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Introduction 

If one accepts that salvation is only by grace through faith in Jesus Christ, then what 

becomes of children and the mentally challenged upon death? Given the popular acceptance of 

infant salvation, whether by baptism or an age of accountability concept, one would expect an 

airtight theology to defend something held so dearly by so many throughout the ages. Many 

denominations have practiced infant baptism for centuries in response to this conundrum. 

Catholics created a place called “Limbo” in an effort to appropriately deal with infants that die 

without being baptized. Protestants have consistently held to the belief that infants are not 

morally culpable for their sins. Some have taken the “age” of accountability literally, creating a 

clear dividing line to understand when one is held responsible for one’s sins. Clearly, this 

doctrine has created confusion and heartache for many religious people.  

Weighing the theological evidence from Scripture, history, and experience, it will be 

found that the doctrine of salvation for those incapable of understanding the gospel is 

theologically sound while leaving room for divine uncertainty as to how exactly this grace is 

implemented.  

Theological Perspectives 

Infant Baptism & Limbo 

 One might be surprised to find out that infant baptism, while not explicitly addressed in 

the New Testament, was nearly a universal practice as early as the third century.1 This practice is 

directly connected to the belief in original sin, which teaches that all humans are born with sin 

separating them from God. Two traditions emerged regarding infant baptism. The Western 

                                                 
1 John McKenna, “Infant Baptism: Theological Reflections,” Worship 70, no. 3 (May 1996): 195. 
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tradition, influenced greatly by Augustine, viewed the practice from the lens of the removal of 

past sin. The Eastern tradition maintained that baptism protected from future sins as well. This 

led to infant baptism becoming an incorporation into the visible church.2 Fry furthers this belief, 

connecting infant baptism with Jewish circumcision, which incorporated the Israelites into their 

community.3  

Augustine held that unbaptized infants were punished in hell, but only mildly.4 Peter 

Abelard, however, led the way in changing the Catholic doctrine on unbaptized infants, claiming 

that the torments of hell are only reserved for those guilty of willful sin.5 The term “Limbo” was 

used to describe an unclarified state of being for unbaptized infants since they were not believed 

to be punished in hell nor included in heaven.6 This view was held from the thirteenth century 

and then revoked in 2007 by the endorsement of Pope Benedict XVI. Apparently, since the 

1950s, a change in the Catholic church was happening, bringing the belief that unbaptized infants 

actually have the ability to take part in the heavenly presence of God.7 This change in direction 

shows the perplexity of the doctrine.  

The Reformed position holding to infant baptism does so from a different perspective. 

While Catholics do not condemn babies to hell, Reformed theology makes no distinction 

                                                 
 

2 McKenna, 198. 

 
3 George Fry, “Original Sin and Infant Baptism (Lutheran),” American Baptist Quarterly 1, no. 2 

(December 1982): 213. 

 
4 Francis Sullivan, “The Development of Doctrine About Infants Who Die Unbaptized.,” Theological 

Studies 72, no. 1 (March 2011): 3-4. 

 
5 Ibid. 

 
6 Ibid 

 
7 “Pope: Unbaptized Babies No Longer in Limbo.,” The Christian Century 124, no. 10 (May 15, 2007): 15. 
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between an adult that rejects Christ and an infant, even though they cannot physically make a 

decision. Accordingly, baptism must be administered to the infant as salvation’s sign and seal of 

the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ.8 Practically speaking, both of these positions result 

in infant baptism, but the roads on which they arrive are far different.  

Literal Age of Accountability 

 The doctrine of infant salvation is also referred to as the “age of accountability.” This 

“age” can be figurative or literal. While not being found extensively in the scholarly world, a 

literal age of accountability is certainly found in society. Potentially, some of this thinking could 

come from Jewish roots. The Jewish faith established the age of thirteen as the “age of 

responsibility.” It is at this age that one becomes obligated to all of the Jewish Law.9 Basically, 

this view would affirm original sin and salvation in Christ while establishing a literal age in 

which a person becomes accountable for their sins and responsible for making the decision to 

follow Christ.  

