace-imparting sacrament. By the middle of the third century, a change in the church’s prevailing beliefs about baptism is clearly visible, and considerably more widespread.
However, the belief in baptismal regeneration—the idea that the act of baptism itself has saving power—and the accompanying practice of infant baptism did not immediately replace the acceptance and practice of adult believers’ baptism. Indeed, the baptism of adults continued regularly throughout the first six centuries, and most of the ‘church fathers’ (prominent theologians and preachers) were themselves baptized as adults. As the Christian gospel steadily advanced throughout the far-flung expanses of the crumbling Roman Empire, the baptism—quite frequently by immersion—of new adult converts continued at a fairly steady pace. Thus, for quite some time, the practices of both infant baptism and adult believer’s baptism continued in Christendom, with the particular meaning, mode, and recipients determined mostly by a combination of regional practice and particular circumstances. (Recent research has shown that many of the baptisteries built even into the Middle Ages were clearly designed to accommodate the immersion of fully-grown adults). 
In much of the west up to at least the end of the fifth century, a candidate for baptism was required to state his or her name, respond to certain questions regarding belief  (such as answering to a catechism), or to recite a creed. In many places, the candidate was required to make a statement of personal confession and repentance of sin—a practice that remained in many places for some time. Elsewhere, however, a sponsor would respond on a child candidate’s behalf—a practice which helped significantly to move the minimum age for receiving the rite to a time well before that of the child’s own ability to comprehend and intelligently respond. 
It is difficult to precisely identify the point in church history at which a belief in baptism’s intrinsic regenerating power, and the accompanying practice of administering the rite to infants, truly became the belief and practice of the western church. It is probably safe to say, however, that this prevalence was the case by the end of the sixth century. Over the next six hundred years, the doctrine of baptismal grace and the practice of infant baptism steadily became normative in western Christendom, as the church’s authority structure became more centralized, and her doctrines and rituals in turn became increasingly standardized. 
Nonetheless, the baptism of confessing adult believers did continue for several centuries. Thus, we can trace the changes fairly confidently as follows: the transition from confessional to sacramental baptism began late in the second century—around 150 years into the life of the church—and had become mostly prevalent by about 600; but baptism following confession still occurred, mainly in areas newly evangelized or reclaimed for the gospel, until roughly 1300, by which time Europe, northern Africa, and western Asia had effectively been thoroughly Christianized. As new adult believers were won and baptized into not only the Christian faith but the Christian society at large, these new converts in turn gave birth to children who were, according to the practice of this Christian society, baptized as infants into that Christian world. We can thus with fair confidence say that the practice of confessing believers’ baptism had almost entirely disappeared by about 1300.

