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Limited Atonement 
(February 7, 2021) 

 

 
 
When I stood at the altar – I had eyes for one woman. 
 
I was not standing at the front of the church and saying – Ladies – I love you all and I 
hope you love me. 
 
I was saying – Dena – I love you. 
 
Marriage is a very personal, specific love. 
 
Throughout church history – Christians have debated how broad the kind of love Christ 
displayed at the cross is. 
 
Is it a broad love – did Jesus die for the whole world? Did His atoning love extend to 
every person? 
 
Or is it a personal love – did Jesus die for His sheep? Did His atoning love extend just 
to a smaller group – His flock? 
 
This morning, I want to suggest that the Bible teaches that God – Father, Son and 
Spirit have a love for the entire world. A genuine love – but a broad love. This love is 
expressed in ways such as not immediately destroying us for our rebellion – giving us 
food to eat and air to breathe. 
 
But what the Bible also teaches is that God – Father, Son and Spirit have a very 
specific love – a saving love – not for everyone in the world – but for one group of 
people. 
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Scripture calls this group by many names – His people, the elect, the sheep, the 
church. 
 
Scripture likens it to the love of a husband for a wife (Ephesians 5:25) or a Shepherd 
for His sheep (John 10:11). 
 
This morning I want to talk about just how personal the love of Jesus is. 
 

Did He come to die for me? 
 

OR 
 
Did He come to die for the world? 

 
Viewing the cross as more personal and specific has an unfortunate name – limited 
atonement. 
 
Viewing the cross as broader and not specific has an equally unfortunate name – 
unlimited atonement. 
 
This morning I want to share why the doctrine of a limited atonement is very precious 
to me. 
 

 
 
Limited atonement proclaims that Christ’s love for me is without limit. 
 
Limited atonement proclaims that Christ’s love for me is without limit. 
 
Jesus is my Shepherd, my Saviour. 
 
He came for me, He sought me, He died for me, He redeemed me. In every way I am 
His. 

Limited atonement proclaims that 
Christ’s love for me is without limit
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His love for me is not a politician telling a crowd – I love you all – it is a bridegroom 
telling a bride – I love you. 
 
I hope this message helps you come to love this doctrine as much as I do. 
 
I want to begin by stressing that this is a debate among brothers and sisters. This is a 
difference among friends. 
 
I want to address this subject this morning by looking at three points. 
 

 
 
What limited atonement is 
 
Why limited atonement is questioned 
 
Why limited atonement matters 
 
First: 
 

What limited atonement is 

Why limited atonement is questioned 

Why limited atonement matters
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What limited atonement is 
 
Perhaps the best way to frame this is by asking a question. 
 

 
 
If you were God, which would bring you the most glory? 
 

1. Sending Jesus to die for the full sins of every person ever born 
2. Sending Jesus to die as part payment for the sins of every person ever 

born 
3. Sending Jesus to die to offer payment for the full sins of every person 

ever born 

What limited atonement is 

If you were God, which would bring you the most glory? 

1. Sending Jesus to die for the full sins of every person 
ever born 

2. Sending Jesus to die as part payment for the sins of 
every person ever born 

3. Sending Jesus to die to offer full payment for the sins of 
every person ever born 

4. Sending Jesus to die for the full sins of His chosen 
people
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4. Sending Jesus to die for the full sins of His chosen people 
 
There is something in us that wants to say – the first one. If I were God and I could 
save every person ever born – I would. 
 
But, I’m not God and neither are you. 
 
While we might think this is what God should do – the Bible is very clear that this is 
not what God did. He did not save every single person. 
 
He could have. He did not. 
 
There will be people in hell. One way or another Jesus’s death did not save everyone. 
Despite what we may think, this simply cannot be what brings God the most glory. 
 
The second option is simply not possible. The Bible is very clear – you don’t get to 
heaven with any sin baggage – part payment of sin gets no one in – and yet – there 
will be people in heaven – so any option that only pays for part of our sin can’t be true. 
 
The options remaining are number three and number four. 
 
These are the options regarding the atonement – the death of Jesus – found in the 
two major schools of thought regarding salvation. 
 
As you have heard in this series, one school of thought has come to be known as 
Arminianism. 
 
Its teachings can be summarised in this way: 
 

 
 
Partial Depravity People can desire God because God freed their will 
 

Partial Depravity 
People can desire God because God freed their will 

Conditional Election 
God chooses because we choose 

Unlimited Atonement 
Christ died to offer payment for the sins of everyone 

Resistible Grace 
The Spirit’s love can be resisted by us 

Dependence on the Saints  
Salvation can be lost because of us
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Conditional Election God chooses because we choose 
 
Unlimited Atonement Christ died to offer payment for the sins of everyone 
 
Resistible Grace The Spirit’s love can be resisted by us 
 
Dependence on the Saints Salvation can be lost because of us 
 
This is a different understanding to the other school of thought – generally known as 
Calvinism. 
 

 
 
Total Depravity People will never desire God unless God first changes 

their heart 
 
Unconditional Election God chooses because He chooses 
 
Limited Atonement Christ died as payment for the sins of His people 
 
Irresistible Grace The Spirit’s love overcomes our resistance to Him 
 
Perseverance of the Saints Salvation can’t be lost because of God  
 
This is the way of viewing salvation we hold to as a Network. 
 

Total Depravity 
People will never desire God unless God first changes their heart 

Unconditional Election 
God chooses because He chooses 

Limited Atonement 
Christ died as payment for the sins of His people 

Irresistible Grace 
The Spirit’s love overcomes our resistance to Him   

Perseverance of the Saints 
Salvation can’t be lost because of God 
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It is commonly known as TULIP. 
 
Now, unless you have done some reading – it can be hard to get your head around 
the differences in these two schools of thought. 
 
Here is my attempt to clarify these two different approaches to salvation. 
 

 
 
Both of these theological schools try and systematise what the Bible says about 
salvation – how an unsaved person becomes a saved person. 
 

Total Depravity 
People will never desire God unless God first changes their heart 

Unconditional Election 
God chooses because He chooses 

Limited Atonement 
Christ died as payment for the sins of His people 

Irresistible Grace 
The Spirit’s love overcomes our resistance to Him   

Perseverance of the Saints 
Salvation can’t be lost because of God 

Arminianism Calvinism

Unsaved people

Saved People
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And in particular – what the role of the Father, the Son and the Spirit are in moving 
us from unsaved to saved. 
 
