
F R O M
H E A V E N

H E  C A M E
a n d

S O U G H T
H E R

D E F I N I T E  A TO N E M E N T

i n  H I S TO R I C A L ,  B I B L I C A L ,

T H E O L O G I C A L ,  a n d

P A S T O R A L  P E R S P E C T I V E

F o r e w o r d  b y J .  I .  P A C K E R

E d i t e d  b y  D AV I D  G I B S O N  &  J O N A T H A N  G I B S O N

C o n t r i b u t o r s :   R ay mond Blac keter t  Hen r i Bloc her t  A ma r D jaba l la h

Sinclair Ferg uson t Lee Gatiss t Matthew Harmon t M ichael Hayk in t Paul Helm t Dav id Hogg

R ober t L et ha m t Dona ld M ac leod t  A lec Mot yer t  Joh n P iper t T homa s Sc h rei ner

Da n iel St ra nge t  Ca rl  Tr uema n t  Stephen Wel lu m t  Ga r r y Wi l l ia m s t  Pau l Wi l l ia m son

E
d

ited
 b

y
 

D
A

V
ID

 G
IB

SO
N

  
JO

N
A

T
H

A
N

 G
IB

SO
N

F
R

O
M

 H
E

A
V

E
N

 H
E

 C
A

M
E

a
n

d

S
O

U
G

H
T

 H
E

R

 = Pantone 8520 C

T H E  M O S T  C O M P R E H E N S I V E  R E S O U R C E 
O N  D E F I N I T E  AT O N E M E N T  T O  D AT E

“  A massive product of exact and well-informed scholarship with landmark significance. I give 
this book top marks for its range of solid scholarship, cogency of argument, warmth of style, 
and zeal for the true glory of God. I recommend it most highly.”
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readers ponder afresh what Jesus achieved on the cross.”

D.  A .  C A R S O N,  Research Professor of New Testament, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

“ The topic is worthy enough. Yet the lineup of contributors to this volume makes this, in my 
view, the most impressive defense of definite atonement in over a century.”

M I C H A E L  H O RTO N,   J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and Apologetics,  
Westminster Seminary California

“ This is the definitive study. It is careful, comprehensive, deep, pastoral, and  
thoroughly persuasive.”
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“ Written by first-rate exegetes and theologians, this book covers all the difficult issues and 
emerges with a highly persuasive and attractive case. Highly recommended!”

J O H N  M .  F R A M E ,   J. D. Trimble Chair of Systematic Theology and Philosophy,  
Reformed Theological Seminary

“ For whom did Christ die? This volume makes a fresh and impressively comprehensive case 
for definite atonement as the answer true to Scripture.”

R I C H A R D  B.  G A F F I N  J R . ,   Professor of Biblical and Systematic Theology, Emeritus,  
Westminster Theological Seminary

“ This book is formidable and persuasive. The tone is calm and courteous, the scholarship 
rigorous and relentless, the argument clear and compelling.”

J.  L I G O N  D U N C A N,   Chancellor and John E. Richards Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, 
Reformed Theological Seminary
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“A massive product of exact and well-informed scholarship . . . with landmark signifi-
cance. . . . I give this book top marks for its range of solid scholarship, cogency of argu-
ment, warmth of style, and zeal for the true glory of God. I recommend it most highly.”

J. I. Packer, Board of Governors’ Professor of Theology, Regent College

“I cannot imagine that this book could have been published twenty-five years ago: there 
were not at that time enough well-informed theologians working in the Reformed heri-
tage to produce a volume of such clarity and competence. Whatever side you hold in this 
debate, henceforth you dare not venture into the discussion without thoughtfully reading 
this book, which, mercifully, makes argument by stereotype and reductionism a great deal 
more difficult. Above all, this book will elicit adoration as its readers ponder afresh what 
Jesus achieved on the cross.”

D. A. Carson, Research Professor of New Testament, Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School

“The topic is worthy enough. Yet the lineup of contributors to this volume makes this, in 
my view, the most impressive defense of definite atonement in over a century. Beyond 
rehearsing traditional arguments, first-rate historical, biblical, and systematic theologians 
bring fresh angles and exegesis to bear. From Heaven He Came and Sought Her is a gift 
that will no doubt keep on giving for generations to come.”

Michael Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and 
Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California

“This is the definitive study. It is careful, comprehensive, deep, pastoral, and thoroughly 
persuasive.”

David F. Wells, Distinguished Senior Research Professor, Gordon-Conwell 
Theological Seminary

“There is a conventional wisdom that seems to believe definite atonement is the weakest 
of the five heads of doctrine confessed at the Synod of Dort. But you may come away 
from this book believing it is the strongest, in its historical attestation, biblical basis, 
and spiritual blessing. Written by first-rate exegetes and theologians, this book covers 
all the difficult issues and emerges with a highly persuasive and attractive case. Highly 
recommended!”

John M. Frame, J. D. Trimble Chair of Systematic Theology and Philosophy, 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando



“For whom did Christ die? This volume makes a fresh and impressively comprehensive 
case for definite atonement as the answer true to Scripture. It shows convincingly, through 
multi-authored contributions, (1) that the issues of the extent of the atonement and its 
nature cannot be separated—penal substitution, at the heart of why Christ had to die, 
stands or falls with definite atonement; and (2) how definite atonement alone provides for 
a gospel offer of salvation from sin that is genuinely free. In engaging various opposing 
views on this much-disputed topic, the editors seek to do so in a constructive and irenic 
spirit, an effort in which they and the other authors have succeeded admirably.”

Richard B. Gaffin, Jr., Professor of Biblical and Systematic Theology, Emeritus, 
Westminster Theological Seminary

“This book is formidable and persuasive. Those familiar with the terrain will recognize 
that the editors know exactly the key issues and figures in this debate. And none of the au-
thors who follow disappoint. The tone is calm and courteous, the scholarship rigorous and 
relentless, the argument clear and compelling. This penetrating discussion takes into ac-
count the major modern academic criticisms of definite atonement (Barth, the Torrances, 
Armstrong, Kendall, and others) as well as more popular critiques (Clifford, Driscoll and 
Breshears). An impressive team of scholars adorns this subject and aims to help Christians 
toward a deeper gratitude to God for his grace, a greater assurance of salvation, a sweeter 
fellowship with Christ, stronger affections in their worship of him, more love for people 
and superior courage and sacrifice in witness and service, and indeed to propel us into the 
global work of missions with compassion and confidence.”

Ligon Duncan, Chancellor and John E. Richards Professor of Systematic and 
Historical Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary

“Whether you are sympathetic to or suspicious of definite atonement, this book will 
surprise you. Here are historical details, exegetical links, theological observations, and 
pastoral perspectives that are fresh and fascinating, even though there is also plenty that 
will prove controversial. From Heaven He Came and Sought Her offers the fullest and 
most nuanced treatment of definite atonement I know, and will richly add to the substance 
and quality of future conversations about the intent of the atonement. Whether you think 
that you agree or disagree with the authors, wrestling with these essays is well worth 
your time.”

Kelly M. Kapic, Professor of Theological Studies, Covenant College
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Foreword

It has been truly said that if you want to survey the full substance of the 
church’s faith you should go to its hymns, just as to appreciate the fullness of 
Old Testament faith you must immerse yourself in the Psalter. It is supremely 
from the hymns that you learn the specifics, not only of the church’s doctrinal 
assertions but also of the intimacy of the Father and of the Son into which the 
Holy Spirit leads believers. The contributors to this volume evidently agree, 
and ask in effect that their essays be read as elucidations of what is said about 
the loving action of the Lord Jesus Christ in the verse of the hymn that they 
have taken as their epigraph: 

From heaven he came and sought her
to be his holy bride;
with his own blood he bought her,
and for her life he died. 

In spelling out the Savior’s loving initiative and achievement in these 
biblically warranted terms, the essayists contend, more or less explicitly, for 
the book’s overall thesis, namely, that as the Reformed faith and its pastoral 
corollaries is the true intellectual mainstream of Christianity, so the belief in 
definite, particular, and sovereignly effectual redemption—which the above 
lines express—is its true intellectual center. Their wide-ranging demonstra-
tions that this is the only genuinely coherent way of integrating all the biblical 
data about Jesus become increasingly impressive when argued as painstak-
ingly against alternatives as is done here. 

