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The publication of this book will interest—and even excite—all those who love baptism, and
in particular, all those who love the Form for the Administration of Baptism used in Reformed
churches. Many church members and officebearers have heard the Form read, or have used the
Form, hundreds of times as baptism has been administered to the covenant seed. But have we
sufficiently pondered the beautiful language of the Form?

Bastiaan Wielenga (1873-1949) was a Dutch Reformed minister who not only studied the
Form, but who loved the Form, and delighted in its clear, Reformed, biblical, devotional, and
pastoral language. He wrote the commentary on the Form not for scholars, but for the ordinary
child of God who loves the covenant and the God of the covenant. The RFPA has done the
Reformed church world a great service by offering this book—the first English translation of a
commentary on this priceless liturgical form—to the reading public.

Wielenga carefully explains (even exegetes) the language of the Form, dividing his material
according to the divisions of the Form itself, the doctrinal section (misery, deliverance, and
gratitude), a defence of infant baptism, the prayer before baptism, the questions to the
parents, and the prayer of thanksgiving after baptism. However, he does not treat the section
on the baptism of adults, which, although used on the mission field, is used less frequently in
the established church.

Some of the outstanding features of the commentary are the following.

First, Wielenga’s writing is devotional. Wielenga is a very capable theologian and exegetes
with the heart and language of a pastor, and even of a poet. The beautiful and moving passages
in Wielenga’s writings are so numerous that a reviewer could not possibly do justice to them.
Credit for this, of course, must also go to the translator, Mrs. Annemie Godbehere, with whom
the reviewer was personally acquainted. Undoubtedly, it was her skill that helped bring
Wielenga to life for an English readership. One example of Wielenga’s beautiful turns of phrase
will suffice. In this quotation, Wielenga is explaining the need believers have for assurance and
the richness of God’s supply in holy baptism:

Do we still need another seal? Does this confirmation need to be confirmed again? The
seal sealed?

Yes, it must—because the Lord knows his people. He knows how they lack courage and
how feeble they are. He knows that man, because he is in his own existence deceitful,
distrusts and disbelieves others, even God.

Hence the Lord God, if he will ever see the mansions filled in his paternal home, cannot
be stingy with promises, oaths, and seals. An overflowing source of assurances must let
its streams of grace overflow the weak believer. Indeed, our covenantal God repeats his
manifold declarations so many times that man, if he were less pathetic, with a dark
purple blush of shame about his obstinacy would call out, “Lord, | do believe you; yes,
Lord, it is enough, | know it already.”

Because it is exactly the opposite, and the godly constantly ask for stronger assurance,
the cry of “Help thou mine unbelief!” does not grow silent before death closes their lips.



Thereby God, who takes more pity on us than an earthly father, seals the covenant of
grace in baptism. Even with this, he does not account the measure of his undergirding
grace full, for in the Lord’s supper he has joined a second and no less royal and divine
seal to the covenant (72-73).

Second, Wielenga’s doctrine of the covenant is (mostly) orthodox and mainly in line with our
Protestant Reformed understanding. Although he does slip into “agreement” language on
occasion, and although he does make a few statements on conditionality within the covenant
with which we strongly disagree, Wielenga does view the covenant as an intimate relationship
between God and his elect people. “That the Father establishes a covenant with us and adopts
us as his children is intimate. That Christ makes us members of his spiritual body is even more
intimate. But that the Spirit comes to dwell in us is the most intimate conceivable intimacy”
(103).

But baptism, this holy baptism, is a seal and indubitable testimony that we have an
eternal covenant with God. It is a covenant not entered into for a time, but rooted in an
eternal election. It is a covenant not established on the proof of and dependent on the
goodness of men, but anchored in the mediatorial heart of Christ who paid for all the
sins of his people and accomplished all obedience.

Note, this is the power and beauty of Reformed doctrine as it shines brilliantly in our
form: salvation not promised conditionally, but absolutely guaranteed! (143).

There are places where Wielenga slips into conditional language, but they do not appear so
frequently as to mar the book. The astute reader will take note of them.

Third, Wielenga defends that view of covenant children which regards them as regenerate in
infancy, and as partakers of a real, spiritual, and not merely external, holiness. This view does
justice to God’s promises, rightly explains the language of the Form, and gives great hope to
Reformed parents in the rearing of their children. “Just as the children, included in Adam, their
covenantal head, are partakers of an internal depravity, so also are the children, included in
Christ, partakers of an internal regeneration and holiness” (155). “The compilers of this form
also did not regard the children of the congregation as spiritually dead but as spiritually alive”
(220). “We are certain that any view other than that of an internal sanctification is out of place
in the baptism form and is also not in keeping with the doctrine of the covenant that
predominated in the church of the Reformation” (326).

If this child, shortly after baptism, came to die, the parents, if they have come to
understand something of the eternal comfort in life and death, may find in this baptism
a ground for the hope that their early-deceased darling entered into glory. If the child
grows up, the parents may proceed with the rearing from the supposition, or if this
word displeases you, from the hope, the quiet expectation, that the God of the
covenant has already laid the new germ of life into the child’s heart (407-408).

Wielenga regards the opposite view as Methodism, a Methodism increasingly common in
Reformed circles today:

In contrast to the Methodist, who in the rearing only focuses on conversion, making of
Sunday school and Christian education a conversion institute, the Reformed parent, who
has learned to live out of the covenant, prayerfully looks to the God of the covenant. He
pleads the promises of the covenant for his child so that he increases and grows up in
the Lord Jesus Christ (408).



Fourth, Wielenga discusses a good number of practical questions concerning the ceremony
itself, and there are times when he is unsparing in his criticism of certain practices that had
arisen in the churches of his day: should baptism be delayed until the mother recovers or until
relatives from out of town can arrive; who should hold the baby; how many times should the
water be applied, once or thrice; and should the minister say “Amen” after the baptism?
Although some of these matters are historical curiosities to us, some of them are still serious
issues today.

Not out of custom! May this reverberate in our ranks. Let us battle against the great
enemy of all spiritual life, called custom; against this large monster, which in its cold
embrace spiritually smothers thousands—and by its icy breath spiritually murders
thousands (286).

Every young parent—especially the fathers, who seek baptism for their children in the
consistory room—would do well to read this book. It would be worthwhile for married couples
to read this book as they rear the covenant seed. And it would warm the hearts of all Reformed
church members to read this book carefully and devotionally, whether they have children or
not, for the doctrine of the covenant and of salvation is the joy of our souls.

Reader, may the fruit of the joint contemplation of our precious baptism form be that
the word with which this prayer and thus our entire form concludes may find in all our
hearts a warm echo. That is to say, on all these truths, promises, and admonitions, may
your whole soul pray and worship. Amen (425).