One key difference is how they view unsaved people. 
 

 
 
What are the limits on fallen sinful humanity in terms of ability to choose? 
 
Please note both groups say very clearly we have free will in many areas. What socks 
I wear, who I marry, what colour car to buy. 
 
Both groups are united – sin is our choice – therefore our responsibility. 

Arminianism Calvinism

Unsaved people

Father

Son

Spirit

Saved People

Arminianism Calvinism

Unsaved people Able to choose Unable to choose    T

Father

Son

Spirit

Saved People
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The difference is in terms of ability to choose faith in Christ. 
 
Arminianism says – God gives us something they call prevenient grace that enables 
us to choose faith in Christ. Many won’t – but now some can. 
 
Calvinism says – our fallen nature is such that we are utterly unable to choose faith. 
Unless God gifts us with faith – we cannot choose to have faith. And when God gifts 
us with faith – we irresistibly choose faith. 
 
How you understand our ability to choose faith affects how you understand salvation. 
 

 
 
 Arminianism 

 
Calvinism 

Unsaved people Able to choose Unable to choose  T 
Father Chooses those who choose Chooses His people  U 
Son Dies for all Dies for His people  L 
Spirit Draws those who choose Draws His people  I 
Saved People Provisionally chosen Irrevocably chosen  P 

 
Arminianism says – We are able to choose. 
 
So the Father looks throughout history and He chooses a people – He chooses those 
who choose. 
 
The Son enters history and dies for everyone – providing salvation for those who do 
choose. 
 
The Spirit – helps those who choose – He assists in drawing them. 
 

Arminianism Calvinism

Unsaved people Able to choose Unable to choose    T

Father Chooses those who 
choose

Chooses His people  U

Son Dies for all Dies for His people  L

Spirit Draws those who 
choose

Draws His people   I

Saved People Provisionally chosen Irrevocably chosen   P
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But – that means if a saved person can choose faith – they can choose to reject faith. 
 
Calvinism says – We are not able to choose. 
 
Since we won’t choose God – the Father chooses us. 
 
The Son enters history to die for those the Father chooses. 
 
The Spirit draws those same people. 
 
And since salvation is all of God – He will not lose any of us. 
 

 
 
Notice if you will that in Calvinism the purposes of the Trinity (the Father, Son and 
Spirit) work in perfect accord. 
 
In Arminianism they don’t. 
 
God is never at odds with Himself. The plan of God is never divided. 
 
The ones God chose – those are the ones the Son died for. 
 
Now, let’s narrow it down. In terms of the atonement – the cross of Christ, here is 
the comparison: 
 

Arminianism Calvinism

Unsaved people Able to choose Unable to choose    T

Father Chooses those who 
choose

Chooses His people  U

Son Dies for all Dies for His people  L

Spirit Draws those who 
choose

Draws His people   I

Saved People Provisionally chosen Irrevocably chosen   P
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Arminianism – Unlimited Atonement The Son dies for all 
 

On the cross, Jesus paid the penalty for all the sins of all mankind. However, 
that is only applied to someone when they accept that payment by faith. 

 
Calvinism – Limited Atonement  The Son dies for His people 
 

On the cross, Jesus paid the penalty for all the sins of His chosen people. It is 
applied to them at the cross. 

 
On one level you might say – does it really matter? This can sound like a theological 
question without real consequence – something akin to how many angels can dance 
on the head of a pin? 
 
This is not a salvation issue. But it is a debate that affects how we view God – what is 
ultimately important to God? 
 
And it affects our view of the cross – how personal is the cross? 
 
Limited atonement teaches that the love of Christ is so boundless – He came into 
this world and suffered and died – for me. 
 
Sometimes it can be hard to grasp the difference. So, let me give you an illustration – 
but with a caveat – no illustration can convey all the nuances of the atonement. 
 
Imagine four young men are arrested for raping and murdering a young girl. They have 
confessed and are sentenced to death. 
 
However, the law in your society says that if sufficient restitution is paid to the victim’s 
family – the guilty can be forgiven and released. 
 

Arminianism Calvinism

Son Dies for all Dies for His people  L
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As it turns out, these are the four young men you and your wife had been considering 
for adoption. 
 
Your wife says – what they did was so wrong – but hey – they are going to be our sons 
– we have the money – go and get our boys. 
 
You head down to the courthouse with your chequebook to bail them out. 
 
This might give you some idea of how unlimited atonement works: 
 
A few hours later you arrive home and your wife says – where are our boys? 
 
Well honey, we just have to trust that they do the right thing. I want to pay the bail for 
the ones that choose to be a part of our family. 
 
So, here is what I did. I left four letters and four cheques. 
 
The letters said – if you want to be our son, if you admit your guilt, agree not to break 
the law again and agree to get an honest job – then your name will be put on a cheque 
– your redemption payment made – you will be released – and you will join our family. 
 
Oh – do you think any of them will choose us? 
 
I don’t know – but I really hope all four will want to be our sons. 
 
Hours later you hear – only two boys accepted the terms – you rejoice and adopt them 
as your sons. 
 
This might give you some idea of how limited atonement works: 
 
Your wife says – you know none of those boys wanted to be part of our family. But, 
Jack and Brent were the two we had already decided on adopting – we have chosen 
to love them – go and get them. 
 
A few hours later you arrive home and your wife says – where are our boys? 
 
You open the door and here are – Jack and Brent – redeemed – free – ready to 
become sons. 
 
One view makes redemption possible – if the person chooses it. 
 
The other view actually achieves redemption – but only for the ones intended. 
 
Notice that no matter which view you take – the atonement is limited in some way – 
not all are saved. 
 
Either it is limited in its effect – it only makes salvation possible. The cross alone saves 
no one – it requires our faith. 
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OR it is limited in its intent – it only saves those God chooses. The cross completely 
saves but only the sheep. 
 
So – how would I define limited atonement? 
 
I believe it needs to be defined in the context of the whole plan of redemption. 
 