I count it an honor to be asked to supply a foreword to this massive 
product of exact and well-informed scholarship. The purpose of a foreword, 
as I understand it, is to indicate what readers will find in the book and to tune 
them in on the appropriate wavelength for appreciating it, and this particular 



14 Foreword

request reminds me forcibly of a similar occasion in the past when I was 
tasked with a comparable assignment. More than half a century ago, in the 
days of its youth, the Banner of Truth asked me to compose an introductory 
essay for a reprint of John Owen’s 1648 classic, Salus Electorum, Sanguis 
Jesu: Or The Death of Death in the Death of Christ. I remember feeling this 
to be a significant request, since, on the one hand, many, I knew, starting 
with Owen himself, saw this as a landmark composition (in fact, it was the 
first of several that Owen produced in the course of his ministry), and, on the 
other hand, it gave me an opportunity to nail my own Reformed colors to the 
mast, so to speak, and commend Owen’s reasoning, as one who had himself 
benefited greatly from it. The piece I then wrote, explaining and affirming 
the essence of Owen’s position, made an impact that surprised me; I am glad 
to be able to say at this time that I see nothing in it that needs to be modified 
or withdrawn in the light of more recent work by myself or others, and I am 
happy that it should still stand as part of my announced identity in Christ. 
Since then, to be sure, academic exploration of seventeenth-century Puritan 
thought has become a busy-bee cottage industry, some of which has contrib-
uted to parts of this book. Now the wheel has come full circle, and once more 
I am asked to introduce a volume on the reconciling death of Christ, which, 
in my estimation, with God’s blessing, may itself have landmark significance 
in furthering what John Gill, over two centuries ago, called “the cause of God 
and truth.” I am very happy to do this. 

The heart of Reformed Christianity is its Trinitarian Christocentrism, 
expressed manwardly in evangelistic and pastoral proclamation attuned to 
human need, according to Christ’s Great Commission, and Godwardly in the 
worshipful offering, both corporately and individually, of responsive praise, 
prayer, thanksgiving, and song. Within this two-way street of communion 
with God and service of God, the sustained personal presence of the crucified, 
risen, reigning, and returning Lord with his people, and his constant personal 
address through Scripture heard, read, and preached, both to those who are 
his and to those who are not yet his, are integral and indeed central. Since 
the seventeenth century, the relational bond into which the Father through 
the Son draws sinners has been labeled the covenant of grace, and has been 
seen as undergirded by a prior plan and bond between the Father and the Son, 
which has been labeled the covenant of redemption. Both are witnessed to 
widely in Scripture, implicitly as well as explicitly, the fullest account of the 
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covenant of grace (the new and eternal covenant) being found in the letter to 
the Hebrews, and the key evidence on the covenant of redemption (Christ’s 
mediatorial agenda, set by the Father) being contained in John’s Gospel. In 
this understanding of Christianity, Christ’s achievement by his cross of the 
corporate redemption of the whole church—past, present, and future—as the 
Holy Three know and love it, and thereby the individual redemption of every-
one whom the Father has given to the Son to save, is both the mountaintop 
of glory, in the primary sense of God putting himself fully on display, and 
the wellspring of glory, in both the secondary sense of the spur to endless 
doxology and the tertiary sense of divine action to glorify the redeemed in, 
with, and through Christ, so that they bear his image and likeness in a full 
sense. Such is the Christianity that is brought into focus by this fine book. 

Unhappily, appreciation of Reformed Christianity in its own terms, 
at least in the English-speaking world, has long been hindered by a habit, 
formed in conflict with Arminian revisionism, of calling definite redemption 
limited atonement. This habit seems to have been canonized about a century 
ago, when the mnemonic TULIP came to be used as a summary of what is 
supposed to make Reformed Christianity into what it essentially is. In fact, 
the mnemonic covers the five anti-Arminian theses that the Synod of Dordt 
affirmed in 1619 to counter the Arminian revisionist agenda. Limited atone-
ment is at the center of TULIP, flanked by Total depravity and Unconditional 
election on one side, and Irresistible grace and Perseverance of the saints on 
the other. Now, it is true that definite redemption is central to the Reformed 
understanding of the gospel and that atonement, a word meaning reconcilia-
tion, is an acceptable alternative for redemption; but limited is an inappropri-
ate emphasis that actually sounds menacing. It is as if Reformed Christians 
have a primary concern to announce that there are people whom Christ did 
not die to save, whom therefore it is pointless to invite to turn from sin and 
trust him as Savior. Were it so, the logic of Reformed pastoral practice would 
seem to be: comprehensive evangelistic invitations to ordinary audiences 
should not be issued indiscriminately. This is not the place to argue that thus 
to restrict making what is called “the well-meant offer of Christ,” in preach-
ing and personal witness and counseling, is false to the biblical Christ, to 
the apostle Paul, and to the practice of history’s most outstanding Reformed 
evangelists (take George Whitefield, Charles Spurgeon, and Asahel Nettle-
ton, for starters), and thus is simply and sadly wrong; readers of this book will 
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soon see that. But perhaps I may say that in my view it is time to lay TULIP 
to rest, since its middle item does so much more harm than good. 

In sum now, I give this book top marks for its range of solid scholarship, 
cogency of argument, warmth of style, and zeal for the true glory of God—I 
recommend it most highly. For it, and for the biblical faith it lays out, to the 
Son of God, our Redeemer-Lord, with the Father and the Spirit, be hearty 
adoration and thanks. Amen.

J. I. Packer  
Vancouver



Preface

We did not grow up believing in definite atonement. We were privileged to be 
raised in a devout church tradition that nurtured us in Christ, but our love of 
the doctrine is not the result of an inherited Reformed hermeneutic that has 
shaped the only world we have ever known. Nor did we come to believe in def-
inite atonement in the same way. One of us studied theology in three different 
British universities and has specialized in the history of biblical interpretation; 
the other studied at Moore Theological College, Sydney, and pursued doctoral 
research in Hebrew studies at a British university. By separate routes, and at 
different times, we have come to see in the Scriptures that Christ’s death for 
his people does not contradict his mandate to proclaim the gospel to the world.

This book is offered with the prayer that it will paint a compelling picture 
of the beauty and power of definite atonement, and so revitalize confidence in 
this profoundly biblical understanding of the cross of Christ. Definite atone-
ment is beautiful because it tells the story of the Warrior-Son who comes to 
earth to slay his enemy and rescue his Father’s people. He is the Good Shepherd 
who lays down his life for his sheep, a loving Bridegroom who gives himself 
for his bride, and a victorious King who lavishes the spoils of his conquest on 
the citizens of his realm. Definite atonement is powerful because it displays the 
glory of divine initiative, accomplishment, application, and consummation in 
the work of salvation. The Father sent the Son, who bore our sins in his body on 
the tree, and the Spirit has sealed our adoption and guarantees our inheritance 
in the kingdom of light. The doctrine inhabits the poetic drama and the didactic 
propositions of Scripture. And not only is definite atonement biblical, it comes 
to us with a textured history, theological integrity, and pastoral riches.

Yet joyful confidence in definite atonement is often lacking. Even for 
those committed to Reformed theology, this doctrine can sometimes be re-
garded as the embarrassing relative included in the household more out of duty 
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than delight. But there is no need for any awkwardness. It belongs at the heart 
of family life. This volume aims to make this plain by providing a depth and 
breadth of perspective usually only assembled from many disparate sources.