We should not, however, assume by all of this that the church of this period denied the need of personal repentance and faith on the part of the recipient in order for baptism to have eternal spiritual effects. Certainly, the church mostly recognized that not all who had been baptized would truly exercise personal faith in God and His promises though Christ. Indeed, during the period discussed here, as infant baptism steadily became normative, and as the possibility of the candidates actually making confessional declarations before baptism was negated, the church developed the doctrine of confirmation. This new sacrament, administered in early youth, involved the baptized individual making a public statement of faith—often by answering the questions of the catechism—thus in effect ‘completing’ what baptism had begun years before. At confirmation, personal participation in the life of the church now began. Thus, it is fair to say that by the end of the thirteenth century, it was firmly established in the western church that the baptismal rite was in and of itself regenerative for salvation; that pouring or more commonly sprinkling was the proper mode of its administration, and that baptism should be administered as soon after birth as possible.
What caused the transition from the New Testament belief and practice of believers’ baptism by immersion to that of sacramental baptism of infants by sprinkling? We can fairly reliably identify five causes. The first cause, which appeared by the end of the first century and a half of Christianity, was the influence of pagan beliefs in the magical powers of certain physical acts, objects, or substances. As the gospel rapidly spread into cultures long steeped in these beliefs, people often imported their native understanding of the relationship between the physical and the spiritual realms into their newly adopted Christian faith. Consequently, it did not take long for such superstitions to alter the way in which the physical elements of the Christian ordinances were interpreted. A significant reason for this was the increasing detachment of Christian teaching from the direct authority of the scriptures. 
The spread of the gospel during the first two centuries was rapid, being carried both by itinerant evangelists and church planters, and also by laypeople who, after their own conversions, spread the good news as they traveled. The extremely positive result of this virtually unhindered explosion of evangelism was an astounding number of new converts to Christ and new congregations established in communities large and small. Yet, with the invention of the printing press over a millennium in the future, written copies of scripture—whether in whole or in part—were very rare, and prohibitively expensive, as each had to be copied entirely by hand. Additionally, the portion of the population which could read was—even among the clergy—quite low. 
It was, therefore, not unusual for a new convert to the gospel to be several ‘generations’ of converts removed from any direct hearing or reading of the actual words of scripture. So great was the growth of the church, and so slow the reproduction of scripture texts, that there was no way for the latter to keep pace with the former. 
The effect of this, as it relates to the church’s understanding and practice of baptism, was that the biblical foundation for the ordinance was steadily being replaced by an interpretation that was rooted more in the pagan superstitions native to the local cultures than it was in the words of the scriptures. Christian theologians increasingly developed their teachings on baptism from the basis of pagan philosophies and world views. Local bishops, priests, and laypeople then acquired their theological perspectives from the teachings of these theologians, and the transition to a sacramental view of baptism was fairly rapid. Given the increasing distance from the actual words of the scriptures, such ‘syncretism’ or blending of doctrine and practice was probably inevitable. When the people are separated from the direct authority and guidance of scripture, there is a steady drift back into native pagan habits of magic and superstition, as was evidenced by the growing belief in the supernatural powers of saints, places, and relics, of the elements of the Lord’s Supper, and the waters of baptism.* Simply put, if you have always believed that objects and substances can have magical power, without solid scriptural teaching otherwise you will naturally bring that belief into the way you practice your new Christian faith.
A second cause of the transition from adult believers’ baptism to the sacramental baptism of children was the introduction and growing acceptance of the doctrine of original sin. Although he was certainly not the first to espouse the concept, the north African theologian Augustine of Hippo (354-430) developed it, incorporated it firmly into his theological writings, and became the driving force behind the doctrine’s rapid acceptance into the core of what would become Roman Catholic theology. 
According to this belief, all children are born into the world bearing the guilt of Adam’s rebellion—the ‘original sin’. Any person—regardless of age—carrying this guilt is barred from entrance into either heaven, or into purgatory, the latter being the place to which persons allegedly go after death to suffer penance for a fixed time to atone for any personal sins which one still bears at death. 
According to Augustine, baptism washed away a person’s guilt for original sin. For much of human history—and certainly including the troubled centuries that passed as the Roman Empire disintegrated—the infant mortality rate was extremely high. Indeed, most families suffered the loss of at least one or more children during infancy or childhood. With this very present fear and heartache a constant reality, it is quite easy to see how parents would want their children to be baptized as early as possible so as to at least have the assurance that their children were destined for heaven. Augustine himself advocated for this, while acknowledging that in his own day, fourteen was the customary age for baptism of children born into Christian homes.
Within a generation after Augustine, his theological teachings were quickly gaining acceptance within the western church, and it was not long before they had become absorbed into established Roman Catholic doctrine. Thus, as the idea of original sin and its corresponding remedy in the waters of baptism became normative in Christian belief, so naturally the desire of parents to have their children baptized as soon as possible after birth steadily became standard practice.
*The ancient pagan religions placed great emphasis on the practice of sympathetic magic, the belief that actions taken on objects or substances in the physical world had a corresponding effect in the spiritual world. 
Going hand in hand, then, with the development and acceptance of the doctrine of original sin was the third cause of the transition in baptismal belief and practice: infant mortality. Since the earliest days of the church, laypeople and theologians alike had wrestled with the problem of infants and young children who died before reaching the maturity to personally recognize their sinfulness and to seek mercy and grace through Christ. Understandably, the question could be a source of deep agony and unrelenting turmoil for parents of young children. As stated earlier, with the peace and security once provided by the Roman Empire now rapidly crumbling into the conflict and instability of the early Middle Ages, the loss of infants and children to poor prenatal care, disease, sickness, accidents, and violence was a tragically common experience. The doctrine of regeneration through the baptismal waters provided a comforting assurance amidst the dangers and heartaches of daily life in the post-Empire era. 
The fourth cause of the transition to sacramental baptism was the establishment of the Roman Catholic Church as the foundational institution of western society. As the Roman Empire—long the guarantor of peace, stability, and identity in the west—steadily crumbled as a result of its own moral rot from within and barbarian assault from without, the rapidly growing church began to fill in many of the gaps. By 600 AD, the rise of the western church in its new role as an established, self-governing entity is clearly in evidence. The establishment of local parishes and dioceses, and the increasing supremacy of the pope brought the church into the position of being a quasi-government, and also brought the church’s influence into more aspects of people’s daily lives. 
During this time, the church’s doctrines and practices were becoming more uniform, resulting in an increasing standardization in Christian practices associated with some fundamental aspects of life, such as birth, marriage, and death. With weakness and instability a common element in the secular powers, the church increasingly became not only the door to salvation but also the unifying structure for much of what was once the Roman Empire. 
 This development was taking place at the same time that the doctrinal interpretation of baptism was evolving from an ordinance for adult confessors to a sacrament for infants and very young children. As this latter change was endorsed by and increasingly enforced by the church’s hierarchy, councils, and theologians, so it steadily progressed to become the standard rule of the Roman Catholic Church. Thus, as the established church’s centralized power grew, local variations in the practice of rituals steadily declined and, over time, virtually disappeared. 
Not only was the church becoming the de facto unifying power in much of the former Roman Empire, but membership in the church came in time to be identified as membership also in civil society. The church, then, more or less held the keys not only to the kingdom of God, but also to the kingdom of man. Such was the power of Rome, and so all-inclusive its structure for life from birth to death, that to be outside the church was not only to be separated from eternal salvation, but citizenship in the local society as well. The fifth cause then of the transition in baptismal doctrine was the practice of regarding membership in the church (received through baptism) with citizenship in the local and national society. People were not born into citizenship in their native country (as is the case in our day); instead, they were ‘born’ into the nation through baptism into the church. A person’s proof of citizenship, therefore, came through his/her baptismal record—further evidence of just how complete the Catholic Church’s role in each part of each person’s life had become. 
By the early 1500’s, challenges to what were increasingly viewed as unbiblical doctrines and practices of the Roman Catholic Church had broken out into full-scale schism. Beginning with an Augustinian monk in Germany named Martin Luther, the Protestant Reformation quickly spread to Switzerland and France, with the aid of crusading theologians John Calvin (France and Switzerland) and Ulrich Zwingli (Switzerland) who added their voices and influence to the movement. By the end of the century, the revolt was gaining adherents in much of Western Europe. 

