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Children and Communicant Membership 
Position Statement – Heritage Presbyterian Church 

Summary 
Children are a heritage of the Lord (Ps 127:3).  Christian parents love their children and 

eagerly desire for their children to grow in their knowledge and faith in God.  Pastors and elders 

also love the children of the church, all whom God has placed under their shepherding care.  As 

Christians we seek to bring our children to the Lord to participate in the sacramental means of 

grace.  Thus we baptize our children, the sacramental sign of God’s seal of ownership on them 

and a call to repent and believe the gospel of Jesus Christ.  But we do not bring our children to 

the Lord’s Supper, the sacramental sign of God’s spiritually sustaining those who have answered 

that call, until they have given public testimony of their own faith.  This practice puts us at odds 

with a minority group of Christians who serve the Lord’s Supper to their children before a public 

confession of faith.  We disagree with this practice on biblical, theological, confessional, and 

historical grounds.  However, we seek to remove, by adhering to a few guidelines, every 

artificial barrier churches may place between our children and their participation in communion.  

Therefore we hold to the Lord’s covenant promise to be a God to us and to our children (Isa 

54:13; Acts 2:39).  We trust God for the day when our non-communing children, whom we view 

now as full-members of Christ’s church, will confess for themselves the faith once for all 

delivered to the saints (Eph 4:4-6; Jude 3) and enter into the full privileges and responsibilities 

reserved for communing members. 

The Question of Paedocommunion 
Sometimes theological terms are long because they are difficult to explain.  But the 

meaning of “paedocommunion” is not complicated.  What does it mean?  Simply put, 

paedocommunion is the practice of admitting a covenant child to the Lord’s Supper on the basis 

of his relation to at least one professing Christian parent.  It is the belief that a child’s 

membership in the visible church is sufficient reason to admit participation in the sacrament of 

communion.  Those who believe the church ought to practice paedocommunion insist that a child 

need not make a profession of faith before gaining admittance to the Table.  Paedocommunion 

advocates build their case primarily upon biblical arguments, but also appeal to theology, 

Reformation-era confessions, and historical church practice.  The following arguments represent 

a typical case for paedocommunion as it is often presented by its advocates. 

 

The Biblical Case 

Three common arguments from the Bible include a comparison of Passover to the Lord’s 

Supper, an alternative interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11, and Jesus’ inclusion of children in the 

church. 

First, there is continuity between the old covenant Passover feast and the new covenant 

Lord’s Supper sacrament (1 Cor 5:6-8).  Passover was originally a ritualized family meal 

wherein children were explicitly instructed to participate along with the rest of the household (Ex 

12:1-28, esp. v. 26).  Paedocommunion advocates assume that infants in such households were 

not excluded from the Passover meal. 

Second, 1 Corinthians 11 is the classic text used to argue that children must be of years 

and ability to examine themselves to participate in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  But an 

examination of the context points in the direction of a different interpretation.  Paul addresses the 

church in Corinth which suffered many divisions (1 Cor 11:18).  Their practicing of communion 

was also divisive, even dysfunctional and defeating, as some believers became drunk on 
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communion wine before other believers had a chance to participate (11:21).  Paul instructs the 

Corinthian believers in the truth of their union with Christ as one body (chapter 12), that love is 

the community bond (chapter 13), and that worship in the diversity of the unified community 

ought to be done “decently and in order” (chapter 14).  In this context, “discerning the body” (1 

Cor 11:29) points to the metaphoric body of the Lord as the community of believers (cf. 1 Cor 

10:17), calling us to corporately examine our spiritual unity, and whether our unity is broken by 

excluding certain believers.  Thus the context challenges believers to ask, “If we withhold the 

Lord’s Supper from children, are we guilty of not recognizing the body of the Lord?” 

Third, Jesus never prevented children (including infants) from coming to him (Mk 10:13-

16).  Rather, he taught that unless disciples receive the kingdom like a child (even an infant!), 

they shall not enter the kingdom (Lk 18:15-17).  Does the church, in fencing the table from its 

baptized covenant children, take the same posture as the disciples who prevented children from 

coming to Jesus?  Does not Jesus’ rebuke of his disciples speak to the practice of forbidding 

paedocommunion? 

