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The atonement is a crucial truth in the whole of the Reformed faith. It describes what Christ did 

when he laid down His life for His sheep (John 10). A man’s convictions on the atonement will 

influence all his beliefs in the matter of salvation including who are saved and how they are saved. The 

Reformed fathers in the Netherlands were willing to call a national synod and invite delegates from all 

over Europe to nail down the biblical doctrine of the atonement. 

The atonement is of utmost significance for each of us personally. Finally it comes down to 

this—Did Christ die for me, and if so, does it mean that I am saved, or only that I have a possibility of 

being saved? 

The all-important question that must be faced is this—For whom did Christ die? For all men, or 

only for certain ones (the elect). The Arminian view of the atonement is that Christ died for all people, 

that is, every individual member of the human race. This is a universal atonement. The very sad fact is 

that many who call themselves Reformed, not to mention Christian, hold to a universal atonement. 

 

Resources for preparation: 
1. The Canons of Dordrecht, Second Head—Of the Death of Christ, and the Redemption of Men 

Thereby. DO READ THIS—ALSO THE REJECTION OF ERRORS. (The “Rejection of Errors” sets 

forth various errors on the atonement.) If you do nothing more to prepare for the discussion, do read 

these brief articles. Also, it will be very helpful to take a copy of the Canons to the discussion. 

2. Saved by Grace, by Revs. Cammenga and Hanko, especially pp. 97-122 & 215-224. This is 

highly recommended, very clear and readable, and full of texts! 
 

I. The defense of a universal atonement. 

A.  Here are some verses used to support the teaching of a universal atonement. Look them up and 

try to face the question of what these verses teach. These will be considered later. 

1.  John 3:16 

2.  1 Timothy 4:10 

3.  1 John 2:2 

4.  2 Corinthians 5:14-15 

5.  1 Timothy 2:4-6 

6.  Hebrews 2:9 

B.  Various arguments for universal atonement. If Christ died for all, would not all go to heaven? 

The Reformers put this question to the Remonstrants (Arminians 400 years ago). Not necessarily, 

replied the Remonstrants. It depends on what Christ really did when He died. 

1.  Here are some possibilities offered by the Remonstrants. 

a.  Jesus’ death did not actually save; it only made salvation possible. By his death Jesus made 

salvation available to all men. It is up to the individual to take the salvation. 

b.  Jesus merited, not salvation, but the right of God and man to talk to each other again. 

c.  Christ died so that God can drop the requirement of perfect obedience and only demand 

faith. 

d.  Jesus died to show what God could do us because of our sins. This is a warning, that if we 

do not repent, we will perish. 

2.  Show how the Canons reject all these explanations, either directly or indirectly. 
 

II.  The forms of universalism. 



A.  The full-blown Arminianism is stated in the second article of the Remonstrants (the seventeenth 

century followers of Arminius). 

1.  It reads: “Jesus Christ, the Savior of the world, died for all men and for every man, so that He 

has obtained for them all, by His death on the cross, redemption and the forgiveness of sins; yet 

that no one actually enjoys this forgiveness of sins, except the believer.” 

2.  This leaves the whole matter of salvation up to man. 

a.  God wants to save all, and does His part—making salvation available to all men. 

b.  But, man must exercise his free will to accept this gift of salvation. 

3.  Is this in harmony with Scripture? Find proof. 

B.  Very complicated hypothetical universalism. (Think of what is meant by ‘hypothetical’.) 

1.  This holds that God has two wills: 

a.  One will of God is to save all men. To this end God sent Christ to die for all men to obtain 

a salvation available to all. This will of God does not save anyone. 

b.  The other will of God is to save some by actually giving faith by which certain men do 

receive the blessings of salvation. 

2.  The result is that Christ died for all individual men, so that He merited salvation for all, which 

can be offered to all, but the benefits of the atonement are only given to those who believe. 

3.  This view tried to make God to be more in control of the salvation of man than the Arminian 

view. Does it succeed? What other objections would you have to this view? 

C.  Very illogical “contradictionism” (not their term, but mine). In a sense the atonement is 

particular and in another sense, it is universal. 

1.  The claim is that Christ died: 

a.  FOR the elect, in the sense that He was a substitute for them at the cross. Only they will 

be saved. 

b.  Yet He died FOR all men, in the sense that He died for their benefit, that is, to earn some 

non-saving benefits for all men. 