The grand ideals of the 16th century Protestant Reformation were that individual salvation is by faith in Christ alone (sola fide), that this comes only through God’s grace and not human works (sola gratia), and that the Bible is the sole authority for Christian faith and practice (sola scriptura). With such foundations, it would seem natural that the leading reformers would be quick to abandon sacramental pedobaptism and return to the New Testament practice of adult believers’ baptism. In fact, Luther and Zwingli both openly admitted that this was the ideal. But they also believed that the more critical need for the moment was a new (Protestant) union of church and state to supplant the existing Roman Catholic system. 

A key tenet of the reformers’ belief was a theology of church and state that saw them as two ‘kingdoms’ that were to cooperate to form a unified ‘Christian nation’. They saw such a union as central for the maintenance of societal order and coherence. Their deep fear was that, without the support of the local civil powers, the people would be drawn back under the sway of Rome.

Both institutions, it seemed, needed each other. Protestant Christianity was struggling to free itself not only from the power of the Catholic Church, but also from the local and national governments that were so thoroughly intertwined with it. The reformers believed that they needed the support of the state 

The leading reformers weren’t just seeking individual conversions to Christ. Their goal was to form a new, universal Christian society. They believed that both the institutional church and the state formed that society, with the former directing the spiritual life, and the latter maintaining order in the civil realm. Their goal depended on universal baptism at birth to provide the ‘glue’ that would bind these together. Through pedobaptism, each person was, from birth, made a member of both the church and the civil society, thus establishing a ‘Christian nation’. 
The civil authorities also depended on this ’glue’ so that their citizens’ loyalty to God through the church would be irrevocably joined to their loyalty to the state. Thus christening – to make one a ‘Christian’ – became an essential element in the reformers’ plan to build a new ‘kingdom’ –Christendom. 
Some of the reformers’ followers believed that the leaders had not gone far enough in returning to scriptural teachings on baptism. These more radical reformers believed that baptism was only valid for adult believers in Christ who received it voluntarily, and by immersion. They firmly rejected infant baptism as worthless, as well as any linkage of church and state. The true church, they declared, consisted only of true believers in Jesus. Rebuffed by the Protestant leaders, they began administering believer’s baptism among themselves. 