 
 
In His sovereign purposes, the Father intended to redeem those people He gave 
to the Son in eternity past. At the cross, the Son was united to His chosen people 
and died to pay their penalty in full. The Spirit made these chosen people live 
and called them into faith. Thus, the plan of redemption saved everyone it was 
intended for. 
 
Limited atonement deals only with the cross part of the plan. What the Son was sent 
to do. 
 

At the cross, the Son was united to His chosen people and died to pay 
their penalty in full. The plan of redemption saved everyone it was 
intended for. 

 
Jesus died for His people and not one given to Jesus is lost. 
 
John Owen famously showed why this is the only form of salvation that is consistent. 
 

In His sovereign purposes, the Father intended to 
redeem those people He gave to the Son in 
eternity past. At the cross, the Son was united to 
His chosen people and died to pay their penalty 
in full. The Spirit made these chosen people live 
and called them into faith. Thus, the plan of 
redemption saved everyone it was intended for.
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The Son underwent punishment for, either: 
 
1. All the sins of all men. 
2. All the sins of some men, or  
3. Some of the sins of all men. 

 
In which case it may be said: 
 
1. That if the last be true, all men have some sins to answer for, and so, none are 
saved.  
2. That if the second be true, then Christ, in their stead suffered for all the sins of all 
the elect in the whole world, and this is the truth.  
3. But if the first be the case, why are not all men free from the punishment due unto 
their sins?  
 
You answer, "Because of unbelief." 
 
"I ask, is this unbelief a sin, or is it not? If it be, then Christ suffered the punishment 
due unto it, or He did not. If He did, why must that hinder them more than their other 
sins for which He died? If He did not, He did not die for all their sins!" 
 
I agree with him that the Arminian position is inconsistent. You can’t say what sends 
us to hell is unbelief – but Jesus died for that sin. 
 
The second point to discuss is this: 
 

The Son underwent punishment for, either: 

1. All the sins of all men. 
2. All the sins of some men, or  
3. Some of the sins of all men. 

In which case it may be said: 

1. That if the last be true, all men have some sins to answer for, and so, none are 
saved.  
2. That if the second be true, then Christ, in their stead suffered for all the sins of all 
the elect in the whole world, and this is the truth.  
3. But if the first be the case, why are not all men free from the punishment due 
unto their sins?  

You answer, "Because of unbelief." 

"I ask, is this unbelief a sin, or is it not? If it be, then Christ suffered the punishment 
due unto it, or He did not. If He did, why must that hinder them more than their 
other sins for which He died? If He did not, He did not die for all their sins!"
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Why limited atonement is questioned. 
 
I have suggested that the Bible paints a consistent, unified account of the cross being 
designed to save the people God chose and gave to Jesus. 
 
So, the question is – why isn’t everyone on the limited atonement bandwagon? 
 
Here are what I believe are the two main reasons. 
 

 
 

1. There are different interpretations of certain Scriptures 
 

What limited atonement is 

Why limited atonement is questioned 

What limited atonement is 

Why limited atonement is questioned 

1. There are different interpretations of certain Scriptures 

2. There are different ways to protect God’s glory
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2. There are different ways to protect God’s glory 
 
I know Arminians and Calvinists are often pictured as enemies at war. 
 
The truth is they are allies, brothers – with different perspectives. But: 
 

There are different interpretations of certain Scriptures 
 
We have to address this. 
 
In my understanding the plan of God was always to save a specific people. And I see 
so many Scriptures declaring this. 
 

 
 
The Father chose a people 
 
Ephesians 1:4–7: 
 

For he chose us in him, before the foundation of the world, ... He predestined 
us to be adopted as sons through Jesus Christ for himself, … In him we have 
redemption through his blood. 

 

The Father chose a people 

Ephesians 1:4–7: 

For he chose us in him, before the foundation of the world, ... He 
predestined us to be adopted as sons through Jesus Christ for 
himself, … In him we have redemption through his blood. 

John 17:9: 

I am not praying for the world but for those you have given me, 
because they are yours. 
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Then: 
 
The Son dies for this people 
 
Matthew 1:21: 
 

You are to name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins. 
 

 
 
Acts 20:28: 
 

Shepherd the church of God, which he purchased with his own blood.  

The Son dies for this people 

Matthew 1:21: 

You are to name him Jesus, because he will save his people 
from their sins. 

John 10:11:  

I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life 
for the sheep.

The Son dies for this people 

Acts 20:28: 

Shepherd the church of God, which he purchased with his own 
blood.  

Ephesians 5:25:  

Christ loved the church and gave himself for her. 

Titus 2:14:  

He gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to 
cleanse for himself a people for his own possession.
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There are so many more Scriptures I could point to. 
 
So, what is the issue? 
 
Everyone agrees – the Bible says Jesus died for me. 
 
The question is – do other Scriptures teach – yes but He also died for the world? 
 
He died for the world in one way – paying a ransom for everyone – but then when I 
chose Him – He now loves me in a different way – a specific way. 
 
Now I want to be very clear about this. Does Jesus love the world – absolutely! 
 
Does He love the world in a saving, salvific sense? 
 
My answer is no. 
 
If His saving love extended to the whole world – the whole world would be saved. 
 
If He died for the sins of the world – no one would have to pay for those sins again in 
hell. 
 
However, there are a number of verses that on their surface seem to say Jesus died 
for the world, is Saviour of the world or He ransomed all. 
 
You have to address them. 
 
I only have time to look at a couple of verses and more superficially than I would like. 
 
First, there are passages that do say Jesus died for all – or – Jesus died for the world. 
 
The question is – do they mean – Christ died for every single person? 
 
Here are some of them. 
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1 Timothy 2:5–6: 
 

Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all. 
 
1 John 2:1–2: 
 

Jesus Christ the righteous one. He himself is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, 
and not only for ours, but also for those of the whole world.  

 
Two things. 
 
First, in an Arminian interpretation, you have to read these verses as offering potential 
salvation for everyone. 
 
It only becomes reality if we accept the offer. 
 
I want to suggest that understanding these as offering potential salvation for all is not 
the straightforward way to understand these verses. 
 
Imagine you work as a lifeguard at a pool. 
 
You look up and see two boys in trouble. You throw each one a life preserver and urge 
them to grab it. One lad reaches out and takes the life preserver and is saved, but the 
other doesn’t and drowns. 
 