Some who open these pages will be suspicious of definite atonement and 
will read either convinced that it is wrong or bewildered why some believe 
that it is true. The essays are written irenically. Dissenting voices are engaged 
firmly, but there is no shrillness of tone in our replies. There is no animosity 
of content in the critique of individuals and the movements associated with 
them. While we do not refer to our position as “Calvinist” (for reasons we 
will explain), John Newton’s designation should be allowed to stand as a fair 
criticism of some who represent the theology we wish to defend:

And I am afraid there are Calvinists, who, while they account it a proof of 
their humility that they are willing in words to debase the creature, and to 
give all the glory of salvation to the Lord, yet know not what manner of 
spirit they are of. Whatever it be that makes us trust in ourselves that we 
are comparatively wise or good, so as to treat those with contempt who do 
not subscribe to our doctrines, or follow our party, is a proof and fruit of a 
self-righteous spirit. Self-righteousness can feed upon doctrines, as well as 
upon works; and a man may have the heart of a Pharisee, while his head is 
stored with orthodox notions of the unworthiness of the creature and the 
riches of free grace. Yea, I would add, the best of men are not wholly free 
from this leaven; and therefore are too apt to be pleased with such represen-
tations as hold up our adversaries to ridicule, and by consequence flatter our 
own superior judgments. Controversies, for the most part, are so managed 
as to indulge rather than to repress this wrong disposition; and therefore, 
generally speaking, they are productive of little good. They provoke those 
whom they should convince, and puff up those whom they should edify.1

Precisely because it is articulating the gospel of God, this volume seeks to 
do away with all self-righteousness on the part of those who love definite atone-
ment as they teach it for the good of the church. It is an invitation to explore the 
historical foundations of the doctrine and to think afresh about the vitality of its 
exegetical, theological, and pastoral expressions. Perhaps it is fair to ask for as 
much charity on the part of the reader as each writer has offered.

David Gibson, Old Aberdeen  
Jonathan Gibson, Cambridge  

Epiphany 2013

1 John Newton, “On Controversy,” in The Works of John Newton, 6 vols. (New York: Williams & Whiting, 1810), 1:245.
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1

Sacred Theology and the 
Reading of the Divine Word

M A PPI NG T H E DOC T R I N E OF 
DE F I N I T E ATON E M E N T

David Gibson and Jonathan Gibson

It is very common for persons, when they find a subject much disputed, 
especially if it is by those whom they account good men, immediately to 
conclude that it must be a subject of but little consequence, a mere matter 
of speculation. Upon such persons religious controversies have a very ill 
effect: for, finding difficulty attending the coming at the truth, and, at the 
same time, a disposition to neglect it, and to pursue other things; they read-
ily avail themselves of what appears, to them, a plausible excuse, lay aside 
the inquiry, and sit down and indulge a spirit of scepticism. . . . But, if all 
disputed subjects are to be reckoned matters of mere speculation, we shall 
have nothing of any real use left in religion.1

Introduction
The doctrine of definite atonement states that, in the death of Jesus Christ, 
the triune God intended to achieve the redemption of every person given to 
the Son by the Father in eternity past, and to apply the accomplishments of 
his sacrifice to each of them by the Spirit. The death of Christ was intended 
to win the salvation of God’s people alone.

1 Andrew Fuller, Reply to the Observations of Philanthropos, in The Complete Works of the Rev. Andrew Fuller 
(London: Henry G. Bohn, 1848), 233b. “Philanthropos” was the pseudonym of Daniel Taylor, a General Baptist 
theologian, with whom Fuller dialogued over the nature of Christ’s atonement. We are grateful to Henri Blocher 
for this reference. 
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Definite atonement says something essential about Christ’s death, but it 
does not say everything there is to say. There are many aspects of the atone-
ment which need to be affirmed alongside its definite intent and nature: the 
sufficiency of Christ’s death for all; the free and indiscriminate proclamation 
of the gospel to all; God’s love for the non-elect and his salvific stance to-
ward a fallen world; the atonement’s implications for the entire cosmos and 
not simply the church. Definite atonement does not exhaust the meaning of 
the cross.

Nevertheless, the essays in this book contend that definite atonement is at 
the heart of the meaning of the cross. Often referred to as “limited atonement” 
or “particular redemption,” this is a doctrine of the Reformed churches which 
is cherished as a profound explanation of the death of Christ. By revealing 
the Trinitarian nature of Christ’s cross-work, definite atonement advances a 
rich explanation of how his sacrificial death has an objective and Godward 
direction. It displays salvation, in all its parts, as the shared intention and ac-
complishment of Father, Son, and Spirit. It is definite atonement which shows 
us that our salvation is a divine achievement, rendering redemption fully 
accomplished by the payment of sin’s penalty on our behalf by our Savior. 
These points combine to suggest that the doctrine is a fitting and necessary 
corollary of penal substitutionary atonement.

To tie definite atonement to penal substitution immediately exposes the 
debate which attends the doctrine. Some within evangelicalism would deny 
that the nature of the atonement is both penal and definite. The explanation 
offered at the start of this chapter views the atonement through the lens of 
election and therefore as intended to save a specific set of people; it suggests 
the atonement is complete as a saving act; and it contends that accomplish-
ment is bound together with application in the divine will. From within and 
without evangelicalism and Reformed theology, each of these aspects of defi-
nite atonement has courted controversy.

Many Christians protest that definite atonement simply flies in the face of 
the clear teaching of the Bible: “For God so loved the world, that he gave his 
only Son” (John 3:16); “[Jesus Christ] is the propitiation for our sins, and not 
for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world” (1 John 2:2); “[Christ 
Jesus] gave himself as a ransom for all” (1 Tim. 2:6). In 1610, when forty-
six followers of Jacob Arminius (1559/1560–1609) challenged the Reformed 
orthodoxy of their day on the doctrine of the atonement—and so set in motion 
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events which would lead to the Synod of Dort and the classic statement of 
definite atonement—they cited John 3:16 and 1 John 2:2 as proof that “Jesus 
Christ, the Saviour of the world, died for all men and for every man.”2 More 
than a century later, John Wesley preached that “the whole tenor of the New 
Testament” was “flatly contrary” to definite atonement and that the doctrine 
contained “horrible blasphemies.” It presented Christ as “an hypocrite, a 
deceiver of the people, a man void of common sincerity” and represented 
God “as more cruel, false, and unjust than the devil!”3 In the modern era, D. 
Broughton Knox speaks for many when he claims that definite atonement is 
very simply “a textless doctrine.”4 No biblical text states that Christ died only 
for his elect, but several texts state that he died for all. In vivid terms, “the 
doctrine of limited atonement truncates the gospel by sawing off the arms of 
the cross too close to the stake.”5

Objections also arise beyond the exegetical domain. R. T. Kendall won-
ders “how many Christians would ever come to the view of limited atonement 
merely by reading the Bible.” This is part of his claim that “the traditional 
doctrine of limited atonement is arrived at by logic and the need to look for 
it rather than straightforward reading of the Scriptures.”6 The suggestion is 
that this doctrine feeds off schemes of analytic precision foreign to the texture 
of the biblical narrative. For Karl Barth, the “grim doctrine of limited atone-
ment follows logically from Calvin’s doctrine of double-predestination,”7 the 
implication being of course that what follows is as bleak as what precedes.

Claims about the distorting role of logic in definite atonement are 
common, but they are made in different ways. In the nineteenth century, 
John McLeod Campbell, a Church of Scotland minister, was deposed from 
the ministry on heresy charges for teaching that Christ made a universal 

2 Text in Gerald Bray, ed., Documents of the English Reformation (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 1994), 454. 
Cf. Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom. Volume III: The Evangelical Protestant Creeds, 4th ed., revised and 
enlarged (1877; repr., Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2000), 546.
3 John Wesley, “Sermon CXXVIII: ‘Free Grace’ (Rom. viii.32). Preached at Bristol in the year 1740,” in The Works 
of John Wesley. Volume VII: Second Series of Sermons Concluded. Also Third, Fourth, and Fifth Series (London: 
Wesley Conference Office, 1872; repr., Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, n. d.), 380–83.
4 D. Broughton Knox, “Some Aspects of the Atonement,” in The Doctrine of God, vol. 1 of D. Broughton Knox, 
Selected Works (3 vols.), ed. Tony Payne (Kingsford, NSW: Matthias Media, 2000), 260–66 (263).
5 Jack McGorman in personal conversation with David L. Allen, “The Atonement: Limited or Universal?,” in 
Whosoever Will: A Biblical-Theological Critique of Five-Point Calvinism, ed. David L. Allen and Steve W. Lemke 
(Nashville: B&H Academic, 2010), 107. For a response to this edited volume, see Matthew M. Barrett and Thomas 
J. Nettles, eds., Whomever He Wills: A Surprising Display of Sovereign Mercy (Cape Coral, FL: Founders Press, 
2012), esp. David Schrock, “Jesus Saves, No Asterisk Needed: Why Preaching the Gospel as Good News Requires 
Definite Atonement” (77–119).
6 R. T. Kendall, Calvin and English Calvinism to 1649 (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 1997), viii.
7 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, ed. G. W. Bromiley and T. F. Torrance, 14 vols. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 
1956–1975), IV/1, 57 (hereafter CD).
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atonement and that assurance is of the essence of faith and necessary for 
salvation. In his work The Nature of the Atonement (1856), Campbell argued 
that Reformed theologians like John Owen and Jonathan Edwards wrongly 
began their thinking about the atonement with theological axioms such as 
“God is just.”8 By starting there, the coming of Christ into the world is viewed 
as the revelation of God’s justice as Christ dies for the elect only and not the 
reprobate. The universal proclamation of the gospel to all and the revelation 
that “God is love” are both jettisoned.