Rather than receive these ‘Anabaptists’ (re-baptizers) as comrades in the Protestant cause, the leaders of the Reformation instead branded them heretics and rebels against both the church and the state. The leaders feared that eliminating universal infant baptism would by itself pull apart the entire foundation of the united church-state for which they had been fighting. The Anabaptists’ insistence on performing these unsanctioned ‘rebaptisms’ only strengthened the leaders’ argument that these people were a threat to the Protestant cause.   The Anabaptist leaders were hunted down, given quick ‘trials’, and executed either by drowning or burning. Their followers were imprisoned and tortured, their homes and goods confiscated. Considered enemies by Protestants and Catholics alike, many fled – eventually finding peace and freedom in North America. 
In summary, while believer’s baptism by immersion was practiced by the New Testament era church, towards the end of the second century pagan superstitions, coupled with a limited access to the New Testament texts, led to a growing belief that baptism had power on its own to cleanse people from sin. The belief that baptism could remove the stain of Adam’s ‘original sin’ soon became the basis for baptizing young children end eventually even newborn infants. In an age when many families lost young children to illness or disease, the belief that baptism could bring assurance of salvation provided deep comfort. Meanwhile, the Roman Catholic Church had become the all-inclusive institution of Western Europe. As it grew in power and dominance, its doctrines and practices–including sacramental baptism—became standardized and uniform throughout the west, and its power and influence eventually became so pervasive that baptism into the Catholic Church also provided citizenship in one’s nation. By 600 AD, sacramental baptism had become largely the norm, and by 1300 AD believer’s baptism had all but disappeared from Christian belief and practice. It was not until the Protestant Reformation, when the Anabaptists—often at the cost of their own lives—declared it the only true biblical practice, that believer’s baptism was again regarded properly as an ordinance for Christian believers. Yet, even today, deep divisions and misunderstandings remain among professing Christians regarding the proper meaning, mode, and recipients of baptism.
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Appendix A: 
A Selection of Denominational Statements on Baptism
The following statements are taken, in most cases, from the denomination’s websites. The information and internet addresses are subject to change.
Anglican/Episcopal*

Article 27 - Baptism
Baptism is not only a sign of profession and mark of difference by which Christian men are discerned from other that be not christened, but is also a sign of regeneration or new birth, whereby, as by an instrument, they that receive baptism rightly are grafted into the Church; the promises of the forgiveness of sin, and of our adoption to be the sons of God, by the Holy Spirit are visibly signed and sealed; faith is confirmed, and grace increased by virtue of prayer unto God. The baptism of young children is in any wise to be retained in the Church as most agreeable with the institution of Christ.
http://www.cresourcei.org/creed39.html
*An ‘unofficial’ but very helpful explanation of this position may be found in Appendix B.
Church of Christ                                                                                                                                      
Baptism is… 
Baptism is how we get into Christ.
Baptism is always accompanied by faith and repentance.
Baptism is God’s terms of surrender.
Baptism is our signal to God we have accepted Christ’s gospel.
Baptism is the external washing with water and the internal washing away of sin by God.
Baptism is “calling on the name of the Lord.”
Baptism is being unified with Christ in his death, burial and resurrection.
Baptism is “clothing” ourselves with Christ.
Baptism is “accepting” Christ (on His terms, not ours)
Baptism is when our sins are forgiven.
Baptism is when we receive the Holy Spirit.
Baptism is how and when we come into contact with the blood of Christ.
Baptism is when we are reborn.
Baptism is an act of faith.
Baptism is how we enter the kingdom of God.
Baptism is when we are added to the body of Christ (the church).
Baptism is when we exchange our life for His.
Baptism is when we die to ourselves and come alive in Christ.
Baptism is the washing of regeneration, and renewal of the Holy Spirit.
Baptism is the starting gun of a race of a new life.
Baptism is proclaiming in Christ the resurrection of the dead.
Baptism is when the old dies and the new arises. In this manner we become saved.
Baptism is the point in time when we become saved.
Baptism is when we stop living for ourselves and start living for Jesus.
Baptism is how and when we scripturally make a conscious decision to dedicate our lives to Christ.
Baptism is how we scripturally enter into a relationship with Christ.
Baptism is the gavel striking the bench proclaiming forgiveness of sins, the end of the old and the birth of the new.
http://www.bebaptized.org/Who.htm (Church of Christ)

Lutheran Church (Missouri Synod)                                                                                                         
Baptism is "enough" for salvation in that it contains all the blessings of salvation that God himself has attached to it; these blessings are received, however, only by those who cling in faith--which itself is a gift of God!--to the words and promises attached to baptism. 
http://www.lcms.org/pages/internal.asp?NavID=4645
Orthodox Church of America
The practice of baptism as a religious symbol did not begin with Jesus. Baptism, which means literally the immersion in water, was practiced among the people of the Old Testament as well as the people who belonged to pagan religions. The universal meaning of baptism is that of “starting anew,” of dying to an old, way of life and being born again into a new way of life. Thus, baptism was always connected with repentance which means a moral conversion, a “change of mind,” a change in living from something old and bad to something new and good. 

Thus, in the Gospel we find John the Baptist baptizing the people as a sign of repentance in preparation for the Kingdom of God which was coming to men with Christ the Messiah. Christ himself was baptized by John not because he was sinful and needed to repent, but because in allowing himself to be baptized he showed that indeed he was God’s “Beloved Son,” the Saviour and Messiah, the “Lamb of God who takes upon himself the sins of the world” (See Mt 3, Mk 1, Luke 3, John 1-3). 