Figurative Age of Moral Accountability  

 From a Protestant perspective, infant salvation must be viewed differently. While 

affirming the doctrine of original sin and salvation through Christ alone, Evangelicalism denies 

the sacrament of baptism as a necessity for salvation. If salvation is “by grace through faith,”10 as 

Paul says in Eph. 2:8, then it is not by grace through baptism. Rather, baptism is the first step of 

                                                 
 

8 Mark Beach, “Original Sin, Infant Salvation, and the Baptism of Infants: A Critique of Some 

Contemporary Baptist Authors,” Mid-America Journal of Theology 12 (2001): 47-79. 

 
9 Michael Hilton, Bar Mitzvah: A History (Lincoln: Jewish Publication Society, 2014), 10. 

 
10 All Scripture citations will be taken from the Holman Christian Standard Bible unless noted otherwise. 
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obedience in a believer’s life, ushering one into the visible community of faith after having 

become part of the spiritual community of faith upon conversion. Thus, any notion of infant 

baptism is rejected altogether because of the doctrine of baptism itself. Unfortunately, this does 

not solve the dilemma of children that die without repenting of their sins and receiving the free 

gift of salvation. In fact, it might make this enigma even more problematic, as in the case of 

Andrea Yates, who drowned her five children because they were under the age of 

accountability.11 Granted, there is much more to that story, but some would still find it a logical 

conclusion when preaching a literal hell and the idea of an age of accountability, whether literal 

or figurative. Nonetheless, Protestants are not supporting this kind of attitude but still face the 

difficulty of infant salvation. 

 The Westminster Confession chapter entitled “Of Effectual Calling” held that elect 

infants, as well as anyone without the physical capability of recognizing their sin and choosing to 

follow Christ, are saved. Later, revisionists changed the language from the “elect” to say that all 

those that die in infancy are regenerated. John Murray argued for the original wording, claiming 

that the revision held with certainty what the Scriptures do not teach clearly.12 This belief, either 

way, is held predominantly by strong Calvinists. In this view, Christ died only for the elect, and 

salvation is not truly available to all. Exactly who qualifies as an elect infant is debated. Some 

would say that elect infants are infants of elect parents. Others point to God’s omniscience, 

saving those He knew would trust him for salvation. Still, a few believe God allows infants to 

                                                 
 

11 “Andrea Yates,” CNN, last modified December 31, 2007, accessed April 11, 2016, 

http://www.cnn.com/2007/US/law/12/11/court.archive.yates8/index.html?_s=PM:US. 

 
12 Richard Mouw, “Baptism and the Salvific Status of Children: An Examination of Some Intra-Reformed 

Debates,” Calvin Theological Journal 41, no. 2 (2006): 238-54. 

http://www.cnn.com/2007/US/law/12/11/court.archive.yates8/index.html?_s=PM:US
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grow in the afterlife and make a choice after death.13 This begs the question as to whether or not 

Scripture has anything of substance to say about this issue. 

 The passage cited most often in favor of an age of accountability is 2 Sam. 12:15-23, 

which gives the account of King David’s son’s death. While the child was ill, David fasted and 

wept for the child in the hope that God might spare him. After the child’s death, David stopped 

fasting and mourning and proceeded to eat. David’s servants were curious as to his actions, to 

which he replied, “But now that he is dead, why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I’ll 

go to him, but he will never return to me.” Furthermore, Jesus said that we must become like 

children to be saved (Matt. 18:3), that it is not the will of the Father that any little one should 

perish (Matt. 18:14), and that the kingdom of heaven is made up of those like children (Matt. 

19:14).  

Lewis and Demarest point to the Israelites’ punishment in the wilderness as an example 

of God’s attitude toward children. Since the Israelites sinned by refusing to take the Promised 

Land, they were punished. However, their children “who don’t know good from evil” (Deut. 

1:39) were spared.14 Erickson speaks of the effects of sin before the age of moral understanding 

as being only a “conditional imputation of guilt.”15 Thus, there is no condemnation without a 

conscious decision to accept or reject one’s sinful nature. Grudem firmly believes that God is 

able to save infants in an unusual way, gathering support from John the Baptist’s filling of the 

                                                 
 

13 Norman Geisler, Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1999), 360-

65. 

 
14 Gordon Lewis and Bruce Demarest, Integrative Theology (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 1990), 

2:223-24. 

