
Limited Atonement 
(Particular Redemption) 



What Is "Atonement"? 

 It is very painful to see two individuals who used to have a close, loving bond, such as a happy marriage, 
drift—or crash—into a broken relationship. Their separation can affect not only both of them, but their whole 
extended circle of family and friends.  

If one—or, preferably, both—can find it in their heart to do whatever is necessary to restore that relationship to 
harmony, it is possible that they may settle the problems, resolve the differences, and find themselves 
reconciled. Such reconciliation will be a great joy to the family and friends who love them both.  

The English words atone and atonement are seldom heard in conversation in modern times, outside of 
religious circles. They are terms, in particular, that are found in the Bible to describe this situation of 
separation and reconciliation, but not between two humans. They address the relationship between God 
and individual men and women—and God and all of mankind. 

In this context, something has separated God and humans, and “to atone” means for them to become 
reconciled. In order for this to happen, something has to “supply satisfaction” for the problem that has caused 
conflict, and thereby “put right” whatever was wrong that caused the separation.   

The noun atonement is used in the Bible to describe the process by which this reconciliation happens, 
including any “reparation” that must be made for wrong done that was part of the cause of the separation.  

So just what is it that has separated God and man?  

Isaiah 59:1-2 
Behold, the LORD's hand is not shortened, that it cannot save; neither his ear heavy, that it cannot 
hear: But your iniquities have separated between you and your God, and your sins have hid his 
face from you, that he will not hear.  

When God created Adam and Eve, and placed them in the Garden of Eden, He had an intimate relationship 
with them, speaking with them directly, as a Father. When they sinned by disobeying His commandment, they 
were cut off from that kind of relationship, and were sent away from the immediate presence of God. And from 
that day to this, all humans have continued this pattern of sin, cutting themselves off from having that close 
relationship with God that Adam and Eve had once enjoyed.  

Romans 3:23 
… for all have sinned, and fallen short of the glory of God.  

Man has cut himself off from God by his sinful nature, and has “earned” only permanent separation from God, 
through death.  

Romans 5:23 
For the wages of sin is death; ,,,  

But the Bible also explains the process whereby this separation can be healed, and a reconciliation can come 
about. This process is called “the atonement.” And it is provided through Jesus Christ:  

Romans 5:23  
… but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Romans 5:10-11 
For if, when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how 
much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! Not only is this so, but we 
also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received 
reconciliation. [KJV: “the atonement”] 



2 Corinthians 5:17-21  
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is 
from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of 
reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins 
against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore 
Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on 
Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him 
we might become the righteousness of God. 

Colossians 1:18-22  
And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the 
dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was pleased to have all his 
fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or 
things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. Once you were alienated 
from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. But now he has reconciled 
you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and 
free from accusation… 

The idea that the death of a perfect sacrificial victim could be the “ransom” that pays the wages that are due 
us was introduced in the Old Testament in the priestly system of animal sacrifices:  

Leviticus 1:1-4 
The LORD called to Moses and spoke to him from the Tent of Meeting. He said, "Speak to the 
Israelites and say to them: 'When any of you brings an offering to the LORD, bring as your offering an 
animal from either the herd or the flock. " 'If the offering is a burnt offering from the herd, he is to 
offer a male without defect. [KJV: “blemish”] He must present it at the entrance to the Tent of 
Meeting so that it will be acceptable to the LORD. He is to lay his hand on the head of the burnt 
offering, and it will be accepted on his behalf to make atonement for him.  

Animals “without defect” would be difficult for a herdsman to give up. They would be, in essence, his “prime 
breeding stock.” Thus in the sacrificial system of ancient Israel, which always specified that animals offered for 
sacrifice for sin be without defect, the gravity of sin would be emphasized to the people over and over. It is 
often difficult for humans to perceive the results of their sins, at least in the short term. Thus it is possible to 
ignore how harmful those sins are to others, to themselves, and to their relationship with God. Under the 
sacrificial system, everyone could see very vividly a representation of the fruit of their sins ... the loss of 
something valuable. The life and blood of each sacrificial animal provided an atonement for the sin of the 
owner. 