In the Christian Church the practice of baptism takes on a new and particular significance. It no longer remains merely a sign of moral change and spiritual rebirth. It becomes very specifically the act of a person’s death and resurrection in and with Jesus. Christian baptism is man’s participation in the event of Easter. It is a “new birth by water and the Holy Spirit” into the Kingdom of God (John 3:5). 

Baptism in the Church begins with the rejection of Satan and the acceptance of Christ. Before being baptized, a person—or his sponsors or godparents for him—officially proclaims the symbol of Christian faith, the Creed. Because the godparent speaks on behalf of the child, sponsors his entrance into the Church and “receives” the child out of the baptismal waters into the Church and cares for his spiritual life, the godparent himself must be a member of the Church. 

After the proclamation of faith, the baptismal water is prayed over and blessed as the sign of the goodness of God’s creation. The person to be baptized is also prayed over and blessed with sanctified oil as the sign that his creation by God is holy and good. And then, after the solemn proclamation of “Alleluia” (God be praised), the person is immersed three times in the water in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

Through the act of immersion, the baptized person dies to this world and is born again in the resurrection of Christ into eternal life. He is clothed with the “garments of salvation” symbolized by the white baptismal robe which is the “new humanity” of Jesus himself who is the new and heavenly Adam (See John 3, Rom 5, 1 Cor. 15). Thus, the words of the Apostle Paul are chanted as the newly-baptized is led in procession around the baptismal font three times as the symbol of his procession to the Kingdom of God and his entrance into eternal life: “For as many as have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ. Alleluia” (Gal 3:27). 

In ancient times this procession was made from the baptistery to the church where the newly-baptized received Holy Communion at the celebration of the Divine Liturgy. Baptisms were normally done in connection with the Easter Liturgy; our present procession around the church building on Easter night is nothing more than our remembrance that we are baptized, that we have left the life of this world to enter the eternal life of the Risen Christ in the Kingdom of God. This new life is given to us in the life of the Church, most specifically in the Divine Liturgy. Before the baptismal procession and the reading of the Epistle and the Gospel is fulfilled in the reception of Holy Communion, however, the newly-baptized is given the gift of the Holy Spirit in the sacrament of Chrismation.  http://oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/worship/the-sacraments/baptism

Heidelberg Catechism  (Presbyterian Church in America, Presbyterian Church USA, Reformed Church in America, United Church of Christ)                                                                                                                        Question 65. Since then we are made partakers of Christ and all his benefits by faith only, whence does this faith proceed?
Answer: From the Holy Ghost, (a) who works faith in our hearts by the preaching of the gospel, and confirms it by the use of the sacraments. (b)
Question 66. What are the sacraments?
Answer: The sacraments are holy visible signs and seals, appointed of God for this end, that by the use thereof, he may the more fully declare and seal to us the promise of the gospel, viz., that he grants us freely the remission of sin, and life eternal, for the sake of that one sacrifice of Christ, accomplished on the cross. (a)
Question 67. Are both word and sacraments, then, ordained and appointed for this end, that they may direct our faith to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross, as the only ground of our salvation? (a)
Answer: Yes, indeed: for the Holy Ghost teaches us in the gospel, and assures us by the sacraments, that the whole of our salvation depends upon that one sacrifice of Christ which he offered for us on the cross.
Question 68. How many sacraments has Christ instituted in the new covenant, or testament?
Answer: Two: namely, holy baptism, and the holy supper.
Of Holy Baptism
Question 69. How art thou admonished and assured by holy baptism, that the one sacrifice of Christ upon the cross is of real advantage to thee?
Answer: Thus: That Christ appointed this external washing with water, (a) adding thereto this promise, (b) that I am as certainly washed by his blood and Spirit from all the pollution of my soul, that is, from all my sins, (c) as I am washed externally with water, by which the filthiness of the body is commonly washed away.
Question 70. What is it to be washed with the blood and Spirit of Christ?
Answer: It is to receive of God the remission of sins, freely, for the sake of Christ's blood, which he shed for us by his sacrifice upon the cross; (a) and also to be renewed by the Holy Ghost, and sanctified to be members of Christ, that so we may more and more die unto sin, and lead holy and unblamable lives. (b)
Question 71. Where has Christ promised us, that he will as certainly wash us by his blood and Spirit, as we are washed with the water of baptism?
Answer: In the institution of baptism, which is thus expressed: "Go ye, therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost", Matt.28:19. And "he that believeth, and is baptized, shall be saved; but he that believeth not, shall be damned.", Mark 16:16. This promise is also repeated, where the scripture calls baptism "the washing of regenerations" and the washing away of sins. Tit.3:5, Acts 22:16. (a)
Question 72. Is then the external baptism with water the washing away of sin itself?
Answer: Not at all: (a) for the blood of Jesus Christ only, and the Holy Ghost cleanse us from all sin. (b)
Question 73. Why then does the Holy Ghost call baptism "the washing of regeneration," and "the washing away of sins"?
Answer: God speaks thus not without great cause, to-wit, not only thereby to teach us, that as the filth of the body is purged away by water, so our sins are removed by the blood and Spirit of Jesus Christ; (a) but especially that by this divine pledge and sign he may assure us, that we are spiritually cleansed from our sins as really, as we are externally washed with water. (b)
Question 74. Are infants also to be baptized?
Answer: Yes: for since they, as well as the adult, are included in the covenant and church of God; (a) and since redemption from sin (b) by the blood of Christ, and the Holy Ghost, the author of faith, is promised to them no less than to the adult; (c) they must therefore by baptism, as a sign of the covenant, be also admitted into the Christian church; and be distinguished from the children of unbelievers (d) as was done in the old covenant or testament by circumcision, (e) instead of which baptism is instituted (f) in the new covenant.
Heidelberg Confession
http://www.reformed.org/documents/index.html?mainframe=http://www.reformed.org/documents/heidelberg.html