 
15 Millard Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1986), 638-39. 
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Holy Spirit from his mother’s womb (Luke 1:15). He also points to a pattern of God saving the 

children of His followers.16  

Theological Position 

 The overwhelmingly popular view is that all infants go to heaven. This belief is 

preferable, but so is the belief that people will not really be punished for eternity in hell. 

However, Scripture is the only source for any true authority in this matter. Upon seeking a proper 

interpretation of Scripture in any matter, what is explicit in the text must be treated with priority 

over what is implicit. If this hermeneutic is reversed, then one will likely fall prey to creating 

doctrines from personal feelings, biases, and experiences.  

 Explicitly, it can be affirmed that salvation is only by God’s grace, apart from any effort 

of man (Eph. 2:8-9). This informs us about the nature of baptism. If baptism were a requirement 

for salvation, why would Paul proclaim his joy in not baptizing others, stating that Christ did not 

send him to baptize but to evangelize (1 Cor. 1:14-17)? Furthermore, if baptism were necessary, 

then it would be included in every account of proclamation and salvation.17 Instead, it is joined 

with repentance a few times in the New Testament. At other times, the proclamation of the 

gospel does not include baptism. Thus, it is not appropriate to accept infant baptism apart from 

faith as an answer to infant salvation.  

It can also be affirmed that no human is apart from sin and able to escape the need of a 

savior. Paul clearly verifies that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). 

This is strengthened further in Rom. 5:12, where Paul reminds us that our sin and death began 

                                                 
 

16 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 500-1. 

 
17 Erickson, 1097-1101. 
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with Adam. Dunn defines sin here as “the power which human beings experience drawing them 

into disobedience and transgression.”18 Thus, this sinful nature extends to all humanity, 

regardless of one’s willful disobedience when the ability to understand has come. No person has 

the ability to live a sinless life. Only Adam and Eve were given that opportunity. 

 The Scriptures commonly used for the idea of a figurative age of moral culpability, 

unfortunately, are not as explicit as most would prefer. Jesus did say that we must become like 

children to be saved, but he confirms this as a status of humility in Matt. 18:4. There are some 

possible implications here, but the text is far from explicitly affirming a doctrine of infant 

salvation. It was in the very next chapter that Christ said the kingdom is made of up people like 

children. This serves to support the previous statement about children and the humility that is 

characteristic of believers. Turner points out that children are not literally innocent or 

consistently selfless and humble, but they “have no status in society; they are at the mercy of 

adults.”19  

 Matt. 18:14 seems more supportive of infant salvation. Jesus declares that the Father’s 

will is for none of the little ones to perish. Turner believes the little ones refer to Christ’s 

disciples.20 However, even if Christ were specifically referring to children alone, 2 Pet. 3:9 also 

reveals that God “is patient with you, not wanting any to perish but all to come to repentance.” 

Evangelicals deny the doctrine of universalism, which claims that all go to heaven. Christians 

                                                 
 
18 James Dunn, Word Biblical Commentary: Romans 1-8, ed. David Hubbard and Glenn Barker (Dallas: 

Word Books, 1988), 38:288. 

 
19 David Turner, Baker Exegetical Commentary On the New Testament: Matthew (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Academic, 2008), 1:435-36. 

 
20 Ibid., 440.  
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affirm that God’s desire is for all to be saved, but mankind still has freedom to choose.21 Thus, if 

2 Pet. 3:9 is not used for universalism, then Evangelicals are practicing a hypocritical 

hermeneutic to use Jesus’ statement in favor of the salvation of children.   

 David’s statement about his passed son seems to give the most support for this subject. 

Geisler properly recognizes that one could interpret the passage as simply confirming that David 

can die, but the child will not come back to life.22 This is a logical interpretation. However, it 

fails to account for David’s change of attitude. Certainly, David’s fasting could not go on 

forever, but it is important to note that his servants also included the king’s weeping in his 

mourning activities that had ceased upon the child’s death. If David did not have faith that the 

child was with God and instead believed that he had been banished to an eternity of punishment 

in hell, then certainly his weeping would only increase.  

 One very serious problem plagues the belief that children without understanding go to 

heaven, even if infant baptism is practiced. If this is true, then how are they saved? Of course, 

they are saved by God’s grace, but Evangelicals affirm that one is saved by grace through faith. 