Could you say you were the saviour of both boys? No! One boy drowned. 
 
In fact, you weren’t really the saviour of the other boy. You assisted in his salvation – 
but he actually saved himself by grabbing the life preserver. 
 

1 Timothy 2:5–6:  
Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all. 

1 Timothy 4:10:  
God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those who 
believe. 

1 John 2:1–2:  
Jesus Christ the righteous one. He himself is the atoning sacrifice 
for our sins, and not only for ours, but also for those of the whole 
world.  

1 John 4:14:  
The Father has sent his Son as the world’s Savior.
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In my understanding, reading these verses the way Arminians want us to means Jesus 
is not actually Saviour of all – He is potential Saviour of all. 
 
Second, we need to understand how language works. 
 
In English – all and world – have a variety of meanings. 
 
If I said – I want all the children to come down the front – I don’t mean every child in 
the world – I mean all the children here in the church. 
 
Soccer is known as – the world game. That doesn’t mean – it is played by every single 
person in the world – it means – it is played by some people throughout the world. 
 
It is even more so in Greek. 
 
Consider the word all – or in Greek – pas. 
 
Calvinists and Arminians are both prone to exaggeration. 
 
One common Arminian exaggeration is to emphatically declare – all means all – and 
that’s all it means. 
 
In other words all can only mean every single person in the world. 
 
Great sound bite – but this is manifestly not true. In fact, it is far more accurate to say 
– all rarely if ever means all. 
 
The word all – is used over 1200 times in the New Testament. 
 
For the Arminian view to be correct – the all used in these verses has to mean – all 
people – every last one – without exception. 
 
Do your own study – but it is highly doubtful all ever means every last one when 
applied to people. There are a few universal uses of this word – but they are related 
to God and creation – not to people. 
 
Here are some of the ways the word – all – pas – is used. 
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All – without exception 
 
John 1:3:  
 

All things were created through him. 
 
This universal use – is at best rare and probably not found when referring to people. 
 
The closest is where it is used as: 
 
All – both Jews and Gentiles 
 
Romans 3:23:  
 

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. 
 
Paul does mean to convey that every person has sinned – but he is using all to tell his 
Jewish brothers that it is not only Gentiles who are under condemnation and need 
salvation. 
 
The context is important. In Romans 3:9 Paul tells us:  
 

We have already charged that both Jews and Greeks are all under sin. 
 
So here Paul is saying: 
 

For all [both Gentiles and we Jews] have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God. 

 
The other ways ‘all’ is used – which are very much the majority of uses – does not 
mean every last person – it has other meanings. 

All – without exception 

John 1:3:  
All things were created through him, and apart from him not one thing was created that 
has been created.  

All – both Jews and Gentiles 

Romans 3:23:  
For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. 

All – of those mentioned 

Matthew 1:17:  
So all the generations from Abraham to David were fourteen generations.  

All – where a part represents the whole 

Matthew 4:8:  
The devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world.
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All – of those mentioned 
 
Matthew 1:17:  
 

So all the generations from Abraham to David were fourteen generations.  
 
Actually, there were more than 14 generations of people. Matthew means all the 14 
he mentions. 
 
Again – a somewhat rare use. 
 
What are the common uses? 
 
All – where a part represents the whole 
 
Matthew 4:8:  
 

The devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms 
of the world.  

 
It doesn’t mean every kingdom and the people in them throughout all history were 
shown to Jesus. 
 
The kingdoms He could see from the mountain were representative of all kingdoms. 
 
Now we come to the really common uses in Scripture. 
 

 
 
All – meaning many (but not every single one) 
 
Mark 1:4–5:  

All – meaning many 

Mark 1:4–5:  
John came baptizing … all the Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem were 
going out to him, and they were baptized by him.  

1 Corinthians 9:22:  
I have become all things to all people.  

All – all kinds 

Acts 10:12: 
In it were all the four-footed animals and reptiles of the earth, and the birds of the sky.  

1 Timothy 6:10:  
For the love of money is a root of all evil.
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John came baptizing … all the Judean countryside and all the people of 
Jerusalem were going out to him, and they were baptized by him.  

 
Clearly this is not every single person – but many. 
 
It is hyperbole. We use it this way in English. All of Queensland were cheering the 
Maroons on. 
 
This is a much more common use in the New Testament. Many – but not everyone. 
 
All – all kinds 
 
This is a particularly common use. Let me give you some non-people uses. 
 
Acts 10:12: 
 

In it were all the four-footed animals and reptiles of the earth, and the birds of 
the sky.  

 
Peter didn’t see every single animal in the blanket – he saw all kinds of animals. 
 
1 Timothy 6:10:  
 

For the love of money is a root of all evil. 
 
Paul doesn’t mean money causes every sin. He means it is a root of all kinds of evil 
– in fact that is how most Bibles now translate it. 
 
In many passages – all is used of people in this way – all kinds of people.  
 
And this is the use in a number of our disputed passages. 
 
To decide on what the word means in any particular verse you have to look at the 
context. 
 
Here is an example. 
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1 Timothy 2:1–6:  
 

I urge that petitions, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all, 
for kings and all those who are in authority, … This is good, and it pleases God 
our Savior, who wants all to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the 
truth. For there is one God and one mediator between God and mankind, the 
man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all, a testimony at the 
proper time. 

 
I urge prayers be made for all. 
 
Paul clearly doesn’t mean we should have a seven-billion-person prayer list and get 
cracking. 
 
He must mean all kinds of men. In fact, he says Christians are even to pray for the 
king and those in authority class of people – the ones who oppress them – ones they 
normally wouldn’t pray for. 
 
God wants people to be saved from people of all kinds – all races – all social 
groupings. 
 
Jesus gave himself a ransom for all these kinds of people – rich and poor, men and 
women, Jews and Gentiles. 
 
Similarly, the word – world – has many uses. 
 
How many times I have been quoted John 3:16:  
 

For God loved the world in this way: He gave his one and only Son.  
 
God loved the world – so limited atonement is obviously wrong – argument over. 