As a result, according to Campbell, definite atonement disfigures the 
doctrine of God. When Owen and Edwards “set forth justice as a necessary 
attribute of the divine nature, so that God must deal with all men according 
to its requirements, they represent mercy and love as not necessary, but ar-
bitrary, and what, therefore, may find their expression in the history of only 
some men.”9 God is necessarily just toward all, but only selectively loving 
toward some. All of this is pastorally disastrous, Campbell claimed, for defi-
nite atonement “takes away the warrant which the universality of the atone-
ment gives to every man that hears the gospel to contemplate Christ with the 
personal appropriation of the words of the apostle, ‘who loved me, and gave 
himself for me.’”10 The charge here is that definite atonement destroys not 
just the grounds of appeal to the unconverted but also the grounds of assur-
ance for the believer. Can I really be sure that Christ died for me?11

Campbell’s work has proven influential. J. B. Torrance and T. F. Tor-
rance both draw on his thinking to argue that definite atonement represents 
the worst kind of logical necessity in theology. J. B. Torrance argues that 
Christ vicariously took to himself the judgment facing all mankind. To 
deny this is “a sin against the incarnate love of God” and, for Torrance, 
parallel to the sin against the Holy Spirit.12 This reveals the key issue in his 
objections: in the incarnation, Jesus Christ is united with all humanity, not 
merely the elect, so that everything he achieves in his atonement he neces-
sarily achieves for all. Torrance explicitly develops Campbell’s stress on 

8 John McLeod Campbell, The Nature of the Atonement, with a new introduction by J. B. Torrance (Edinburgh: 
Handsel, 1856; repr., Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996), 67.
9 Ibid., 73 (emphasis added).
10 Ibid., 71.
11 Bruce L. McCormack, “So That He Might Be Merciful to All: Karl Barth and the Problem of Universalism,” 
in Karl Barth and American Evangelicalism, ed. Bruce L. McCormack and Clifford B. Anderson (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 2011), 240, comments that if limited atonement were true, then “we would very likely despair of 
our salvation.”
12 J. B. Torrance, “The Incarnation and ‘Limited Atonement,’” EQ 55 (1983): 83–94 (85). 
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God as love in his innermost being: “love and justice are one in God, and 
they are one in all his dealings with his creatures, in creation, providence 
and redemption.”13

The opening words of our chapter view the atonement through the lens of 
election, and for Torrance this would simply confirm our captivity to Aristo-
telian logic. It makes divine election prior to divine grace, and so incarnation 
and atonement are formulated simply as “God’s way of executing the eternal 
decrees—thereby ‘logically’ teaching that Christ died only for the elect, to 
secure infallibly the salvation of the elect.”14

It falls to individual writers throughout this book to engage with the 
substance of these arguments, as well as with other criticisms of definite 
atonement not outlined above. At this stage, however, we want to reflect on 
the purpose that such criticisms serve in our articulation of the doctrine.

Toward a Fresh Approach
Some reproaches of definite atonement misunderstand it, and others carica-
ture it, but many are weighty and coherent, arising from a faithful desire to 
read Scripture wisely and to honor the goodness and love of God. Between 
them they touch on four interrelated aspects of the doctrine: its controversies 
and nuances in church history, its presence or absence in the Bible, its theo-
logical implications, and its pastoral consequences. This indicates that defi-
nite atonement has profound significance and a wide-ranging scope which 
requires a comprehensive treatment.

But the essays in this volume seek to do more than simply cover four 
distinct areas in which objections exist. Rather, our aim is to show that his-
tory, the Bible, theology, and pastoral practice combine together to provide a 
framework within which the doctrine of definite atonement is best articulated 
for today. They are not four separate windows through which we view the 
doctrine; rather, they are four mezzanine levels of the one house where defi-
nite atonement lives. By beginning with church history, we recognize that all 
contemporary reading of the Bible on the atonement is historically located. 
We are not hostages to past interpretations, nor do we need to pretend there 
is such a thing as tabula rasa (blank slate) exegesis. By carefully attending 

13 Ibid., 92. Torrance had earlier expressed his indebtedness to Campbell on these points in “The Contribution of 
McLeod Campbell to Scottish Theology,” SJT 26 (1973): 295–311. 
14 Torrance, “Incarnation,” 87. The views of J. B. Torrance and T. F. Torrance are engaged in detail in Robert 
Letham’s chapter in this volume.
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to Scripture, we seek to submit ourselves to what God has said. By moving 
from exegesis to theology, we claim that the diverse biblical parts demand 
the patient work of synthesis to portray the theological whole. By concluding 
with pastoral practice, we aim to show the implications of the Bible’s teach-
ing for the church’s ministry and mission. So while the discipline of doctrinal 
thinking is never less than the ordering of all that the Bible has to say on a 
given subject, it is also much more.

We suggest that articulating definite atonement is similar to articulating 
doctrines like the Trinity or the two natures of Christ. The approach needs 
to be biblical, but not biblicist. No one text “proves” definite atonement, any 
more than one text “proves” the Trinity or the communion of attributes in 
christology. In the case of those doctrines, numerous texts are studied and 
their implications synthesized and their key terms explored in their biblical 
contexts and historical usage so that, taken as a whole, the doctrines of the 
Trinity or the two natures describe “a pattern of judgment present in the 
texts.”15 With the unfolding of a coherent pattern, these doctrines emerge 
as the most compelling ways of naming the Christian God or understanding 
the person of Christ. Although no one text proves the doctrines, several texts 
teach their constituent parts.

So it is with definite atonement. It is not merely a “biblical” doctrine 
per se; nor is it a “systematic” construct based on logical or rationalist prem-
ises devoid of biblical moorings. Rather, definite atonement is a biblico-
systematic doctrine that arises from careful exegesis of atonement texts and 
synthesis with internally related doctrines such as eschatology, election, 
union with Christ, christology, Trinitarianism, doxology, covenant, ecclesiol-
ogy, and sacramentology. When both exegetical and theological “domains of 
discourse” are respected as such and taken together,16 then reductionist objec-
tions to definite atonement lose their force and this reading of the meaning of 
the death of Christ emerges as profound and faithful. This biblico-systematic 
approach can be viewed pictorially from two angles.

First, doctrinal construction resembles the production of a web. The 

15 The phrase is part of David S. Yeago’s contention that the Nicene theologians had warrant for their discernment 
that the Son is of one being with the Father. Cf. “The New Testament and the Nicene Dogma: A Contribution to 
the Recovery of Theological Exegesis,” Pro Ecclesia 3.2 (1994): 152–64 (153). Much of Yeago’s argument about 
exegetical and theological method could apply to the formulation of definite atonement.
16 See D. A. Carson, “The Vindication of Imputation: On Fields of Discourse and Semantic Fields,” in Justification: 
What’s at Stake in the Current Debates, ed. Mark Husbands and Daniel J. Treier (Downers Grove, IL: Apollos, 
2004), 46–80, esp. 47–50, on the importance of respecting “fields of discourse” when discussing theological doc-
trines such as sanctification, reconciliation, and Christ’s imputed righteousness.
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doctrine of definite atonement arises from the attempt to hold together each 
canonical thread related to the atonement and the forming of the threads 
into a coherent framework of thought which faithfully maintains the parts 
and enables them to be seen in their truest light when viewed in relation 
to the whole. In much the same way that each strand of a spider’s web is 
one thing when taken on its own, but another when viewed in its relation to 
other strands, so the different aspects of the doctrine of the atonement can 
be integrated to display powerful coherence. Kevin Vanhoozer captures the 
concept nicely in his suggestion that constructive theologies of the atone-
ment should conceive of it as “triune covenantal mediation.”17 For him, three 
biblical strands (doctrine of God, covenant theology, christology) combine 
to form one theological web. This volume, in the sum total of its parts, aims 
to be just such a web.