 

The Theological Case 

Four arguments from the perspective of theology point to the validity of 

paedocommunion.  First, the principle of requiring the ability of self-examination and 

discernment betrays an overemphasis on cognitive understanding.  Even very young children can 

engage in the practices commended by Paul in 1 Corinthians 11 (e.g., “I’m sorry,” “I love Jesus,” 

“this is God’s family,” “this is God’s meal”).  Such engagement may indicate a regenerate child 

expressing through childlike reasoning a true faith.   The ability to reason is a gift from God.  

Thankfully churches already admit baptized people with dementia or other cognitive disabilities 

to the Lord’s Supper. 

Second, the principle of requiring a certain level of theological understanding of the 

nature of the Lord’s Supper is arbitrary.  None can plumb the depths of meaning in the Lord’s 

Supper.  It is probable that the distance between a child’s and an adult’s understanding of 

communion is tiny compared to the unfathomed mysteries of the sacrament. 

Third, we ought not to assume that covenant children are unregenerate unbelievers until 

proven otherwise.  Instead we should believe God’s covenant promise to be a God to us and our 

children too (Isa 54:13; Acts 2:38-39).  Surely those whom God considers holy (1 Cor 7:14) 

possess the right and privilege of receiving the holy sacrament of communion. 

Fourth, congregations that admit children to the Lord’s Supper on the basis of their 

baptism alone do not necessarily break the unity of the body, separating those who disagree with 

paedocommunion by conviction.  One acceptable practice might be that parents, with prior 

approval of their Session, are given discretion of allowing their children to participate in the 

Lord’s Supper. 

 

The Confessional Case 

This argument seeks to find permission (or at least a relevant silence) for 

paedocommunion in the subordinate standards of confessionally Reformed churches.  The 

practice of paedocommunion is not directly addressed in the Reformation confessions, although 

the traditional reading of “discerning the body” in 1 Corinthians 11:29 is likely assumed in the 

confessions.  Heidelberg Catechism 81 and 82 explicitly state who are to come to the Lord’s 

Supper, and who should not be allowed to participate.  It seems the type of person that eats and 

drinks the Lord’s Supper and thereby experiences the curse is one who is of years and ability to 

examine himself, yet lives in unrepentant sin and is, therefore, a hypocrite.  Moreover, those who 

are not permitted to the Lord’s Table are called “unbelieving and ungodly,” terms never used for 

young covenant children.  Thus it is difficult to read the Heidelberg Catechism as allowing the 

inclusion of infants to the sacrament, though possible.  On the other hand, the relevant sections 
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of the Westminster Standards (WCF 29; WLC 168-177; WSC 96-97) assume the worthy 

receivers of the Lord’s Supper are those with years and ability to examine themselves, basing 

this requirement on the traditional interpretation of 1 Corinthians 11.  Thus the testimony of the 

Reformation confessions (of both the Continental and Puritan branches) regarding the question 

of paedocommunion appears to be inconsistent or at least unclear. 

 

The Historical Case 

Paedocommunion proponents marshal an argument from sporadic or widespread 

practices from various eras of church history. 

First, some paedocommunion advocates claim that in the early church all baptized 

persons were admitted to the Lord’s Supper on the basis of their baptism, not on a profession of 

faith. On this view of history, paedocommunion was gradually abandoned in the 12th and 13th 

centuries, and the Reformation did not consider reversing the historical majority practice of 

admitting children to the Lord’s Table. 

Second, although there are few extant records from the early church testifying to the 

practice of paedocommunion, these witnesses are understood to be indicative of a widespread 

practice. 

Why We Do Not Practice Paedocommunion 
It is of great value to the church to examine the question of paedocommunion from the 

four perspectives of Scripture, Theology, Confession, and History.  However, before drawing 

conclusions on any matter of importance, it is wise to examine evidence from the other side 

(Prov 18:17).  So, with humility and a desire that iron may sharpen iron (Prov 27:17), we offer 

the following biblical, theological, confessional, and historical reasons for why we do not 

practice paedocommunion. 