How can a child be saved apart from faith? Rom. 10:9-13 verifies that everyone who believes in 

Christ for salvation will be saved. John 3:36 says, “The one who believes in the Son has eternal 

life, but the one who refuses to believe in the Son will not see life; instead, the wrath of God 

remains on him.” These verses, among others, clearly show that those who refuse to believe in 

Christ’s atoning sacrifice will not receive salvation. However, there is no explicit Scripture that 

                                                 
 

21 J Charles, The Expositor's Bible Commentary: Hebrews-revelation, rev. ed., ed. Tremper Longman III 

and David Garland (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 13:408. 

 
22 Geisler, 363. 
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says those who cannot believe will be condemned to hell.23 This begs the question of whether or 

not someone who has not heard the gospel can be categorized as one that cannot believe. 

According to Rom. 1:19-21, God’s creation alone has rendered all without excuse. This does not, 

however, assure that knowledge of a creator through his creation gives the ability to believe on 

Christ, but it does render all guilty.24 Nonetheless, there does appear to be room for those that are 

not even able to look at creation and come to the conclusion that there is a Creator.  

From a practical standpoint, people are generally not held accountable to something they 

are incapable of understanding. People are held accountable even though they are ignorant. A 

foreign immigrant is still subject to the laws of the country they reside in, even if they are not 

aware of all of the laws. The Israelites were still required to make sacrifices for sins of ignorance 

(Lev. 5:17). Thus, there are several explicit affirmations we are able to stand by in regards to 

guilt and salvation. Still, ambiguity remains in the area of moral culpability and exactly how 

Christ’s atoning sacrifice is imparted in these situations. As curious humans, more clarity in 

Scripture would be preferred. Thankfully, it is perfectly ambiguous and divinely unclear. It 

seems that God has left room for children and others that are incapable of understanding, but this 

room is found in gaps and implications.  

 

 

 

                                                 
 

23 Geisler, 363. 

 
24 N.T. Wright, The New Interpreter's Bible: Romans, ed. Leander Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

2002), 10:432. 
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Application 

Door to Evangelization 

Properly understanding infant salvation gives hope and comfort to those with lost 

children and, more importantly, opens opportunities to share the gospel with lost friends and 

family. Unfortunately, there exists in American society a tendency to proclaim hellfire and 

brimstone throughout one’s life and heaven at the funeral. For those that have lost infants, 

though, there is a comfort to be found. What must be shied away from are bold proclamations 

without a proper understanding of the doctrine. Truly, the Bible is somewhat vague, but comfort 

can be found while still treating the Scriptures with integrity. This should not be done in blind 

faith but rather in educated faith. When churches are properly educated in this theology, they will 

see countless opportunities to share the gospel through these tragedies.  

Implications for Missions and Eschatology 

 Infant salvation raises some serious questions about Christians’ beliefs in global missions 

and the fulfillment thereof before Christ’s return. A common belief among Evangelical 

missionaries is that the gospel must be proclaimed to all tribes and languages before Christ can 

return (Matt. 24:14). This belief is intertwined with the understanding that people of every tribe, 

tongue, and nation will follow Christ (Rev. 7:9). There is not enough time to go into the 

interpretation of these passages, but some implications based on these popular beliefs must be 

addressed. According to this conviction, the end cannot come until someone from every tribe and 

language has been saved. These same missionaries also believe that infants will be in heaven. It 

follows that this has already taken place. The infants alone guarantee people of every tribe in 

heaven. This does not change the commission to make disciples of all nations, but it should 
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change the philosophy of both missions and the end times. The logical conclusion is that Christ’s 

return is not literally upon our shoulders. In fact, even when He said these things, Jesus did not 

know when the end would come (Matt. 24:36). Therefore, believers cannot go into the mission 

field with the expectation that someone from a specific tribe or language is guaranteed to believe 

on Christ for salvation. 

Conclusion 

If one issue can be so dividing and confusing, then how at the same time can it be so 

neglected and blindly accepted in Evangelical churches today? In a day of abortions, stillbirths, 

SIDS, and countless other forms of lost children, the doctrine of infant salvation should be 

something Christians are thoroughly equipped to understand and share with the hurting people 

around them. Rather than blindly accepting something so important and serious to the Christian 

faith, a proper working theology of infant salvation must be sought, allowing it to strengthen our 

faith in God and bring others to give Him glory. 
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