Second, by showing the relation of historical, exegetical, theological, 
and pastoral issues to each other, this volume is a map to and through the 
doctrine of definite atonement. Some of the most enduring theological think-
ing that the church has produced over the centuries has understood itself to 
be a doctrinal map produced from the biblical terrain in order to be a guide 
to the biblical terrain. John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion is 
widely regarded as a kind of theological textbook, or even as a pre-critical 
systematic theology. But this does not quite capture Calvin’s own intention. 
In an introductory note to the reader of the Institutes, Calvin writes,

It has been my purpose in this labour to prepare and instruct candidates in 
sacred theology for the reading of the divine Word in order that they may be 
able both to have easy access to it and to advance in it without stumbling. 
For I believe I have so embraced the sum of religion in all its parts and have 
arranged it in such an order, that if anyone rightly grasps it, it will not be 
difficult for him to determine what he ought especially to seek in Scripture, 
and to what end he ought to relate its contents. If, after this road has, as it 
were, been paved, I shall publish any interpretations of Scripture, I shall 
always condense them, because I shall have no need to undertake long doc-
trinal discussions, and to digress into commonplaces. In this way the godly 
reader will be spared great annoyance and boredom, provided he approach 
Scripture armed with a knowledge of the present work, as a necessary tool.18

17 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “Atonement,” in Mapping Modern Theology: A Thematic and Historical Introduction, ed. 
Kelly M. Kapic and Bruce L. McCormack (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 175–202 (201).
18 John Calvin, “John Calvin to the Reader,” in Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford 
Lewis Battles, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 1:4–5.
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It is clear that Calvin proposes his Institutes to pave a road through the 
Scriptures on which others may travel as they read the same Scriptures. No-
tice Calvin does not say he intends his work to instruct theological candidates 
in doctrine. The Institutes is certainly a doctrinal text. But Calvin intends to 
instruct theological candidates for their “reading of the divine Word.” Mined 
from the Bible, shaped by the Bible, the Institutes is a map for the Bible.19

Calvin’s work illustrates how theological cartography functions and de-
velops. It is not a conceptually alien guide to the Bible, nor is it meant to be 
a hermeneutical grid forced on top of the Bible. Where it functions well, a 
doctrinal map grows organically out of the biblical parts and enables a bird’s-
eye view of the canonical whole.20 But it is always constrained by the very 
thing it plots. Further exegesis is always capable of adjusting the shape of the 
map. Renewed attention to knotty problems, carefully analyzed in the actual 
terrain and closely studied on any given map, should always be capable of 
reconfiguring the map and altering the route one takes for the way ahead.21 
This approach sets up a careful part-whole relationship, one in which the 
doctrine emerging from the texts is constantly examined against the texts 
to see if the developing whole is really consistent with the individual parts. 
Where the move to doctrinal synthesis is made too quickly, distortion occurs.

Take, for example, the issue of what it means for God to love the world 
(John 3:16). A. W. Pink’s treatment of divine sovereignty in salvation goes 
awry with the suggestion that God’s self-giving love for the “world” in John 
3:16 refers to his love for the elect.22 Such an interpretation not only assigns 
meaning to an individual word clearly different from what the text actually 
says, but the nature of God’s love and the universal offer of Christ to all also 
warp under the weight of the paradigm. Similarly, Mark Driscoll and Gerry 

19 For extended treatments of the organic relationship between the successive editions of the Institutes and Calvin’s 
preaching and biblical commentaries, see Stephen Edmondson, “The Biblical Historical Structure of Calvin’s Insti-
tutes,” SJT 59.1 (2006): 1–13; David Gibson, Reading the Decree: Exegesis, Election, and Christology in Calvin 
and Barth (London/New York: T. & T. Clark/Continuum, 2009), 17–27.
20 Cf. Gerald Bray, “Scripture and Confession: Doctrine as Hermeneutic,” in A Pathway into the Holy Scripture, 
ed. P. E. Satterthwaite and D. F. Wright (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 221–36.
21 The web and map analogies allow this volume’s claims to be heard as provisional, in the proper sense, rather than 
grandiose. To give one example, Stephen Wellum presents an argument for the priestly nature of Christ’s atoning 
work which reflects new covenant theology understandings of the nature of covenant, election, and ecclesiology. His 
rich theological thinking leads the reader to see the reality of definite atonement in the Scriptures, but the particular 
route he takes through the biblical terrain is different from our own classically Reformed understanding of the nature 
of covenant, election, and ecclesiology. The book maps different routes to the same destination, and not all readers 
will want to travel each and every path in reaching the same goal. To be used as a tool, it is servant not master.
22 A. W. Pink, The Sovereignty of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1983), 204–205, 253–55. For Pink, “the love of 
God, is a truth for the saints only, and to present it to the enemies of God is to take the children’s bread and cast 
it to the dogs” (200). 
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Breshears understand definite atonement to entail a limiting of God’s love to 
the elect. Arguing for “unlimited limited atonement, or modified Calvinism,” 
they ask, “If the five-point Calvinist is right and no payment has been made 
for the non-elect, then how can God genuinely love the world and desire the 
salvation of all?”23 For Pink, the effective provision of salvation for the elect 
requires a limitation of God’s love to the elect; for Driscoll and Breshears, the 
effective payment of sin’s penalty for all requires the expansion of God’s love 
identically for all. In neither case are the several different ways in which the 
Bible depicts God’s love allowed to stand together in relation to its different 
objects (his world, his people) and its different expressions (intra-Trinitarian, 
providential, universal, particular, conditional). For these writers a concep-
tion of the atonement either mandates, or is mandated by, a singular concep-
tion of God’s love.24

Such doctrinal maps are misaligned with the biblical texts which create 
them. The move toward synthesis needs to be more patient and careful, more 
attentive to diverse strands of the biblical witness. Comprised of four sec-
tions, we hope this volume goes some way to meeting the need. The issue of 
integration is important enough for Henri Blocher’s chapter to be devoted 
to it entirely. Of course, readers will want to turn to specific parts to focus 
on particular issues of interest, and each essay is a self-contained argument 
which can be read in this way. The overall effect of the project, however, is 
intended to be cumulative. Taken together, each essay within each section and 
then each section within the book offers a webbed framework of theological 
thinking which maps the study of definite atonement in the Bible.

Definite Atonement in Church History
Richard Muller suggests that a question belonging to the Patristic, medieval, 
and early modern Reformed church was “the meaning of those biblical pas-
sages in which Christ is said to have paid a ransom for all or God is said to 
will the salvation of all or of the whole world, given the large number of 
biblical passages that indicate a limitation of salvation to some, namely, to the 
elect or believers.”25 Not only does this identify the puzzle which the doctrine 

23 Mark Driscoll and Gerry Breshears, Death by Love: Letters from the Cross (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008), 173.
24 For a more satisfying approach, see Geerhardus Vos, “The Biblical Doctrine of the Love of God,” in Redemptive His-
tory and Biblical Interpretation: The Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos, ed. Richard B. Gaffin (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
1980), 425–57; and D. A. Carson, The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God (Leicester, UK: Inter-Varsity Press, 2000).
25 See Richard A. Muller, “Was Calvin a Calvinist?,” in his Calvin and the Reformed Tradition: On the Work of 
Christ and the Order of Salvation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 51–69 (60).
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of definite atonement seeks to address, but it also shows that historical mat-
ters are intimately connected to exegetical ones. As Barth put it, “church 
history is the history of the exegesis of the Word of God.”26

The historical essays in this book, then, explore the question in signifi-
cant moments in church history. They provide a survey of past approaches to 
definite atonement in the Bible, introduce us to key players in the debate, and 
send us on our way with awareness of how crucial terms have been defined 
and understood thus far. These essays create several compass points for the 
map, three of which can be highlighted here.

First, the competing terminologies of “Calvinist versus Arminian,” so 
prevalent in popular debate about definite atonement, need to be set aside in 
favor of richer and more sophisticated understandings of the history of the 
doctrine. Even where the parameters are expanded to include the extra per-
spectives of, say, universalism and Amyraldianism, the reality is that viewing 
the subject through the lens of labels derived from prominent personal names 
in Reformation history soon introduces distortion.