Reformed Churches of America                                                                                                           Beliefs about the Sacraments
What is a sacrament?
The word sacrament is based on the Latin word sacramentum, which means "something sacred." In the early church sacramentum came to stand for many things sacred, including rites that had a hidden meaning. During the Reformation, using Scripture as a guide, the reformers limited the number of sacraments to two: baptism and the Lord's Supper. These sacraments, instituted by Christ, are a means of grace within the covenant community. They are visible signs and seals of something internal and invisible and the means by which God works in us through the power of the Holy Spirit.
What is baptism?
Baptism is a sign and seal of God's covenant of grace with us and our children. Baptism is the visible word of God that we are cleansed in Christ's blood, buried with him unto death, that we might rise with him and walk in newness of life. In the Reformed Church, baptism is always performed in the context of a congregation of God's people. The congregation commits itself to the spiritual nurture of the infant, child, or adult being baptized. Baptism is the mark of corporate, as well as individual faith. The journey of faith that begins in individual baptism continues in the church community.
What happens during baptism?
In baptism God promises by grace alone
to forgive our sins;
to adopt us into the Body of Christ, the church;
to send the Holy Spirit daily to renew and cleanse us;
and to resurrect us to eternal life.
Through baptism Christ calls us to new obedience,

to love and trust God completely;
to forsake the evil of the world;
and to live a new and holy life.
How does the Reformed Church practice baptism?
The Reformed Church baptizes infants as well as older children and adults. Recognizing the symbolic cleansing and refreshing characteristics of water, the RCA affirms sprinkling, immersion, and pouring as methods of baptism.
http://www.rca.org/NETCOMMUNITY/Page.aspx?&pid=315
Roman Catholic
THE SACRAMENT OF BAPTISM: 1213 Holy Baptism is the basis of the whole Christian life, the gateway to life in the Spirit (vitae spiritualis ianua), and the door which gives access to the other sacraments. Through Baptism we are freed from sin and reborn as sons of God; we become members of Christ, are incorporated into the Church and made sharers in her mission: "Baptism is the sacrament of regeneration through water in the word." From Catechism of the Catholic Church: Part Two, Section Two, Chapter One, Article 1: The Sacrament of Baptism. http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__P3G.HTM
Southern Baptist Convention
Christian baptism is the immersion of a believer in water in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. It is an act of obedience symbolizing the believer's faith in a crucified, buried, and risen Saviour, the believer's death to sin, the burial of the old life, and the resurrection to walk in newness of life in Christ Jesus. It is a testimony to his faith in the final resurrection of the dead. Being a church ordinance, it is prerequisite to the privileges of church membership and to the Lord's Supper. 
http://www.sbc.net/bfm/bfm2000.asp
United Methodist