1 Timothy 2:1–6:  

I urge that petitions, prayers, intercessions, and 
thanksgivings be made for all, for kings and all those 
who are in authority, … This is good, and it pleases God 
our Savior, who wants all to be saved and to come to 
the knowledge of the truth. For there is one God and 
one mediator between God and mankind, the man 
Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all, a 
testimony at the proper time.
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To them world can only mean every single person – so God obviously sent Jesus to 
die for every person. 
 
Once again we need to look at how the word “world” (or in the Greek: kosmos) is used. 
It is found 185 times in the New Testament: 78 times in John and a further 24 times in 
John’s three epistles. 
 
John uses the word in clearly different ways in his Gospel. 
 

 
 
The Creation 
 
John 1:10:  
 

He was in the world, and the world was created through him. 
 
The Planet 
 
John 21:25:  
 

And there are also many other things that Jesus did, which, if every one of them 
were written down, I suppose not even the world itself could contain the books 
that would be written. 

 
Our Fallen World 
 
This is the really common use. 
 
John 12:31:  
 

Now is the judgment of this world. Now the ruler of this world will be cast out. 

The Creation 

John 1:10:  
He was in the world, and the world was created through him. 

The Planet 

John 21:25:  
And there are also many other things that Jesus did, which, if every one of them were 
written down, I suppose not even the world itself could contain the books that would be 
written. 

Our Fallen World 

John 12:31:  
Now is the judgment of this world. Now the ruler of this world will be cast out. 

John 15:18:  
If the world hates you, understand that it hated me before it hated you. 
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John 15:18:  
 

If the world hates you, understand that it hated me before it hated you.  
 

 
 
A Large Group (but not everyone) 
 
John 12:19:  
 

Then the Pharisees said to one another, “You see? You’ve accomplished 
nothing. Look, the world has gone after him!”  

 
Jews and Gentiles 
 
John 4:42:  
 

And they told the woman, “We no longer believe because of what you said, 
since we have heard for ourselves and know that this really is the Savior of the 
world.” 

 
He is not just the Jew’s Saviour – He is out Saviour as well. 
 
The crucial question we have to answer is how is John using world in John 3:16? 
 

A Large Group (but not everyone) 

John 12:19:  
Then the Pharisees said to one another, “You see? You’ve accomplished nothing. Look, 
the world has gone after him!”  

Jews and Gentiles 

John 4:42:  
And they told the woman, “We no longer believe because of what you said, since we 
have heard for ourselves and know that this really is the Savior of the world.”
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I want to suggest that in the context world here simply cannot mean – every person. 
 
That would make verse 17 meaningless. 
 

 
 
God did not send Jesus into every person. That meaning does not fit. 
 
What does? The One who formed the creation left heaven to enter this fallen creation 
– in order to redeem it. 
 
That is John’s whole point in John 1. 
 

John 3:16–17:  

For God loved the world in this way: He gave his one and only Son, so 
that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. 

John 3:16–17:  

For God loved the world (every person) in this way: He gave his one and 
only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but have 
eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world (every person) 
to condemn the world (every person), but to save the world (every 
person) through him.  
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What John is saying is this. 
 

 
 
God’s love is so amazing He sent his beloved Son into our fallen creation – to save it. 
 
He does that not by redeeming every person – but by calling out a new people. These 
people are a specific group – those who believe. 
 
God had a general love for the fallen creation that led to a specific love for those He 
would gift with faith. 
 
John regularly distinguishes between the fallen world – and the Christians – the ones 
He called out of the world. 
 

John 3:16–17:  

For God loved the world (the fallen creation) in this way: He gave his 
one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish 
but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world (the 
fallen creation) to condemn the world (the fallen creation), but to save 
the world (the fallen creation) through him.  
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John 17:9:  
 

I pray for them. I am not praying for the world (I’m not praying for the fallen 
creation) but for those you have given me (out of the fallen world), because 
they are yours.  

 
God loves the world – but in a different way to those He has called. 
 
What about 1 John 2:1-2?: 
 

 
 

John 3:16–17:  

For God loved the world (the fallen creation) in this way: He gave his 
one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish 
but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world (the 
fallen creation) to condemn the world (the fallen creation), but to save 
the world (the fallen creation) through him.  

John 17:9:  

I pray for them. I am not praying for the world but for those you have 
given me, because they are yours. 

1 John 2:1-2: 

Jesus Christ the righteous one. He himself is the atoning sacrifice for 
our sins, and not only for ours, but also for those of the whole world.
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Jesus Christ the righteous one. He himself is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, 
and not only for ours, but also for those of the whole world. 

 
By world – does John mean every last person? 
 
No – that is not the context and compare it to a parallel passage from John. 
 
John 11:51–52:  
 

Jesus was going to die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but also to 
unite the scattered children of God. 

 

 
 

1 John 2:1-2 
 

John 11:51-52  

Jesus Christ the righteous 
one 

Jesus  

Is the atoning sacrifice Was going to die  
For our sins For the nation Jews 
And not only for ours And not for the nation only  
For those of the whole 
world 

But the scattered children 
of God 

Gentiles 

 
The context of 1 John and the very clear parallel passage make it clear that John is 
not saying – Jesus atoned for the sins of every single person – but that Jesus atoned 
for our sins – the Jews and the sins of the world – the Gentiles. 
 
All this to say – words like all – and world – are used in many different ways and it is 
the context that determines the use. 
 
In my opinion – no verse – in its context says – Jesus died for every single person. 

1 John 2:1-2: 

Jesus Christ the righteous one. He himself is the atoning sacrifice for 
our sins, and not only for ours, but also for those of the whole world.

1 John 2:1-2 John 11:51-52

Jesus Christ the righteous one Jesus

Is the atoning sacrifice Was going to die

For our sins For the nation JEWS

And not only for ours And not for the nation only 

For those of the whole world But the scattered children of God GENTILES
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But you do your own study and make up your own mind. 
 
Look, I know a surface reading of these verses might seem problematic until we dig 
into them – but if you take these verses the way Arminians tell us to take them I believe 
you have a real problem. 
 
I’m sure many Arminians would want to say – but there are other verses – and there 
are. 
 
I asked around and here your two biggies. If I don’t at least mention them I will get 
emails. 
 

 
 
1 Timothy 4:10:  
 

We have put our hope in the living God, who is the Savior of all people, 
especially of those who believe.  