 

Biblical Reasons 

Considering whether the Bible teaches paedocommunion as proper, we offer arguments 

examining the link between Passover and the Lord’s Supper, and the interpretation of 1 

Corinthians 11. 

First, paedocommunion arguments that link the practice and participation of Passover in 

the old covenant to the Lord’s Supper of the new covenant prove too much.  If children 

participated in eating the Passover meal (and this is not entirely clear), then they were able to ask 

the officiant about the meaning of the meal (Ex 13:14).  In other words, the participating children 

were of age to understand Passover.  Infants and children unable to grasp the meaning of 

Passover are absent in the relevant passages regulating Passover observance.  Therefore 

appealing to ways young children were biblically instructed to participate in the Passover meal 

does not support the practice of including covenant children who lack the cognitive ability to ask 

about and understand the meaning of the Lord’s Supper. 

Second, 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 clearly teaches that to partake of the Lord’s Supper, a 

person must be able to understand basic things about the gospel (repentance and faith, the nature 

of the Lord's Supper, and how not to sin against the church in partaking of the Supper).  Paul’s 

language is simply too strong to support paedocommunion.  It is highly unlikely that “discerning 

the body” (1 Cor 11:29) refers to understanding something about the church because in the 

immediate context Paul speaks of “the body and blood of the Lord” (1 Cor 11:27).  

Paedocommunionists argue that to prohibit covenant children from coming to the Lord’s Supper 

is to ironically commit the very sin Paul is confronting in the passage (sinfully withholding from 

some a sacrament that every covenant member has a right to participate in, presumably also 

infants, and therefore failing to discern the unity of the church as Christ’s “body”).  We disagree 
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with this reading of the passage, believing the “body” Paul refers to in verse 29 is better 

understood as Jesus’ body as signified in the bread (as Jesus’ blood is signified in the cup) since 

verse 27 is the closest contextual reference to the “body”.  Therefore, what is required by 1 

Corinthians 11 of all who would come to the Lord’s Supper is a basic understanding of the 

nature of the Lord's Supper as a sacrament (1 Cor 11:29), and the ability to repent of their sins 

through self-examination (1 Cor 11:28).  These qualifications describe all who have professed 

faith publically, and have been admitted to the Lord’s Supper by the elders.  The grammar of 

Paul’s language in 1 Corinthians 11:23-32 shows he is giving the Corinthian church universally 

applicable instructions for administering and participating in the Lord’s Supper.  He concludes 

his comments in verses 33-34 by applying these general instructions to their situation, promising 

to provide further instruction upon his future visit. 

 

Theological Reasons 

Four reasons from the perspective of theology inform our decision to not practice 

paedocommunion.  First, Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper among his disciples, all whom were 

professing believers.  Arguments for paedocommunion based on Jesus’ love for little children 

(especially members of the covenant) must grapple with the nature of the community to whom 

Jesus served the Lord’s Supper.  All those present at the Last Supper fit the qualifications listed 

in 1 Corinthians 11. 

Second, we believe the sacraments by their nature are means of grace bound to the Word 

of God.  Sacraments do not bestow the grace signified on recipients automatically apart from 

faith.  Moreover, sacramental grace bolsters the faith of the recipient as it works alongside the 

mind’s understanding of the Word of God.  Reformed churches have always objected to the idea 

that the sacraments communicate grace to the recipient ex opere operato (from the work it is 

done, even apart from faith).  Rather, participation in the Lord’s Supper apart from 

understanding and faith may inflict harm on the recipient (1 Cor 11:27-32).  Hence the historical 

practice in Reformed churches is that of the elders “fencing the table” to guard and protect 

recipients who have not demonstrated their worthiness to partake. 