On the one hand, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century debates on the 
atonement did not produce theological ideas and terminology de novo but 
relied on the tradition and sought to develop and apply it, albeit in contested 
ways, in the particular contexts of the early modern era. The journey from 
Patristic and medieval through Reformation and post-Reformation periods 
plotted in this section reveals that this is so. “Calvinism versus Arminianism” 
simply lobotomizes history. On the other hand, none of the major -isms ever 
existed for long as monolithic entities with only a single expression. J. C. 
Ryle once noted that “the absence of accurate definitions is the very life of 
religious controversy,”27 and these essays prompt us to recognize distinct po-
sitions and nuances on the intent and scope of the atonement—Universalism, 
Semi-Pelagianism, Arminianism, Amyraldianism and variant approaches to 
Hypothetical Universalism—always in the service of disciplined theological 
thinking.28

Second, this careful approach to the history of definite atonement ex-
plains why the term “Calvinist” is largely absent from the volume’s subse-

26 Barth, CD I/2, 681.
27 J. C. Ryle, Knots Untied (1878; repr., Moscow, ID: Charles Nolan, 2000), 1.
28 Richard A. Muller, “Calvin on Christ’s Satisfaction and Its Efficacy: The Issue of ‘Limited Atonement,’” in his 
Calvin and the Reformed Tradition, 77 n. 22, argues that, “once the language is suitably parsed, there are at least 
six distinct patterns of formulation [of Christ’s satisfaction] among the early modern Reformed.” 
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quent exegetical, theological, and pastoral treatments of the doctrine. Not 
only do the issues surrounding definite atonement massively predate the life 
and thought of John Calvin, there is no little irony involved in calling definite 
atonement a “Calvinist” doctrine when his own relationship to it—as all sides 
have to admit—is a matter of debate. More than this, it is now abundantly 
clear that the term expresses a reliance on the person which was as insulting 
to Calvin as it is historically misleading because it fails to account for his own 
location in a developing tradition.29 Therefore each of the writers in the book 
works with a preference for the term “Reformed” or “Reformed theology,” 
both for historical description and as the way of locating themselves within 
the particularist trajectory.30

It follows, thirdly, that this volume is not a presentation of “the five 
points of Calvinism” or a defence of the “TULIP” acronym widely used as 
a summary of the Canons of Dort and consequently of Reformed theology. 
It is not that there is no value to such language. But there can be a tendency 
to use such terminology as the soteriological map itself, without realiz-
ing that such terms simply feature as historical landmarks on the map.31 
The language emerged at particular points in time in particular contexts 
in response to particular challenges, and it is those underlying causes and 
perennial questions themselves that the historical essays attempt to probe. 
In the process, they lend weight to J. I. Packer’s insight that, historically, 
the Reformed faith cannot be reduced to simply five points, while at the 
same time, theologically, the five points stand or fall together as simply one 
point: God saves sinners.32

Definite Atonement in the Bible
If historical debates about the atonement arose from certain biblical texts, so 
also our own contribution requires the same engagement with Scripture as 
the norma normans (norming norm) of the discussion.

29 Carl R. Trueman, “Calvin and Calvinism,” in The Cambridge Companion to John Calvin, ed. Donald K. McKim 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 226, suggests that the term “Calvinism” is “of no real use to intel-
lectual history.” See Raymond A. Blacketer’s chapter in the present volume for some of the literature on this issue.
30 It is the contention of this book that while, historically, Hypothetical Universalism and Amyraldianism came 
under the umbrella of the Reformed community in the seventeenth century, these positions are, exegetically and 
theologically, the awkward cousins in the family. This is not to remove them from Reformed orthodoxy, but it is 
to apply the Reformational principle of semper reformanda to the debate, seeking to allow sola Scriptura to act 
as the final authority.
31 Cf. Richard A. Muller, “How Many Points?,” CTJ 28 (1993): 425–33.
32 J. I. Packer, “Introductory Essay,” in John Owen, The Death of Death in the Death of Christ (London: Banner 
of Truth, 1959), 5–6. 
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There currently exists something of an exegetical impasse over texts 
which, on the one hand, seem to point to the particularity of the atonement, 
and texts which, on the other hand, imply a universal atonement. The biblical 
essays in this volume do not claim to constitute a silver bullet to achieve satis-
factory consensus on why all these passages should be put together to affirm 
definite atonement. Indeed, the chapters simply work inductively through the 
relevant material and attempt to provide convincing readings of important 
texts on their own terms. Doubtless debate will still continue.

Nevertheless, the exegetical chapters depict a particular relationship 
between individual atonement texts and an overall theological framework 
which we hope may deepen the discussion. We contend that this framework 
is not imposed on the parts, but rather the parts themselves provide the wide-
angle lens through which they invite us to view them appropriately. Two 
points explain what we mean.

First, we do not begin with contested texts but with the unfolding plot 
line of redemptive history, so that the progression of the chapters matches 
the biblical narrative. This is a very simple approach, but by itself already 
begins to expose the fact that doctrines such as election are not theological 
categories abstractly connected to theologies of atonement by predetermined 
Reformed hermeneutical agendas. Rather, election is a redemptive-historical 
category as much as a dogmatic one. God’s choosing of a people to belong to 
him, so formative in and of the Pentateuch, clearly circumscribes the Bible’s 
unfolding theology of sacrifice and atonement such that election is always an 
expression of God’s grace shaping his covenantal dealings with his people. 
The exegesis of significant texts which then follows,33 along with discussion 
of contested issues (the meanings of “many,” “all,” and “world”), naturally 
locates them within this context.

Second, some of the exegetical parts themselves indicate the content of 
the theological whole. Analysis of Ephesians 1:3–14 and 2 Timothy 1:9–11 
reveals that biblical soteriology is painted on an eschatological canvas that 
consists of four key “moments” of salvation: redemption predestined, re-
demption accomplished, redemption applied, and redemption consummated. 
These two texts offer a panoramic view of salvation, and, because of their 

33 Isaiah 53; Matthew 20:28; Mark 10:45; Matthew 26:28; Luke 22:20; John 3:16; Romans 5:9–11, 12–21; 6:1–11; 
8:1–15, 29–34; 14:15; 1 Corinthians 8:11; 2 Corinthians 5:14–15, 19; Galatians 1:4; 4:4–6; Ephesians 1:3–14; 
5:25–27; Colossians 1:20; 1 Timothy 2:4–6; 4:10; 2 Timothy 1:9–11; Titus 2:11–14; 3:3–7; Hebrews 2:9; 2 Peter 
2:1; 1 John 2:2; 4:10, 14; Revelation 5:9–10.
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scope, they unavoidably point toward overall theological frameworks. They 
help establish a part-whole hermeneutical dialogue whereby we learn to read 
each of the different parts of the biblical narrative as enveloped within the 
Bible’s own way of looking at its whole story. Our salvation is eternal in 
origin and inexorably eschatological in movement; it is predestined, accom-
plished, applied, and consummated, and several biblical texts shine light on 
aspects of this spectrum. For example, Titus 3:3–7 unfolds two distinct mo-
ments of salvation in history (Christ’s appearing, and the Holy Spirit’s act of 
regeneration), along with a further anticipatory moment of salvation in the 
future (unending life with God). The same can be said of Romans 5:9–11 
and 8:29–34, with the addition of another moment of salvation (God’s fore-
knowing and predestining). What becomes clear from all these texts is that 
eschatology is not merely the “goal” of soteriology, “but also encompasses 
it, constituting its very substance from the outset.”34

Definite Atonement in Theological Perspective
John Webster has recently argued that the chief task of Christian soteriology is 
to explain how God is savingly at work in the affliction of Jesus. A dogmatic ac-
count “stretches both backwards and forwards from this central event. It traces 
the work of salvation back into the will of God, and forward into the life of the 
many, who by it are made righteous.”35 The exegetical essays in the volume 
reveal that Webster is correct to identify this bidirectional flow in the biblical 
texts, and the theological and pastoral essays are taken up with expounding 
both movements. What more can be said about the “pre-history” of the history 
of salvation in the purposes of the triune God? What does it mean for our sal-
vation to be the work of Father, Son, and Spirit? What does it mean for Jesus 
to be crushed Servant and interceding High Priest? What kind of sacrifice and 
payment for sin did he offer? The theological chapters in this volume coalesce 
to make four key points, each of which shape the map in different ways.