 
They say – He is Saviour of all – especially believers – not only of believers. 
 
But that only begs the question – what does it mean – He is Saviour of all – but not all 
are saved? 
 
An Arminian has to say – Jesus is potentially Saviour of all – but in reality He only 
saves those who believe. 
 
But that is not what this verse says. 
 
In the context here – I would argue strongly that Saviour has a meaning more akin to 
Benefactor. This was a common use in the first century. 
 

1 Timothy 4:10:  

We have put our hope in the living God, who is the Savior of all 
people, especially of those who believe.  

2 Peter 2:1:  

There were indeed false prophets among the people, just as there 
will be false teachers among you. They will bring in destructive 
heresies, even denying the Master who bought them, and will 
bring swift destruction on themselves. 
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This was also a common title of Caesar. 
 
Paul is saying – God – not Caesar – is the true Benefactor of all people – pouring 
common grace on them. 
 
But, He pours a special benefaction – saving grace on believers. 
 
What about 2 Peter 2:1: 
 

There were indeed false prophets among the people, just as there will be false 
teachers among you. They will bring in destructive heresies, even denying the 
Master who bought them, and will bring swift destruction on themselves.  

 
Arminians say – see Jesus redeemed some who are lost – false teachers – so He had 
to redeem everyone. 
 
They argue they were redeemed – but lost their salvation. 
 
Again – you have to ask – what does it mean if Jesus redeemed them – but ended up 
losing them. 
 
But, I don’t believe Peter is talking about the cross here. 
 
The words Master who bought them – are words associated with the Exodus. 
 
Israel as a nation was thought to be bought by the Master. 
 
Yet after the Exodus – false prophets arose denying the Master who delivered them. 
 
If you read on in 2 Peter 2 – Peter gives a series of Old Testament deliverances and 
false teachers. 
 
It seems he is saying just as some Jews became false teachers in days gone by – so 
some of the Jews in his day were false teachers. They denied the Lord who bought 
them – they deny their heritage as Jews by denying the gospel – and they bring 
destruction on themselves. 
 
Look, I appreciate Arminians desire to be faithful to the text. And many of the texts are 
hard to understand. And yes, there are other texts to deal with if I had the time. 
 
But I am convinced when you look at each verse in its context – not one says – Jesus 
died on the cross for every single person. 
 
What is the other main reason limited atonement is questioned? 
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2. There are different ways to protect God’s glory 
 
Here is what I want to stress – and it is something that I truly believe is often missed 
in this debate. 
 
Both Arminians and Calvinists love God and want to protect the glory of His name. 
 
But they take different approaches. 
 
The question that seems to threaten the glory of God for both groups is this: 
 
Since God could save everyone – why didn’t He? 
 
Both Calvinism and Arminianism agree on these points: 
 

Could God save everyone – yes. 
 
Did God save everyone – no. 

 
Both Arminians and Calvinists have an answer – that seeks to preserve God’s glory. 
 

What limited atonement is 

Why limited atonement is questioned 

1. There are different interpretations of certain Scriptures 

2. There are different ways to protect God’s glory
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Arminianism says God’s glory is diminished if He takes away human self-
determination. 
 
Calvinism says God’s glory is diminished if He does not display His glorious majesty 
and dreadful awe. 
 
What is crucial to note is that nowhere in Scripture is God’s election of some but not 
others linked to human self-determination. 
 
However in a number of places – particularly Romans 9 – it is linked to His glory. 
 
I know this is hard to follow so let me see if I can tease this out. 
 
Imagine a wealthy man who has a home – surrounded by fences with signs 
everywhere – keep out – warning dangerous pond – enter at your own risk. 
 
Three young boys ignore the signs – climb the fence and begin to vandalise the man’s 
property and abuse his animals. 
 
They attack the owner and spit on his son. 
 
They run off and are walking on the edge of the pond – when all three fell into the 
pond. They could not get out and were quickly on the verge of drowning. 
 
Their desperate cries attracted the owner’s attention. 
 
He came to the edge of the pond and said – well boys – you saw the fences and the 
signs – but ignored them. You attacked me and my son. So, let me get this straight – 
you trespass, vandalise my property and now you expect me to save you? 
 
What if that man turned around and walked away. What would we think of him? 

Arminianism says God’s glory is diminished if He 
takes away human self-determination. 

Calvinism says God’s glory is diminished if He 
does not display His glorious majesty and 
dreadful awe.
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Would we just say – the boys got what they deserved? 
 
No – we would say – that man is merciless. 
 
But God is rich in mercy and does act – but at the end of the day not all are saved. 
 
How do we preserve God’s goodness and glory? 
 
Arminianism does it by picturing God as a property owner who could save all three 
boys – wants to save them – but says I would not be good if I violated their right to 
choose to save themselves. 
 
So, he throws a life preserver near each boy and says – I urge you save yourself if 
you can. 
 
He stands by – not knowing if 1, 2, 3 or none of the boys will live. 
 
It is crucial to him that they choose to save themselves. 
 
Personally, I struggle to accept that man’s free will is worth creating a universe where 
most do not choose God and are in hell forever. 
 
Calvinism has a different answer. 
 
Unfortunately, Calvinism’s answer is often portrayed badly. 
 
It is often pictured as if the man said – fine – because I am merciful I will save one of 
you. He dives in – drags one boy to safety – but leaves the other two to drown. 
 
Do we applaud him for saving one boy? 
 
No – we would rightly say – he is merciless and evil – as well as unnecessarily partial. 
 
He could have saved them all – he only chose to save one. 
 
The problem with this illustration is it is a man-centred illustration. It says – if I acted 
this way I am merciless – so God can’t act this way. 
 
But I am not God. I am a man created in God’s image. As such I am obligated to help 
other men and women created in God’s image. 
 
Shedding another’s blood, failing to save someone is a monumental issue. It is my 
obligation as a created being. It is my obligation to others created in God’s image. 
 
But God is not a man – He is obligated to no one or anyone other than himself. 
 
He is not obligated to save anyone. 
 
He is not obligated to do for all what He does for one. 
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He owes us nothing. 
 
What does this mean? 
 
It would be very wrong for me to let those boys drown because I am obligated to help 
them. Saving a creature created in the image of God brings glory to God. 
 
