
The Age of 
Accountability  



Should Children be Baptized 
– and if so, When? 

 

• When is a child old enough to make 
a commitment to Christ and be 
baptized for the forgiveness of 
their sins?  

• Even more basic, when does a child 
become accountable for his or her 
sins - no longer able to overlook 
them as childish mistakes or 
innocent behavior?  



The question is not if the child needs to 
be baptized. The question is when?  

• The concern is that if we press the child 
that may cause them to make a 
premature decision that they will later 
abandoned.  

• Or, on the other hand, will encouraging a 
child to wait cause him or her to lose 
their desire to be saved?  







What Is Meant by Accountability? 

• The Bible is clear in its teachings regarding 
the spiritual condition of young children 
and mature adults  

• Children are innocent and adults are 
accountable.  

• At some point in between we move from 
innocent to accountable. 



• Jeremiah 19:4-5 - "Because they have 
forsaken Me and have made this an 
alien place and have burned 
sacrifices in it to other gods, that 
neither they nor their forefathers 
nor the kings of Judah had ever 
known, and because they have filled 
this place with the blood of the 
innocent and have built the high 
places of Baal to burn their sons in 
the fire as burnt offerings to Baal, a 
thing which I never commanded or 
spoke of, nor did it ever enter My 
mind;  



Deuteronomy 1:39 –  
“Moreover, your little ones 

who you said would become a 
prey, and your sons, who this 

day have no knowledge of 
good or evil, shall enter there, 
and I will give it to them and 

they shall possess it.” 
 



When does this happen? 

• Ezekiel 18:20 makes it clear that children are 
not born with the guilt of their parents’ sin.  

• "The person who sins will die. The son 
will not bear the punishment for the 
father’s iniquity, nor will the father bear 
the punishment for the son’s iniquity; 
the righteousness of the righteous will 
be upon himself, and the wickedness of 
the wicked will be upon himself." 



Not inheriting the sin of parents, 
they are not "born in sin."  

• Children are born innocent. 

• 2 Samuel 12:23, "Can I bring 
him back again? I shall go 
to him, but he will not 
return to me."  



1 Kings 14:13-  
13 "All Israel shall mourn for him 

and bury him, for he alone of 
Jeroboam's family will come to the 
grave, because in him something 
good was found toward the Lord 

God of Israel in the house of 
Jeroboam. NASU 



• Matthew 19:14- "The kingdom of 
heaven belongs to such as 
these."  

• Matthew 18:3- "Truly I say to 
you, unless you are converted 
and become like children, you 
shall not enter the kingdom of 
heaven."  

• Children are born sinless and remain 
UNACCOUNTABLE/INNOCENT for 
some time after their birth  



Adults are sinners and are 
accountable  

• Romans 3:23 "for all have 
sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God."  

• Romans 6:23 "the wages of sin is 
death."  

• That "all" includes everyone. Even 
children do things that are 
considered sin, but they are not held 
accountable.  



• "Repent and be baptized for 
the forgiveness of your 
sins..." (Acts 2:38) 

• "Arise and be baptized and 
wash away yours sins." (Act 
22:16) 

• "He who believes and is 
baptized shall be saved." 
(Mark 16:16) 



These are the two boundaries  

• Children are sinless in that they are not 
accountable. They make mistakes, are 
mischievous, and sometimes are 
disobedient, but apparently their sin isn’t 
held against them.  

• Adults are sinners. The Bible calls on them 
to believe, repent , confess, and be 
baptized in order to be saved. They are 
accountable for their actions.  



What is the Age of Accountability?  

• At what point does a child move from 
innocent to accountable?  

• The Bible is silent about a specific age when 
a child should put on the Lord in baptism. 

• Even the phrase "age of accountability" is 
not mentioned in Scripture, though logically 
it is inferred   



In such cases where there is 
little specific information, 
one thing is certain — you 
can count on there being 
many different opinions. 



There are those who advocate 
the age of twelve years  

• Social services in many states consider a 
child of twelve years old enough to make 
certain life-directing decisions for himself, 
such as which parent he will live with 
when there is a divorce.  

• If such serious decisions can be made, it is 
reasoned, why not a decision about God?  



• The average age of the onset of 
puberty has been in the past 
around 12 years and that has 
caused some to suggest it as the 
age of accountability.  

• Many changes do occur. 

• Quite notably, the ability to 
reason abstractly becomes more 
apparent.  



• God, heaven, repentance, and baptism 
are abstract concepts.  

 

• While a younger child may be able to 
repeat the right answers to biblical 
questions, we must question whether 
they can really understand.  

 

• "Pubescent children begin to ask 
questions about God and if He is really 
there. The idea of washing away invisible 
sins by an invisible God in a non-magical 
pool of water now begins to make sense." 
 