A United Methodist Understanding of Baptism: Who tells you who you are?
We receive our identity from others, from the expectations of friends and colleagues, from the labels society puts upon us, and from the influence of family.
To become Christian is to receive a new identity. You no longer allow others to tell you who you are. Christ now claims you and instructs you. A Christian is one who has “put on Christ.”
Baptism celebrates becoming that new person. That is why the church’s ritual begins with putting off the old, renouncing sin and the evil powers of the world, and pledging our loyalty to Christ.
God Initiates the Covenant
We also believe that in baptism God initiates a covenant with us, announced with the words, “The Holy Spirit works within you, that being born through water and the Spirit, you may be a faithful disciple of Jesus Christ.” This is followed by the sign-act of laying hands on the head, or the signing of the cross on the forehead with oil. The word covenant is a biblical word describing God’s initiative in choosing Israel to be a people with a special mission in the world, and Israel’s response in a life of faithfulness. The baptismal covenant calls us to a similar vocation.
God Has Chosen Us
Christians have also understood the baptismal covenant in light of Jesus’ baptism. At Jesus’ baptism, God said: “This is my son.” While Jesus’ relation to God as Son is unique, for Christians baptism means that God has also chosen us as daughters and sons, and knows us intimately as a parent.
So the most important things about us, our true identity, is that we are now sons and daughters of God. That is why the introduction to the United Methodist Baptismal Covenant states, “We are incorporated into God’s mighty acts of salvation and given new birth through water and the Spirit.”
The introduction also says, “Through the Sacrament of Baptism, we are initiated into Christ’s holy church.”
Baptism Is the Door
From the beginning, baptism has been the door through which one enters the church. It was inconceivable to many that one could respond to God’s grace by reciting the renunciations, affirming one’s faith in Christ and loyalty to the Kingdom, without joining the fellowship of those who are committed to mature in that faith. As the “Body of Christ” in the world, baptism commissions us to use our gifts to strengthen the church and to transform the world.
Why Baptize Babies?
From the earliest times, children and infants were baptized and included in the church. As scriptural authority for this ancient tradition, some scholars cite Jesus’ words, “Let the little children come to me…for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs” (Mark 10:14). However, a more consistent argument is that baptism, as a means of grace, signifies God’s initiative in the process of salvation. John Wesley preached “prevenient grace,” the grace that works in our lives before we are aware of it, bringing us to faith. The baptism of children and their inclusion in the church before they can respond with their own confirmation of faith is a vivid and compelling witness to prevenient grace.
Baptism Is Forever
Because baptism is a sacrament of God’s grace and a covenant that God has initiated, it should not be repeated. However, God’s continuing and patient forgiveness, God’s prevenient grace, will prompt us to renew the commitment first made at our baptism. At such a time, instead of rebaptism, The United Methodist Church offers the ritual for the reaffirmation of baptismal vows, which implies that, while God remains faithful to God’s half of the covenant, we are not always faithful to our promises. Our half of the covenant is to confess Christ as our Savior, trust in his grace, serve him as Lord in the church, and carry out his mission against evil, injustice, and oppression.
Baptism Is the Beginning, Not the End
You have heard people say, “I was baptized Methodist,” or “I was baptized Presbyterian,” which could mean that in baptism they got their identity papers and that was the end of it. But baptism is not the end. It is the beginning of a lifelong journey of faith. It makes no difference whether you were baptized as an adult or as a child; we all start on that journey at baptism. For the child, the journey begins in the nurturing community of the church, where he or she learns what it means that God loves you. At the appropriate time, the child will make his or her first confession of faith in the ritual the church traditionally calls confirmation. Most often, this is at adolescence or at the time when the person begins to take responsibility for his or her own decisions.
If you experienced God’s grace and were baptized as an adult or received baptism as a child and desire to reaffirm your baptismal vows, baptism still marks the beginning of a journey in the nurturing fellowship of the caring, learning, worshipping, serving congregation.
What Is a Sacrament?
The word sacrament is the Latin translation of the Greek word mysterion. From the early days of the church, baptism was associated with the mystery that surrounds God’s action in our lives. That means that at best our words can only circumscribe what happens, but not define it. We cannot rationally explain why God would love us “while we were yet sinners” and give his only begotten Son that we should not perish but have eternal life. That is the most sacred and unfathomable mystery of all. We can experience God’s grace at any time and in any place, but in the sacrament of baptism we routinely experience that amazing grace.
—From A United Methodist Understanding of Baptism by Mark C. Trotter. Copyright © 2001 by The United Methodist Publishing House. Used by permission.
http://www.umc.org/site/c.lwL4KnN1LtH/b.1697379/k.9027/Baptism_Overview.htm
See also: By Water and the Spirit: A United Methodist Understanding of Baptism.; Found at:  

               http://archives.umc.org/interior.asp?ptid=4&mid=992
Appendix B: 
The Meaning of Baptism: An Anglican Perspective
[The following explanation is taken from an independent, unofficial blog on Anglican issues. This statement also provides good clarification of the United Methodist position.]