2.  What are these non-saving benefits for all men? The two most commonly cited are: 

a.  Common grace and, 

b.  A universal and free (i.e., well-meant) offer of the gospel. 

3.  Scripture: 

a.  Can you find any texts that make the atonement of Christ to merit non-saving benefits? 

b.  Can you find any texts that speak of the benefits of Christ’s death specifically? 
 

III. “Limited” Atonement—that Christ died not for all men, but only for the elect. 

A.  What does the Bible teach about the atonement? 

1.  We must become specific and clearly define terms from Scripture in order to know— and 

demonstrate to others—the true doctrine of the atonement. 

2.  These are some questions that must be answered in order better to define the atonement. 

a.  What is an atonement? 

b.  What did Christ accomplish, what did he DO, when He died? 

c.  For whom did Christ accomplish this? 

d.  Does the death of Christ save or only make salvation possible? 

B.  What are the necessary parts of the atonement, according to Scripture and the Confessions? 

1.  The atonement is a payment. 

a.  What words in these passages show that the atonement is a payment? 

1.  Matthew 20:28 

2.  Leviticus 25:25-28 (idea of redeem) 

3.  Galatians 4:4-5 

4.  Titus 2:14 



5.  1 John 4:10 

6.  Exodus 30:11-16 

b.  This leads to other questions: 

1.  For what did Christ pay? 

2.  How did He pay? 

3.  To whom did He pay? 

4.  If He paid the price for an individual, is that individual’s salvation certain? 

c.  Where and how do the Canons teach that the atonement was a payment? 

2. The atonement of Christ is vicarious, that is, substitutionary. 

a.  What specifically do those terms mean in connection with the atonement? 

b.  What concretely does it mean that Christ died for others? 

1.  In their place? 

2.  For their benefit? 

3.  Both of the above? 

c.  Notice how the issue becomes crucially important: For whom did Christ die? 

d.  How do the following verses teach this substitutionary atonement? 

1.  John 10:14-15 

2.  Galatians 3:13 

3.  Ephesians 5:2 

4.  1 Thessalonians 5:10 

5.  1 John 3:16 

e.  Do the Canons teach this? Where? 

3. The atonement is limited, particular, and personal. 

a.  These three words refer to the same truth, but from three slightly different points of view. 

Discuss these three terms. 

1.  What does each one mean as it describes atonement? 

2.  Which do you consider to be preferable? 

b.  How is this aspect (that is, limited) of the atonement presented in the Canons? 

c.  How do these demonstrate the truth that the atonement is limited, particular, and personal? 

1.  Hebrews 9:28 

2.  Matthew 1:21 

3.  John 10:14-15, and 26 

4.  Galatians 2:20 

4. The atonement of Christ is of infinite value. 

a.  This sounds like a universal atonement, but it is not—the Canons teach it—see Articles 3 

& 4. 

b.  The Arminian charge is that the Reformed make the atonement of Christ to be of little 

value. Christ’s atonement is small, unable to save all men. The Canons say its value is infinite. 

c.  What does this mean that His death is of infinite value? 

1.  That Christ died sufficiently for all men, but efficiently for the elect? 

2.  In what way must we say that Christ’s death is of infinite value? (Or, why would this 

death be of infinite value? See Canons II, Article 4) 

C.  The bottom line is that the atonement is effectual. 

1.  It accomplishes exactly what God determined it should—the full salvation of those for whom 

Christ died, and that for God’s chosen people. 

2.  In light of that, consider some of the verses used to defend a form of universal atonement. 

a.  John 3:16 “God so loved the world...” 

1.  What is the world in this verse? Does the Bible use world to refer to absolutely all 

men? 



2.  Who do believe in Jesus? (Eph. 2:8-10) 

3.  What was God’s purpose in sending Jesus? Does God accomplish His purpose? 

b.  1 Timothy 2:4-6—“all men.” 

1.  The word all in the Bible does not necessarily mean every last one. See Exodus 9:6 & 

21. 

2.  All can mean either every individual, or every kind of. 

3.  What does it mean here? (The context is important.) 

c.  1 Timothy 4:10 “Savior of all men” 

1.  The word Savior can mean Preserver. Then what does this verse teach? 

2.  Or, the words all men can be explained as in 1 Timothy 2. 

d.  1 John 2:2 

e.  2 Corinthians 5:14-15 

f.  Hebrews 2:9. ♦ 
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