Saying – you deserve to drown would make me wicked. 
 
But God is under obligation to no one except Himself. 
 
His only obligation is to do what brings Him glory. 
 
In this illustration – the sin of the boys is trivial disobeying a no trespassing sign. 
 
In their youthful indiscretions they violate a sign – of course they don’t deserve to be 
left to drown. 
 
The punishment does not fit the crime. 
 
Whereas we have sinned every day of our lives – not against a sign – against the only 
holy Being. We have robbed Him of the glory and obedience we owe Him. 
 
Our punishment absolutely fits our crime. 
 
When they were drowning those boys would have been sorry they trespassed – we 
are not at all sorry for our offences – we glory in our trespass. Romans 1 – we call evil 
good. 
 
We have defamed God’s glory. We need to let God be God. 
 
It is only right and fitting that rebels display the glory of God for all eternity by showing 
the necessary weight of their punishment for all eternity. 
 
Our sin is infinite in its unrighteousness. 
 
Our punishment must be infinite. 
 
Heaven declares for all eternity the love and mercy of God. 
 
Hell declares for all eternity the holiness and justice of God. 
 
Who are we to say – God’s holiness and justice should not be displayed forever? 
 
That is exactly the argument Paul makes in Romans 9. 
 
He is answering the question – why are not all the people of Israel saved? 
 
Listen to Romans 9:11–23:  
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For though her sons had not been born yet or done anything good or bad, so 
that God’s purpose according to election might stand … she was told, … As it 
is written: I have loved Jacob, but I have hated Esau. 

 
The context is clearly individuals within Israel – and Paul is certainly dealing with 
salvation. 
 
God chose to love Jacob and hate Esau – before they were born – before they had 
done anything good or evil. 
 
This is often declared to be unfair and partial. 
 
Remember the context here. God loves Esau – with a common grace love. God turned 
him into a great nation. 
 
But in terms of saving love – God chose not to love Esau – chose to leave him in his 
rebellion. 
 
Does that make God unjust? 
 

Absolutely not! For he tells Moses, I will show mercy to whom I will show 
mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion. … 
Has the potter no right over the clay, to make from the same lump one piece of 
pottery for honor and another for dishonor? And what if God, wanting to display 
his wrath and to make his power known, endured with much patience objects 
of wrath prepared for destruction? And what if he did this to make known the 
riches of his glory on objects of mercy that he prepared beforehand for glory. 

 
God is not obligated to choose anyone. His obligation is to do what will glorify Him. 
 
One lump for honour to display mercy – one lump for destruction to display wrath. 
 
And no lump of clay has the right to say – that is unfair. 
 
Those who remain hardened receive exactly what they deserve. Their sin does not 
flow from the Lord; it flows from themselves and they are responsible for it. 
 
No one in hell can say – I did not deserve this. 
 
In neither case is God unjust. He chooses to save some of those who deserve 
condemnation – but not all. He chose to leave others in their rebellion. 
 
Ultimately, why he chose to love Jacob but not Esau, we don’t know. “The secret things 
belong to the Lord.” 
 
It breaks my heart to think of anyone in hell. It stuns me to think that I will be in heaven. 
I don’t deserve it. 
 
I want everyone to be in heaven. 
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We don’t like this doctrine because it would be wrong for us to act this way. 
 
We should love it because it is right for God to act in this way. It preserves God’s glory. 
 
Personally, I find Arminianism’s answer unsatisfying. God knows the future perfectly—
including who will and will not freely choose Christ and who will be punished eternally 
for their sins. Yet, despite knowing all this, God still chose to create the world, to give 
people free will, knowing He must punish those who don’t receive Jesus. 
 
God could have simply chosen not to create the world in order not to condemn anyone 
eternally. 
 
Look, it is hard. We are men and women. We see things from a human perspective 
and that makes God’s choices hard to grasp. 
 
But one day – I will understand God’s perspective. And then I will rejoice that the 
election of some and the hardening of some will display the glorious majesty and 
dreadful awe of God for all eternity. 
 
In my opinion, a limited atonement is the view of salvation that gives God the glory 
due His name in displaying His infinite holiness, justice, mercy and love. 
 
That brings us to our final point: 
 

 
 
Why limited atonement matters 
 
Two reasons: 
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1. Insists all the glory for salvation is Christ’s alone 
 
Jesus did it all. I did nothing. All the glory is His. 
 
However, in an Arminian view of salvation – I believed – I chose Jesus – so ultimately 
the reason I am in heaven and my neighbour is not – is me. 
 
I get at least some of the glory. Jesus does a lot – but hey so did I. 
 
Remember our illustration of the three drowning boys. 
 
Arminians say that the ones that are saved – they did a lot to save themselves. 
 
The boys are crying out for help. Yet, in reality we don’t. We tell God – we hate You 
and do not want You or Your Saviour. Leave us alone. 
 
In Arminianism – the man doesn’t dive in and save the boys. He throws a life preserver 
near them and says – save yourself. 
 
But, the Bible says we would never choose God. 
 
We are dead in our trespasses and sins. We can’t do anything to aid our salvation. 
 
The Bible says – Jesus has to do it all and He does do it all. 
 
Read Revelation 5. In heaven all the glory is His. Every saint sings of Jesus – You 
were slaughtered, and you purchased people for God. 
 
Not one word of – Oh and I did my bit too. 
 
Calvinism ensures all the glory goes to Christ. 

1. Insists all the glory for salvation is Christ’s alone

Why limited atonement matters
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2. Affirms the atonement is personal, complete and eternal 
 

Jesus did not potentially save everyone. He personally saved me. He completely 
saved me. He eternally saved me. 

 
He personally saved me. 
 
The love of Jesus is intimate. 
 
Imagine you fall in love with three sisters – Jane, Josie, and Jenny. 
 
You tell them – I love you all. If any of you also love me – I will marry you. 
 
Josie says – I love you too – and they marry. 
 
But how special does Josie feel? You loved her sisters just as much. 
 
She would feel a lot more special if you went to Josie – and said – I love you – I want 
to marry you. 
 
One of the foundational doctrines of the cross is called Penal substitutionary 
atonement: 
 

‘Penal’ – He bore our penalty.  
‘Substitutionary’ – He died in my place. 