There are many debates in the Church over the meaning of baptism. As a result there is a wide spectrum of beliefs regarding what baptism actually does and who should receive it. This article will attempt to give the Anglican perspective on baptism. 

Baptism is considered to be a sacrament by Anglicans, so it is important to know what a sacrament is in order to understand the Anglican perspective on baptism. Richard Hooker (who was a 16th century Anglican theologian) said that a sacrament is 'an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace.' The idea behind a sacrament is that God uses physical objects that we can easily comprehend (water in the case of baptism and bread and wine in the case of the Eucharist) along with the spoken word (the liturgical formulas specific to the sacrament) to convey redemptive grace on the recipient of the sacrament. The sacraments are in effect channels of grace that God provides us as a means of salvation.

The sacraments were a symbol of the truth during the early years when the Church struggled against sects like the Gnostics. The Gnostics essentially believed that all matter was bad and that only the spiritual realities mattered. The sacraments provide a direct counterpoint to that idea since they function as a connection between the physical world and the spiritual world. This has foundations in the theology of the Incarnation since God Himself took on physical form as Jesus Christ and in doing so God sanctified matter for use by the Church.

Baptism is the sacrament of initiation into the Church. When one is baptized the stain of original sin inherited from Adam is washed away, the Holy Spirit comes to dwell within the person, and the person is formally incorporated into the Body of Christ. This occurs regardless of whether a person is baptized as an infant or an adult because the grace bestowed upon a person during baptism is an unmerited gift from God in His boundless mercy. We can do nothing in and of ourselves to earn this grace. Baptism is regenerative, which means that it bestows sanctifying grace and new life in Christ upon the recipient.

However, it is important to remember that our journey towards salvation is not completed in baptism. This is particularly true in the case of infant baptism. During the ceremony parents make baptismal vows for their child, but it is the parents' responsibility to ensure that the child understands the meaning of these vows and comes to grow in faith in Christ. The ability of the child to exhibit this faith is itself a product of the sanctifying grace bestowed upon the child during baptism. When the child is older (usually 8-12) he/she will have the opportunity via the sacrament of Confirmation to formally reaffirm and take as their own the baptismal vows made for them by his/her parents.

Salvation in Anglicanism is not so much an instantaneous event as a process with past, present, and future components. Baptism is the first step on a long journey. The dynamic nature of the salvation process does mean that we need to be vigilant against the sin of unbelief (and the resulting fall from grace). We should always take the time to remember our baptismal vows and how we are bound to Christ through His sacrament. 

http://anglican-musings.blogspot.com/2007/05/meaning-of-baptism.html
Appendix C:

Seven Scriptural Pictures in Baptism*
What does baptism represent? Just as Jesus was baptized, in the same way He calls on all of His followers to do the same. In baptism, a person who has asked Jesus to come into his or her heart for salvation now makes a public display of what Jesus has done for him or her. Just like asking Jesus for salvation, baptism is something that you must choose for yourself—no one can make that choice for you. Although some people may wait, usually a person asks to be baptized fairly soon after becoming a Christian. 

When the New Testament was written, the word the biblical writers used for baptism meant to ‘dip’ or immerse. It was the same word used to describe making pickles. 

Baptism itself doesn’t make you a Christian or get you into heaven. It does not remove the guilt of sins. Instead, baptism is a powerful outward symbol or picture of what Christ has done for you, and what He is going to do for all those who trust in Him. 

There are at least seven truths represented by water baptism: 

1. It publicly declares—to the church, the world, and all the forces of both God and the Devil—that this person is pledging his/her loyalty completely to Jesus and to Him alone. (Acts 2:37-41).

2. It pictures the person’s total cleansing from all sin through faith in the blood of Jesus. 

 (Acts 22:12-16).

3.  It pictures Deliverance from and through God’s just judgment on sin. (I Peter 3:18-22).

4. It shows that, just as the person is completely surrounded by the water, so also that individual is completely surrounded by Christ—so much so that when God the Father looks at us, He sees His sinless Son Jesus. (Romans 6:1-3.)

5.  It illustrates that the person has died to sin and ‘buried’ the past life, and has been raised to a new life of obedience to Jesus.  (Romans 6:4).

6. Just as the person being baptized is fully immersed in the water, so a Christian believer is immersed in the Holy Spirit, who works within to cleanse from sin and to give us direction and power for our Christian walk. (Matthew 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33).

7. It ‘dedicates’ or ‘consecrates’ the person’s physical body for the physical resurrection to eternal life that all Christians will one day experience with the resurrected Jesus.  ( 



Rom. 6:1-14; see also      

I Cor. 6:12-20, especially v. 14).

*Taken from Faith Baptist Church of Burton’s statement on the meaning of baptism.
1