First, the saving work of God is indivisible. This expresses in a single 
statement the four moments of salvation outlined above,36 and it has profound 

34 Richard B. Gaffin, Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Paul’s Soteriology, 2nd ed. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
1987), 59.
35 John B. Webster, “‘It Was the Will of the Lord to Bruise Him’: Soteriology and the Doctrine of God,” in God 
of Salvation: Soteriology in Theological Perspective, ed. Ivor J. Davidson and Murray A. Rae (Farnham, Surrey, 
UK: Ashgate, 2011), 15–34 (15). 
36 Ibid., 19–20, construes the overall shape of soteriology in three unified moments: “the eternal purpose of the 
perfect God; the establishment of that purpose in the history which culminates in the ministry of the incarnate Son; 
and the consummation of that purpose in the Spirit.”
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theological implications. Each of these four moments is distinct, never col-
lapsed into the others, yet never separated from them either. In moment one, 
our salvation in Christ has been predestined; in moment two, the whole of 
our salvation has been procured and secured by Christ, even though his re-
demption is yet to be experientially applied by his Spirit (moment three) and 
eschatologically consummated in his presence (moment four). None of the 
moments of salvation belong to separate theological tracks, as if Christ’s re-
demptive work is somehow disconnected from the election of his people. In 
God’s saving work there is unity in distinction and distinction in unity. God’s 
purposes in Christ are one. Such a perspective helps to avoid the error of col-
lapsing the moments of redemption applied into redemption accomplished 
(as seen in Karl Barth’s theology) or the error of fracturing the bond between 
these moments (as seen in presentations of universal atonement).

Second, the saving work of God is circumscribed by God’s electing grace 
and purpose. That is, God’s redemptive love and divine initiative shape and 
guide the other moments of salvation. God’s love toward his own in election 
and predestination is the fountainhead from which salvation flows. In this 
regard, there is an inescapable ordo within the divine decree.37 The argument 
set forth in this book is that, before time, the triune God planned salvation, 
such that the Father chose a people for himself from among fallen human-
kind, a choice that would involve the sending of his Son to purchase them and 
the sending of his Spirit to regenerate them. In the mind of God, the choice 
logically preceded the accomplishment and the application of Christ’s re-
demptive work, and so in history it circumscribed them both. Louis Berkhof 
asks, “Did the Father in sending Christ, and did Christ in coming into the 
world, to make atonement for sin, do this with the design or for the purpose 
of saving only the elect or all men? That is the question, and that only is the 
question.”38

This divine ordo within the decree, the biblical basis for which is pre-
sented in this volume, calls into question attempts that would render election 
non-determinative for salvation, or that would place the decree of election 
after the decree of redemption, or that would subordinate God’s electing love 
for his elect at the expense of his universal love for all humankind—problems 
that attend Semi-Pelagianism and Arminianism, Amyraldianism, and Hypo-

37 For a helpful overview of the various positions on the order of decrees, see B. B. Warfield’s table at the end of 
Donald Macleod’s chapter in this volume.
38 Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1958), 394 (emphasis original).
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thetical Universalism, respectively. In the Scriptures, God’s electing love is 
given the most distributive emphasis—it is no mere “afterthought.”39

Third, the saving work of God has its center in union with Christ. The 
personal union between Christ and believers encompasses all four moments 
of salvation. John Murray succinctly encapsulates the different aspects of this 
mysterious union with Christ:

Union with Christ is the central truth of the whole doctrine of salvation. All 
to which the people of God have been predestined in the eternal election 
of God, all that has been secured and procured for them in the once-for-all 
accomplishment of redemption, all of which they become the actual partak-
ers in the application of redemption, and all that by God’s grace they will 
become in the state of consummated bliss is embraced within the compass 
of union and communion with Christ.40

Thus, we may never think of Christ’s accomplished redemption in ab-
straction from the union with his people at the moment of election; nor may 
we detach Christ’s redemptive accomplishment—and his people’s dying and 
rising with him—from the vital union with Christ that occurs through faith, 
or from the union yet to be experienced when believers are finally in Christ’s 
presence. As Sinclair Ferguson points out,

If we are united to Christ, then we are united to him at all points of his activ-
ity on our behalf. We share in his death (we were baptized into his death), in 
his burial (we were buried with him in baptism), in his resurrection (we are 
resurrected with Christ), in his ascension (we have been raised with him), in 
his heavenly session (we sit with him in heavenly places, so that our life is 
hidden with Christ in God), and we will share in his promised return (when 
Christ, who is our life, appears, we also will appear with him in glory).41

It follows that if the moments of redemption are bound together as distinct-
yet-inseparable acts of God in Christ, then certain conceptions of the nature 
and efficacy of the atonement begin to emerge.

Within certain schemes of thought, Christ’s sacrifice secures the salva-
tion of no one in particular, since its efficacy is contingent upon something 
outside the atonement, namely, faith—either synergistic faith (as in forms of 

39 Vos’s critique of Amyraldianism (“Biblical Doctrine of the Love of God,” 456).
40 John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1955), 210.
41 Sinclair B. Ferguson, “The Reformed View,” in Christian Spirituality: Five Views of Sanctification, ed. Donald 
L. Alexander (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 1989), 58.
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Semi-Pelagianism and Arminianism)42 or God-elected, monergistic faith (as 
in Amyraldian Hypothetical Universalism). These accounts introduce con-
tingency into the atonement, which stands in sharp contrast to the efficacy of 
the cross, argued for here. The saving power of the cross does not “depend on 
faith being added to it; its saving power is such that faith flows from it.”43 And 
precisely because Christ does not win a hypothetical salvation for hypotheti-
cal believers, but rather a real salvation for his people, the effectiveness of the 
atonement flows from its penal substitutionary nature.44 At issue here is the 
precise meaning of the cross as punishment for sin, and the two complemen-
tary essays by Garry Williams offer fresh and rigorous accounts which serve 
to deepen significantly our understanding of penology. We suggest that the 
very nature of the atonement is radically redefined when its scope is extended 
to be for all without exception. Packer states the case exactly:

if we are going to affirm penal substitution for all without exception we 
must either infer universal salvation or else, to evade this inference, deny 
the saving efficacy of the substitution for anyone; and if we are going to 
affirm penal substitution as an effective saving act of God we must either 
infer universal salvation or else, to evade this inference, restrict the scope 
of the substitution, making it a substitution for some, not all.45

It is union with Christ which secures the efficacy of Christ’s atonement, 
because his death is an “in-union-with” kind of death. Those for whom Christ 
died cannot but be affected by his death. Union with Christ also defines the 
“some” for whom his death is effective. It rescues us from an impoverished 
view of Christ’s death as a mere “instead of” penal substitutionary atonement 
for all, and instead presents us with a representative penal substitutionary 
atonement: Christ dies as Someone for some people. He dies as King for his 
people, as Husband for his bride, as the Head for his body, as Shepherd for 
his sheep, as Master for his friends, as Firstborn for his brothers and sisters, as 

42 This synergistic faith occurs through either (a) equal cooperation between God and man’s free will (as in Semi-
Pelagianism), or (b) equal cooperation between God and man’s will which is already freed as a result of prevenient 
grace (as in classic Arminianism). In either case, the human free/freed will can resist God’s grace; conversely, man’s 
choice is ultimately decisive for faith. For this important distinction, see Roger E. Olson, Arminian Theology: Myths 
and Realities (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006), 158–78, esp. 164–66.
43 Packer, “Introductory Essay,” 10.
44 John Owen, Salus Electorum, Sanguis Jesu: Or The Death of Death in the Death of Christ, in The Works of John 
Owen, ed. W. H. Goold, 24 vols. (Edinburgh: Johnstone & Hunter, 1850–1853; repr. Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
1967), 10:235, put it well: “Christ did not die for any upon condition, if they do believe; but he died for all God’s 
elect, that they should believe, and believing have eternal life.”
45 J. I. Packer, “What Did the Cross Achieve? The Logic of Penal Substitution,” in Celebrating the Saving Work 
of God: Collected Shorter Writings of J. I. Packer, Volume 1 (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 2000), 85–123 (116).
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the Second and Last Adam for a new humanity.46 This is why the particularity 
of the atonement cannot be introduced at the point of application,47 for we 
were united to Christ in his death and resurrection prior to appropriating the 
benefits of his atonement by faith—which means that the scope of redemp-
tion accomplished and applied are necessarily coextensive.