Third, we believe one of the differences between baptism and the Lord’s Supper is the 

way they are received.  Baptism is an initiatory sacrament, passively accepted only once.  For an 

infant, the faith of the parent is the basis of the child’s baptism (but in both cases—adult or 

infant—it is the faithfulness of God that is affirmed).  The Lord’s Supper is a sustaining 

sacrament, actively taken with the understanding of faith throughout life.  Because of the active 

nature of the Lord’s Supper, an infant cannot passively rely on the faith of the parent for his 

participation. 

Fourth, we believe the authority to admit or bar individuals from participation in Christ’s 

body (sacramentally signified in the Lord’s Supper) is entrusted to the church.  Jesus gave these 

“keys of the kingdom” to the leaders/elders of the church, not the family or parents of covenant 

children (Mt 16:18-19).  If participation in the Lord’s Supper is not based on a person’s credible 

profession of faith and the authority of Christ’s church to regulate admittance to communion, 

true church discipline becomes impossible.  Without the disciplinary censures of sacrament 

suspension and excommunication, the church has no authority to deny anyone from participating 

in the Lord’s Supper—with or without a profession of faith. 

 

Confessional Reasons 

There are four reasons, based on the confessional standards of the Reformed churches, 

why we do not practice paedocommunion.  First, the witness of the Westminster Standards in 

particular precludes paedocommunion.  In the Puritan branch of the Reformed church (in which 

the PCA exists), paedocommunion is fundamentally incompatible with the sacramental theology 

of the doctrinal standards.  See WCF 27-29; WLC 161-177; WSC 92-97. 
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Second, the witness of the Three Forms of Unity in particular explicitly forbids 

paedocommunion.  While it is possible to read the Heidelberg Catechism as open to the practice 

of paedocommunion based on its silence, the Belgic Confession is fundamentally incompatible 

with the practice, as it expressly requires “no one should come to this table without examining 

himself carefully” (BC 35, statement 10).  Thus the practice of paedocommunion cannot be 

sustained in the Continental branch of the Reformed church. 

Third, the witness of the Reformed confessions in general do not permit 

paedocommunion.  Suffice it to say that no historical Reformed confession or catechism 

advocates paedocommunion.  Admittedly, some large Protestant denominations allow the 

practice of paedocommunion (ECUSA, CRCNA), but these denominations share the 

characteristic of systematically drifting away from faithfully confessing the historical Reformed 

faith, sometimes into outright apostasy.  Protestant paedocommunion denominations that have 

remained broadly evangelical and reformed in their theology and practice tend to be smaller 

groups of churches that split from larger confessional non-paedocommunion denominations 

(e.g., CREC, CANA, FORC, REC, and Covenant Presbyterian Church). 

Fourth, permitting or promoting paedocommunion would require a major revision of 

confessional standards, not just in sacramental theology.  Confessional statements regarding the 

nature of the church, grace, faith, and salvation are just some of the theological areas that would 

need to be significantly revised to justify paedocommunion. 

 

Historical Reasons 

The meaning of the historical record as testifying to the church’s practice of 

paedocommunion is disputed.  Yet all should affirm that the historical record must be interpreted 

by asking questions such as “What factors may have led to churches practicing 

paedocommunion?” and “What factors may have led churches to cease its practice?”  We offer 

two reasons from history why we do not practice paedocommunion. 

First, it seems historical arguments in favor of paedocommunion as part of the Apostolic 

Tradition should not be weighty because it is unclear how common or widespread was the 

practice of paedocommunion throughout church history, especially during early church history.  

Nevertheless, as historical Protestants, we believe the practice of paedocommunion in various 

theological traditions as early as the Patristic era is descriptive and not necessarily prescriptive.  

Despite the great value of what has come to be called the Apostolic Tradition, the principle of 

Sola Scriptura controls our acceptance or rejection of early church practice. 

Second, until midway through the 20th century, the Reformed churches have nearly 

unanimously rejected the practice of paedocommunion as an unbiblical practice that gained 

acceptance in churches when the nature and purpose of sacraments had been misunderstood.  It is 

true that a few prominent and influential reformed theologians and pastors in the PCA and OPC 

have concluded that paedocommunion is the best way to administer the Lord’s Supper (see the 

respective position papers in the OPC majority report and the PCA minority report), but these 

denominations voted not to adopt the practice of paedocommunion. 