This process of providing a substitute victim was even more vividly described in the ceremony of the annual 
Holy Day of the Day of Atonement.  

Leviticus 16:29-34 
"This is to be a lasting ordinance for you: On the tenth day of the seventh month you must deny 
yourselves and not do any work—whether native-born or an alien living among you- because on this 
day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse you. Then, before the LORD, you will be clean from 
all your sins. It is a sabbath of rest, and you must deny yourselves; it is a lasting ordinance. The priest 
who is anointed and ordained to succeed his father as high priest is to make atonement. He is to put 
on the sacred linen garments and make atonement for the Most Holy Place, for the Tent of Meeting 
and the altar, and for the priests and all the people of the community. "This is to be a lasting 
ordinance for you: Atonement is to be made once a year for all the sins of the Israelites." And it 
was done, as the LORD commanded Moses. 

Our sins have cut us off from an intimate relationship with God. If we are to experience His blessings in this 
life and be welcomed into His Family for eternity after our death and resurrection, we need somehow to have 
that relationship restored. We need to be reconciled with God, and thus we need an atonement through the 
removal of the burden of guilt we have. 

 



LIMITED ATONEMENT  
 
Thus far in our discussion, we have seen that Calvinists believe men are incapable of 
accepting Christ on their own.  We also have seen their answer to why some are 
regenerated (saved) and others are not: Unconditional Election. Now, we must ask very 
crucial questions.  
Does Unconditional Election effect the atonement?  
For whom did Christ die?  
Did He die hoping to redeem the whole world? Or, did Christ die for the sins of those given 
to Him before the world began?  
We now undertake the discussion of the doctrine of Limited Atonement or Particular 
Redemption. 

As Defined by an Official Denominational Creed 

"Christ's redeeming work was intended to save the elect only and 
actually secured salvation for them ... In addition to putting away the sins 
of His people, Christ's redemption secured everything necessary for 
their salvation, including faith, which united them to Him. The gift of faith 
is infallibly applied by the Spirit to all for whom Christ died, thereby 
guaranteeing their salvation."  

(David N. Steele, Curtis C. Thomas; The Five Points of Calvinism, Defined, Defended, 
Documented: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1975, p. 1 7)  

Also called "particular redemption" or "definite atonement", the doctrine of limited atonement is the teaching 

that Jesus' atonement was definite and certain in its design and accomplishment.  The doctrine is driven by 

the concept of the sovereignty of God in salvation and the Calvinist understanding of the nature of the 

atonement.  In the Calvinist view, the atonement is viewed as a penal substitution (that is, Jesus was 

punished in the place of sinners), and since, Calvinists argue, it would be unjust for God to pay the penalty 

for some people's sins and then still condemn them for those sins, all those whose sins were atoned for 

must necessarily be saved. Moreover, since in this scheme God knows precisely who the elect are and 

since only the elect will be saved, there is no requirement that Christ atone for sins in general, only for those 

of the elect.  Calvinists do not believe, however, that the atonement is limited in its value or power (in other 

words, God could have elected everyone and used it to atone for them all), but rather that the atonement is 

limited in the sense that it is designed for some and not all. 

The following is a typical definition of Limited Atonement, the Third Point of 
Calvinism, written by one of the popular Calvinist authors. 

"Christ's redeeming work was intended to save the elect only and actually secured salvation 
for them. His death was substitutionary endurance of the penalty of sin in the place of certain 
specified sinners. In addition to putting away the sins of His people, Christ's redemption 
secured everything necessary for their salvation, including faith which unites them to Him. 
The gift of faith is infallibly applied by the Spirit to all for whom Christ died, therefore 
guaranteeing their salvation. 



Manner of Atonement – Calvinist Justification 

The atonement, according to five point Calvinism, must be limited to only the Elect – with good reason for 
believing this. If Christ died for the sins of the whole world then either it failed to accomplish what it set out 
to do (save everyone) or it leads to universalism (everyone is saved). But there is an assumption that 
Calvinists make which steers their thinking in the wrong direction: Calvinists imagine the Atonement to be 
man-ward.  For Calvinists, the atonement looks like this: 

 

 

 

This is an anthropocentric (man-centered) understanding of the Atonement. The blood of Christ is 
directed towards each, individual man.  If understood this way, it may appear that Calvinists are justified 
in their belief of Limited Atonement.  

