
Reformed Doctrine of Predestination, Lesson #18 
 
I. Defining Limited Atonement 

The question which we are to discuss under the subject of "Limited Atonement" is, Did Christ 
offer up Himself a sacrifice for the whole human race, for every individual without 
distinction or exception; or did His death have special reference to the elect? In other words, 
was the sacrifice of Christ merely intended to make the salvation of all men possible, or was 
it intended to render certain the salvation of those who had been given to Him by the 
Father? Arminians hold that Christ died for all men alike, while Calvinists hold that in the 
intention and secret plan of God Christ died for the elect only, and that His death had only 
an incidental reference to others in so far as they are partakers of common grace.  

WCF 3.6  As God hath appointed the elect unto glory, so hath he, by the eternal and most free 
purpose of his will, foreordained all the means thereunto. Wherefore, they who are elected, 
being fallen in Adam, are redeemed by Christ, are effectually called unto faith in Christ by his 
Spirit working in due season, are justified, adopted, sanctified, and kept by his power, 
through faith, unto salvation. Neither are any other redeemed by Christ, effectually called, 
justified, adopted, sanctified, and saved, but the elect only. 

It will be seen at once that this doctrine necessarily follows from the doctrine of election. If 
from eternity God has planned to save one portion of the human race and not another, it 
seems to be a contradiction to say that His work has equal reference to both portions, or 
that He sent His Son to die for those whom He had predetermined not to save, as truly as, 
and in the same sense that He was sent to die for those whom He had chosen for salvation. 
These two doctrines must stand or fall together. We cannot logically accept one and reject 
the other. If God has elected some and not others to eternal life, then plainly the primary 
purpose of Christ's work was to redeem the elect. 

II. The Infinite Value of Christ’s Atonement 

This doctrine does not mean that any limit can be set to the value or power of the 
atonement which Christ made. The value of the atonement depends upon, and is measured 
by, the dignity (the condition) of the person making it; and since Christ suffered as a Divine-
human person the value of His suffering was infinite…The atonement, therefore, was 
infinitely meritorious and might have saved every member of the human race had that been 
God's plan. It was limited only in the sense that it was intended for, and is applied to, 
particular persons; namely for those who are actually saved. 

Just as it is necessary for the sun to give off as much heat if only one plant is to grow upon 
the earth as if the earth is to be covered with vegetation, so it was necessary for Christ to 
suffer as much if only one soul was to be saved as if a large number or even all mankind 
were to be saved. Since the sinner had offended against a Person of infinite dignity, and had 
been sentenced to suffer eternally, nothing but a sacrifice of infinite value could atone for 
him. No one assumes that since the sin of Adam was the ground for the condemnation of the 
race, he sinned so much for one man and much for another and would have sinned more if 
there were to have been more sinners. Why then should they make the assumption in regard 
to the suffering of Christ? 



III. The Atonement is Limited in Purpose and Application 

While the value of the atonement was sufficient to save all mankind, it was efficient to save 
only the elect. It is indifferently well adapted to the salvation of one man to that of 
another, thus making the salvation of every man objectively possible; yet because of 
subjective difficulties, arising on account of the sinners own inability either to see or 
appreciate the things of God, only those are saved who are regenerated and sanctified by the 
Holy Spirit.  

Sufficient: having or providing as much as needed; enough to meet the needs of a situation or 
a proposed end 
Efficient: capable of producing desired results without wasting materials, time, or energy; 
productive of desired effects 

When the atonement is made universal its inherent value is destroyed. If it is applied to all 
men, and if some are lost, the conclusion is that it makes salvation objectively possible for 
all but that it does not actually save anybody. According to the Arminian theory the 
atonement has simply made it possible for men to co-operate with divine grace and thus save 
themselves—if they will…The nature of the atonement settles its extent. If it merely made 
salvation possible, it applied to all men. If it effectively secured salvation, it had reference 
only the elect. As Dr. Warfield says, "The things we have to choose between are an 
atonement of high value, or an atonement of wide extension. The two cannot go together." 
The work of Christ can be universalized only by evaporating its substance. 

Let there be no misunderstanding at this point. The Arminian limits the atonement as 
certainly as does the Calvinist. The Calvinist limits the extent of it in that he says it does not 
apply to all persons (although as has already been shown, he believes that it is efficacious 
for the salvation of the large proportion of the human race); while the Arminian limits 
the power of it, for he says that in itself it does not actually save anybody. The Calvinist 
limits it quantitatively, but not qualitatively; the Arminian limits it qualitatively, but not 
quantitatively. For the Calvinist it is like a narrow bridge which goes all the way across the 
stream; for the Arminian it is like a great wide bridge which goes only half-way across. As a 
matter of fact, the Arminian places more severe limitations on the work of Christ than does 
the Calvinist.