 
It is the word substitutionary that is crucial here. 
 
The Bible clearly teaches that by being united with Christ – at the cross I die with 
Christ. He died for me. 

1. Insists all the glory for salvation is Christ’s alone 

2. Affirms the atonement is personal, complete and eternal

Why limited atonement matters
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Galatians 2:20 – I have been crucified with Christ. 
 
Romans 6 – I die with Christ. 
 
I am in Christ as He dies. The wrath of God is poured on me while I am in Christ. 
 
It changes substitutionary atonement to say – Jesus died for the entire world. 
 
Because at the cross Jesus was not the substitute for the world. 
 
Arminians and four-point Calvinists say He died to potentially save the world – and 
then when someone has faith or God gives them faith – that potential salvation 
becomes actual salvation – and Christ dies for me. 
 
This de-personalises the cross. He is not directly my substitute. Jesus died for 
everyone as opposed to Jesus died for me. 
 
But Jesus did die for me. His salvation is a particular love not a general love. 
 
He died in my place, taking upon Himself my shame, my sins, and my rebellion. 
 
Ephesians 5:25:  
 

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself 
for her. 

 
Not the world – the church. 
 
Jesus is my beloved, my Shepherd, my Saviour. 
 
He came for me, He sought me, He died for me. 
 
I belong to Jesus – He loved me, adopted me, died for me, redeemed me. In every 
way I am His. 
 
Galatians 2:20:  
 

I have been crucified with Christ, … [He] loved me and gave himself … for 
me.  

 
Jesus died … for me! 
 
That is a very, very precious truth that unlimited atonement undermines. 
 
He completely saved me. 
 
Arminians do not teach the cross alone actually saves anyone. 
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Salvation requires the power of the cross plus my faith. This robs Christ of the full glory 
in salvation. 
 
Spurgeon put it this way: 
 

I had rather believe a limited atonement that is efficacious for all men for whom 
it was intended, than an universal atonement that is not efficacious for anybody, 
except the will of man be joined with it. 

 
You are welcome to your atonement; you may keep it. We will never renounce 
ours for the sake of it. 

 
And: 
 

If it were Christ’s intention to save all men, how deplorably has He been 
disappointed! 

 
Don’t hold to a cross that only potentially saves. Hold to a cross that completely saves. 
 
There are some who hold to what is called four-point Calvinism. The point they don’t 
hold is limited atonement. 
 
They say – Jesus died to offer salvation to everyone – but then God chooses the elect. 
 
Look, ultimately it is still election – God chooses who to save and gift with faith. The 
final choice is God’s. 
 
And it still suffers from the same problems as Arminianism. It is not personal. The 
atonement is not directly substitutionary. 
 
Some for whom Jesus died – are in hell. Their sins were paid at the cross and again 
in hell. Double payment. 
 
It sounds good – it doesn’t work. Finally: 
 
He eternally saved me. 
 
If salvation is potential and up to me – then my soul is in grave danger. 
 
Arminian theology undermines assurance. 
 
If my salvation was up to me and my faithfulness – I would have no assurance of 
salvation. 
 
But it is not.  
 
This is what I cling to in my dark times. Jesus died to save me and He will hold me 
fast. He will not lose me. 
 
Spurgeon said it so well: 
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We say Christ so died that he infallibly secured the salvation of a multitude that 
no man can number, who through Christ’s death not only may be saved, but 
are saved, must be saved, and cannot by any possibility run the hazard of being 
anything but saved. 

 
Amen! 
 
I love the doctrine of limited atonement – it is incredibly precious. Jesus died for me. 
 
I pray you found it precious too. 
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The Five Points of Calvinism: Defined, Defended, and Documented by Steele, 
Thomas and Quinn 
Chosen For Life by Storms 
The Potter’s Freedom by White 
From Heaven He Came and Sought Her by Gibson and Gibson 
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Limited Atonement 
(February 7, 2021) 

 
Main Point: Limited atonement proclaims that Christ’s love for me is without 
limit. 
 
 
 
General Questions: 
 
1. How would you define limited atonement? 
 
2. How would you define unlimited atonement? 
 
3. Is this a debate between brothers and sisters or a more serious issue that deals 

with core beliefs? Why? 
 

4. What are the practical implications of accepting one view over the other? 
 

5. Discuss John Owen’s famous argument. Is it accurate or not? 
 

The Son underwent punishment for, either: 
 
1. All the sins of all men. 
2. All the sins of some men, or  
3. Some of the sins of all men. 

 
In which case it may be said: 
 
1. That if the last be true, all men have some sins to answer for, and so, none are 
saved.  
2. That if the second be true, then Christ, in their stead suffered for all the sins of all 
the elect in the whole world, and this is the truth.  
3. But if the first be the case, why are not all men free from the punishment due unto 
their sins?  
 
You answer, "Because of unbelief." 
 
"I ask, is this unbelief a sin, or is it not? If it be, then Christ suffered the punishment 
due unto it, or He did not. If He did, why must that hinder them more than their other 
sins for which He died? If He did not, He did not die for all their sins!" 
 
I agree with him that the Arminian position is inconsistent. You can’t say what sends 
us to hell is unbelief – but Jesus died for that sin. 

 
6. Do the all and world passages actually teach that Jesus died for every single 

person? 
 
Discuss 1 Tim 2:6 and 1 John 2:1-2. 
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7. Does John 3:16 teach a limited atonement, unlimited atonement – or neither? 

 
8. Are there other verses that have troubled you regarding this doctrine? 

 
9. Do you think the fact that not everyone is saved is a threat to God’s goodness and 

mercy? Why? 
 

10. How does Arminianism counter the threat? 
 

11. How does Calvinism counter the threat? 
 

12. Do you find either argument more persuasive? 
 

13. How does limited atonement display God’s glorious majesty and dreadful awe? 
 
14. Discuss how limited atonement is personal, complete and eternal? 
 
 
 
Application Questions: 
 
1. What do you find difficult about this debate? 

 
2. Is unlimited atonement a truth you love, detest or are ambivalent to? Why? 
 
3. What about the atonement is precious to you? 
 
4. Has this caused any disagreements with brothers and sisters in your life? How 

should you handle any that might arise? 
 
 
 