However, if the atonement is directed toward every individual man then either Christ’s work on the cross 
was  

1) Insufficient (not good enough) to do what it was supposed to do since not every man is saved, or it 
was 

2) All Sufficient, which leads to universalism since it means every man will be saved regardless.   

Nobody wants an insufficient atonement (was the blood of Christ not good enough?).  And the Bible 
rejects universalism.  So, Calvinists imagine the problem like this: 

 
 

Calvinists have resolved this problem by believing in Limited Atonement: Christ only died for some 
people, the Elect. This way the atonement is sufficient (if Christ died for some then everyone he died for 
will be saved) and not universal (since only those Christ died for are saved). The solution looks like this: 

 
 

Calvinist: Christ only died for the "Elect", passing over the non-elect. 
This way the Cross was sufficient without leading to universalism. 



Bible Texts Calvinists Misuse to Prove "Limited Atonement"  
 
2 Peter 3:16 
" as he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters. There are some things in them 
that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do 
the other Scriptures” 
 
John 10:15-16  
 
Argument: Jesus died only for His sheep (which Calvinists take to mean the ‘elect’).  
 
Answer:  
 In verse 16, Christ taught that there are "other sheep not of this fold" who would come into the fold.  
 Calvinists deny that one can change from “sheep not of the fold" to "sheep of the fold."  
 
There are numerous Bible examples of those who made that change.  
I Corinthians 6:9-11 -- Many Corinthians had changed  
I Timothy 1:13-14 -- Paul changed 
 
Acts 20:28; Ephesians 5:25  
 
Argument: Christ died only for those who are saved - again, the elect.  
 
Answer:  
 He died to purchase the church; there is no doubt about that. And the church is composed of the 
saved. But the Bible truth that Calvinists overlook is that any man or woman can become a part of that 
church.  
 
Hebrews 5:8-9  -- all who obey (not only those who are elected to salvation) 
Acts 2:47 -- not all will be saved, but all do have the right to be saved by obedience (vs. 38-41) 
 
Romans 9:13  
 
Argument: The love of God in giving Jesus as a sacrifice was not a general kindness to all creation. 
"But it is a special and discriminating love, the favor which he bears to his own people, as distinct from 
others." (Five Points of Calvinism; Limited Atonement, John Gill)  
 
Answer:  
 "Special and discriminating love?" That sounds a whole lot different from Bible teaching. 
 
Romans 2:11 - "there is no partiality with God."  
Revelation 22:17 -- The Spirit and the bride say, "Come." Let the hearer say, "Come." Let the one who 
thirsts come forward, and the one who wants it receive the gift of life-giving water.  
 
God is no respecter of persons. Jesus died for ALL men. Anyone who obeys the gospel may be saved 
eternally. 
 



Limited Atonement Contradicts the Bible because:  

Read all passages below. 

A. The Bible says that Jesus died for all men.  

1. 1 John 2:1-2 "My little children, I am writing these things to you that you 
may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, 
Jesus Christ the righteous; and He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; 
and not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world."  

2. Luke 19:10  
3. 2 Corinthians 5:14-15  
4. Hebrews 2:9  

B. His blood can wash away anyone's sin.  

1. John 1:29  
2. 1 John 2:1-2  

C. The gospel is for all men.  

1. Mark 16:15-16  
2. Romans 1:16  

 



DANGER OF TEACHING THAT CHRIST DIED ONLY FOR THE 
ELECT 

The teaching that Christ died only for the elect is commonly known as a belief in a "limited 
atonement" (some reformed men like to refer to it has "definite atonement"). It is the teaching 
that Christ died on the cross and paid the penalty only for the sins of the elect. He did not die 
for the ones who eventually will be in the lake of fire. Often it is worded as follows: "Christ died 
for all men WITHOUT DISTINCTION but He did not die for all men WITHOUT EXCEPTION." 
This is a subtle game of semantics which makes it possible for them to say that He died for all 
without really meaning that he died for all. What they really mean is that Christ died for all 
kinds of people and all classes of people, but He did not die for every single person. That is, He 
died for Jews and Gentiles, rich and poor, slave and free, male and female, etc., but it is 
understood that He died for only elect Jews and Gentiles, only elect rich and poor, etc. 