• Often cited from scripture is the fact that the only 
story we have of the early life of Jesus was when He 
was twelve years old.  

 

• According to tradition, when a boy reached the age 
of twelve he began his life’s work at his father’s side.  

 

• Jesus, knowing that he was the Son of God, 
assumed that he needed to be "about his Father’s 
business" at this age. (See Luke 2:49) 



• The Jews added the tradition of bar 
mitzvah (son of law) for 13 year-old 
boys and bat mitzvah (daughter of 
law) for 12 year-old girls.  

 

• Their belief was that a child was old 
enough to accept responsibility for 
keeping the law at these ages.  



• Romans Catholicism three main practices/ 
sacraments that relate to children.  

• The first is baptism, (Sprinkling, pouring) 
a decision made by the parents and “god 
parents” for the infant.  

• The second is "first communion" which 
usually takes place around age seven.  

• The third is "confirmation" which takes 
place for many around age twelve. (At this 
age they are viewed as responsible for their 
decisions and actions) 



• Though each of these points can be cited in 
support of considering the age of 
accountability to be twelve, we must remember 
that not one of them is based categorically on 
Scripture. 

 
• I might add here regarding the age of twelve 

that Dr. Flavil Yeakley, a sociologist and 
member of the church, did some research into 
baptism and children a few years back. (Flavil 
R. Yeakley, Jr. WHY CHURCHES GROW 
(Nashville, TN: Christian Communications, 
Inc. pp. 26-31)  



• He found that statistically the age of twelve was 
a dividing line in many aspects regarding 
baptism.  

 

• A person baptized before the age of twelve was 
more likely to fall away from the church or be 
“re-baptized” than those baptized after age 
twelve. 

  

• In fact, he found that only 2% of those baptized 
before age ten remained faithful or were 
satisfied with their original baptism.  



• Dr.Yeakley attributes his findings to 
the ability of children around age 
twelve to begin thinking abstractly.  

 

• He also found that the longer 
the child waited to be baptized, 
in the later teen years, the more 
likely he would remain faithful. 



• Having observed Dr. Yeakley’s 
findings, however, we must also 
remember that the rate of 
attrition among adults who are 
baptized and fall away is also 
quite large, so their may be more 
factors involved here than just age. 



Some advocate waiting until the 
age of twenty years.  

• Deut. 2:14-16 (NASB-U) "Now the time that it 
took for us to come from Kadesh-barnea 
until we crossed over the brook Zered was 
thirty-eight years, until all the generation 
of the men of war perished from within the 
camp, as the Lord had sworn to them. [15] 
"Moreover the hand of the Lord was 
against them, to destroy them from within 
the camp until they all perished. [16] "So it 
came about when all the men of war had 
finally perished from among the people,  
 



• Numbers 1:1-3 (NASB-U)  - Then the 
Lord spoke to Moses in the wilderness 
of Sinai, in the tent of meeting, on the 
first of the second month, in the second 
year after they had come out of the 
land of Egypt, saying, [2] "Take a 
census of all the congregation of the 
sons of Israel, by their families, by 
their fathers' households, according to 
the number of names, every male, 
head by head [3] from twenty years 
old and upward, whoever is able to go 
out to war in Israel, you and Aaron 
shall number them by their armies.  



• Deut. 1:39 (NASB-U)   

•     'Moreover, your little ones who 
you said would become a prey, and 
your sons, who this day have no 
knowledge of good or evil, shall 
enter there, and I will give it to 
them and they shall possess it.  



• Though an "age of accountability" concept is logically 
implied in Scripture, no such age is given in any 
specific way in the Bible. 

 

• Ages from 2-20 years have been suggested from 
various sources. The most widely held is probably the 
age of 12.  

 

• Cited in support of this view are elements of biology, 
religious tradition, non-specific scriptural inference, 
and sociological studies. While a somewhat 
convincing case can be made for this age, we must 
remember that these are all extra-biblical reasons. 



• My conclusion is that parents 
(the ones who should know 
their children better than 
anyone else) need to be aware of 
what is going on with their 
children in order to ascertain 
what is best for them.  



What Can Parents and Others Do? 

• Always encourage your 
children’s interest. 

• Be ready to study with your 
child when the issue comes up.  

• Let your child make the 
decision. 

 



Some suggestion others have 
made about this.  

• Have your child list three specific 
sins for which he/she needs 
forgiveness. 

• Have your child write a letter to 
himself/herself. 

• See that your child receives 
teaching after baptism.  



1 Peter 2:2 "...like newborn 
babes, long for the pure 

milk of the word, that 
by it you may grow in 
respect to salvation." 

 



•"bring them up 
in the nurture 
and admonition 
of the Lord"  