What We Believe About Covenant Children 
If covenant children ought not to participate in the Lord’s Supper, does that mean we 

view them as pagans or half-way members of the covenant?  What do we believe about children 

who are counted as “non-communicant members” of the church? 

First, we believe they are full members of the Church by birthright.  Scripture recognizes 

children of a believing parent to be members of the visible church (Gen 17:10; Acts 16:15, 33; 1 

Cor 7:14; Eph 1:1; 6:1-3; Col 2:11-12).  We baptize these children because they are members of 

the visible church by birthright, not in order to make them church members. 
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Second, we view our non-communicant members as “not yet confessing” members.  We 

do not view covenant children in a skeptical fashion, but hopefully expect them to profess faith 

in Christ, encourage them to profess faith in Christ, and encourage their parents to disciple their 

children to profess faith in Christ.  We are not skeptical of young children who profess faith that 

sounds and seems very real.  Rather we believe God’s covenant promise to be a God to believers 

and their children after them (Acts 2:39).  Thus we are optimistic regarding covenant children 

and their desire and ability to confess faith in Christ. 

Third, we deny that withholding participation in the Lord’s Supper from covenant 

children who have not yet confessed their faith in Christ is functionally excommunicating them 

and spiritually harmful.  We encourage covenant children to enter into the full rights and 

responsibilities of mature Christian disciples to which their membership calls them through 

engagement in (1) Catechesis: family and church; (2) Worship: family and church; and (3) 

Ministry: family and church. 

Guidelines for Covenant Children Becoming Communing Members 
It is not uncommon for young children to credibly confess Christ in the informal context 

of family and friends.  Yet when called upon to give a public testimony of their faith in Christ, 

most children demonstrate their immaturity and unreadiness to answer simple questions about 

their faith.  Therefore we have adopted the following procedural guidelines for covenant children 

becoming communing members of the church. 

First, it seems reasonable to suggest a child may be mature and ready enough by age 7 to 

be interviewed for a credible confession of faith. 

Second, one elder may interview the child, at the request of the parent(s), in the child’s 

home in the company of his/her parent(s), to determine the child’s readiness for a session 

interview. 

Third, the elders ought to interview the child, in the company of his/her parent(s), for 

evidence of a “credible profession of faith” and the child’s ability to “discern the body and blood 

of the Lord.”  Such a profession will be appropriate to the child’s level of maturity. 

Fourth, we will not require prior attendance in a “communicant class” as a prerequisite 

for communicant membership.  Nevertheless, we expect that parents will supervise their child’s 

completion of the communicant class when it is offered to 7th & 8th graders as a regular 

component of the Sunday School curriculum. 

Affirmation of Love for and Fellowship with Christians Who Disagree 
 What does this mean for Christians who are convinced that paedocommunion ought to be 

permitted in the church?  How will we view and treat these brothers and sisters? 

First, we recognize that evangelical and reformed people disagree on the question of 

paedocommunion.  This issue is not one that ought to divide us from loving each other and 

sharing in fellowship with one another. 

Second, we admit that the question of paedocommunion is such that individual 

congregations, for the sake of promoting the peace and purity of the church, cannot leave the 

question of whether to practice paedocommunion in the hands of parents and thus allow for 

inconsistency of practice within the body of Christ.  To do so would break the union of the 

sacramental meal, the public testimony of the meaning of the Lord’s Supper, and perhaps 

commit the serious Corinthian sin of which Paul warns us. 

Third, without practicing paedocommunion as a congregation, we affirm our unbroken 

fellowship with other evangelical and reformed churches who by conviction choose to practice 

paedocommunion. 
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Fourth, we welcome Christians who believe paedocommunion is acceptable or right to 

join with us as members of this body, but we humbly ask that you do not practice or actively 

promote this view while worshiping with us. 
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