FOR WHOM DID CHRIST DIE? HE DIED... 

1. For ____________________ (1 Timothy 2:6; Isaiah 53:6) 

2. For ____________________ (Heb. 2:9) 

3. For ____________________ (John 3:16). 

4. For ____________________ (1 John 2:2). 

5. For ____________________ (Rom. 5:6). 

6. For ____________________ (2 Peter 2:1). 

7. For ____________________ (Matthew 20:28). 

8. For ____________________ (John 11:50-51). 

9. For ____________________ (Eph. 5:25). 

10. For ____________________ (Gal. 2:20). 

One believer who was not committed to the belief that Christ died for all men 
made this remarkable concession: "If Christ really did die for all men, then I 
don't know how the Bible could say it any clearer than it does." How true! 

 



Limited Atonement Questions 
 
1.  WHICH IS RIGHT? 
 
"Christ died for all men WITHOUT DISTINCTION, but He did not die for all men WITHOUT 
EXCEPTION." 
 
or 
 
"Christ's death was SUFFICIENT FOR ALL but EFFICIENT only for those who believe. 
 
 

2.  As Christians, we are obligated to present the claims of Christ.  We must 
present the good news that Christ Jesus died on the cross in the place of us, 
that He bore the guilt and suffered the penalty for our sins.  He died that all 
whom the Father had given to Him might come unto Him and have life 
everlasting.  Pretend you are a Calvinist.  If you are counseling an unbeliever 
and she asks you whether Jesus died for her, how would you reply?    

 

 

3.  If Christ has already made an efficacious atonement for the sins of an elect person, is that 
elect person actually lost during the period prior to their being saved?  How would you answer 
logically?  

 

 

4.  Some Calvinists refer to themselves as “Four Point Calvinists” and point to the doctrine of 
Limited Atonement as the grounds for their dissension.  Can one logically hold to the other points 
of Calvinism and reject this one tenet?  Explain. 

 

 

5.  The Calvinist claims that ‘non-Calvinists’ also believe in the limited atonement of Jesus death.  
Does the Bible teach that the atonement was limited in any way?  Are any excluded from the 
atoning blood of Jesus Christ?  Explain. 

 



Calvinist Interpretation of Scripture 
 

 
 
What does the below statement mean?  Explain in 
detail. 
 
 

 
“Calvinists interpret this passage based upon the other tenets” 
 
 



 
 

"God Loves, Man Sins, Jesus Died, You Decide" 



“Jesus Meant to Die For You” -- ??? 

Violation: Limited Atonement 

Limited Atonement is in the running with 
Unconditional Election for “least loved 
Reformed doctrine.” It essentially teaches 
that Christ died for the elect, the implication 
being that it is imprecise to say that Jesus 
died for “everybody”; rather, Jesus died for 
all who would repent of their sins and place 
their faith in him for salvation. 

Which is to say, “Jesus may or may have not 
meant to die for you.” 

I might add that this slogan begs the 
question. “Jesus meant to die for me?” 
Maybe this was created by a Calvinist who 
felt bad about the whole limited atonement 
thing: “Jesus meant to die for you but, oh 
shucks, it only worked out for the elect! 
Sorry!” 

 



DISCUSSION QUESTION  
 
LIMITED ATONEMENT 
 
 
You go to a Falcons game with your friend.  
During the game, some guy in front of you 
keeps standing up and holding a sign that 
says “JOHN 3:16”.   
 
On the drive home, you complain how that 
guy kept getting in your way and you missed 
some of the best action.  Your friend agrees 
that was bad, but says what really isn’t fair is 
that he was misleading many people in the stadium to think that Jesus died for 
them.   
 
How would you reply? (make notes and be prepared to discuss!) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