Fourth, the saving work of God in Christ is Trinitarian. The efficacious 
and indivisible work of God centered in union with Christ ensures that Christ 
died for a definite group of people; the Trinitarian shape of this soteriology 
allows us to go further and say that that is the very intention of his death.

The Trinity orchestrates the symphony of salvation in all its movements: 
the Father elects and sends, the Son becomes incarnate and dies, the Spirit 
draws and vivifies. But while their works are distinct they are not indepen-
dent: the Father elects in Christ, the incarnate Son offers himself on the cross 
through the eternal Spirit to the Father, and the Spirit is sent by the Father 
and the Son to draw and seal the elect. Grounded in the mutual indwelling 
of their persons, the Father, Son, and Spirit together serve the shared goal of 
our salvation. “The Spirit serves the Son by applying what he accomplished, 
and the Son serves the Spirit by making his indwelling possible. Both Son 
and Spirit, together on their twofold mission from the Father, serve the Father 
and minister to us.”48

If, however, as some might argue, Christ’s atoning work on the cross is 
intended for everyone without exception, while its application is limited only 
to those who believe by the power of the Spirit, then, we contend, a fatal 
disjunction is introduced. The disjunction is not just conceptual; it is also 
personal. Aspects of the one union with Christ are disconnected, redemption 
accomplished is separated from redemption applied, and the divine persons 
are cleaved from each other in their saving intentions. The Son dies for all, yet 
the Father elects only some and the Spirit seals only some.49 We suggest, how-
ever, that the nature of the Trinitarian operations envelops a definite construal 
of the atonement as part of the bigger picture of God’s glorification of himself:

46 Henri A. G. Blocher, “The Scope of Redemption and Modern Theology,” SBET 9.2 (1991): 102.
47 Contra Knox, “Some Aspects of the Atonement,” 265.
48 Fred Sanders, The Deep Things of God: How the Trinity Changes Everything (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 149.
49 The disjunctions in a universal atonement are many. “It introduces conflict between the purpose of God, who 
desires the salvation of all, and the will or power of God, who actually either will not or cannot grant salvation 
to all. It gives precedence to the person and work of Christ over election and covenant, so that Christ is isolated 
from these contexts and cannot vicariously atone for his people, since there is no fellowship between him and us. 
It denigrates the justice of God by saying that he causes forgiveness and life to be acquired for all and then fails to 
distribute them to all” (Herman Bavinck, Sin and Salvation in Christ, vol. 3 of Reformed Dogmatics, ed. John Bolt, 
trans. John Vriend, 4 vols. [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006], 469–70).
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For when God designed the great and glorious work of recovering fallen 
man and the saving of sinners, to the praise of the glory of his grace, he 
appointed, in his infinite wisdom, two great means thereof. The one was the 
giving his Son for them, and the other was the giving his Spirit unto them. 
And hereby was way made for the manifestation of the glory of the whole 
blessed Trinity; which is the utmost end of all the works of God.50

Hypothetical Universalists attempt to avoid the accusation of Trinitarian 
disharmony by arguing that each person of the Trinity wills both limitation 
and universalism on different levels, thus eliminating any division between 
them.51 Their position, however, is not without problems for Trinitarian the-
ology, since it introduces a division within the will of each person as they 
seek to perform salvation. The position must concede that, at the universal 
level, the person and work of Christ are divided as he performs atonement 
for everyone without reference to his person, roles, or offices. He therefore 
dies on the one hand as a representative substitute for his people, yet on the 
other hand as a mere substitute for people whom he knows the Father never 
elected and for whom he will never send his Spirit to draw to himself. The hy-
pothetical scheme not only suggests that God has two economies of salvation 
running in tandem, but it inadvertently presents us with a confused Christ. 
Such a position runs counter to the biblical description of Christ’s work and 
person (and his offices) being interrelated, and his substitutionary death being 
representatively performed in union with his people.

Setting issues such as the intent, nature, and efficacy of the atonement in 
a full-orbed Trinitarian context allows us to understand the relationship be-
tween them. Just as the efficacy of the atonement flows from its penal nature, 
so we may say in turn that its nature flows from its divine intent. The Servant 
is crushed and suffers and is made to be a guilt offering because it was the 
will of the loRD (Isa. 53:10). Intending to save all those given to him by the 
Father, the Son offers himself through the Spirit as an atoning sacrifice and 
achieves the salvation of his people (Heb. 9:14).

50 John Owen, Πνευματολογια or, A Discourse Concerning the Holy Spirit, in Works, 3:23 (emphasis original).
51 For example, John Davenant, “A Dissertation on the Death of Christ, as to its Extent and special Benefits: con-
taining a short History of Pelagianism, and shewing the Agreement of the Doctrines of the Church of England on 
general Redemption, Election, and Predestination, with the Primitive Fathers of the Christian Church, and above 
all, with the Holy Scriptures,” in An Exposition of the Epistle of St. Paul to the Colossians, trans. Josiah Allport, 2 
vols. (London: Hamilton, Adams, 1832 [English trans. of 1650 Latin ed.]), 2:398 and 2:542, argued that the Son 
had a universal intent that “conformed to the ordination of the Father,” and yet, at the same time, Christ affirmed the 
particular will of God when he died, for how else could Christ have “exhibited himself as conformed to the eternal 
appointment of his Father, if, in his saving passion, he had not applied his merits in a peculiar manner infallibly to 
effect and complete the salvation of the elect?”
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This helps to explain why the terms “definite atonement” or “particular” 
or “effectual redemption” are to be preferred above “limited atonement,” 
which is commonly used for the doctrine. Not only is there an innate negativ-
ity attached to the language of limitation which obscures what the doctrine 
consistently includes (such as the sufficiency of Christ’s death for all or the 
cosmic implications of the atonement), it also misleads given that other views 
of the atonement necessarily “limit” it in some way. John Murray is surely 
right: “Unless we believe in the final restoration of all mankind, we cannot 
have an unlimited atonement. On the premise that some perish eternally we 
are shut up to one of two alternatives—a limited efficacy or a limited extent; 
there is no such thing as an unlimited atonement.”52 In this book, we com-
monly adopt the term “definite atonement,” since the adjective “definite” is 
able to convey that the atonement is specific in its intention (Christ died to 
save his people) and effective in its nature (it really does atone).53

Definite Atonement in Pastoral Practice
The aim of any doctrinal map must be to show the glory of God in the face 
of Jesus Christ as revealed in the pages of Scripture. It is the aim of this vol-
ume to show the vital place that a definite atonement occupies in just such 
an account of God’s glory. And it is that overall ambition that grounds our 
understanding of the connection between definite atonement and pastoral 
care of God’s people. The three chapters that conclude the volume are not 
themselves essays in pastoral practice; rather, they seek to provide the deep 
foundations upon which pastoral practice may build and flourish. For if the 
final end of salvation is “the reiteration of God’s majesty and the glorifica-
tion of God by all creatures,”54 then our greatest human need is to give God 
glory in gratitude and praise and to structure our creaturely life by the divine 
wisdom of the crucified Messiah.

His atoning death and resurrection provide the incarnate Son of God 

52 John Murray, The Atonement (Philadelphia: P&R, 1962), 27.
53 Similarly, referring to the “extent” of the atonement is less than ideal given that the word can qualify different 
aspects of the atonement: its intention, accomplishment, or application. As Robert Letham, The Work of Christ 
(Leicester, UK: Inter-Varsity Press, 1993), 225, argues, “extent” gives the impression that the atonement is being 
calculated mathematically or spatially. “Translated into debate on the atonement, the focus becomes that of number: 
how many, or what proportion benefit from Christ’s death? Did Christ atone for the sins of all or simply for those of 
the elect? Did he atone for the sins of all in a provisional sense? Or, from quite another direction, is the atonement of 
limited or unlimited value? If the idea of intent is the central theme, however, the principal point at stake becomes 
that of purpose or design. In short, the issue crystallises into the place of the atonement in the overall plan of God 
for human redemption. The spatial and mathematical yields to the teleological.”
54 Webster, “It Was the Will of the Lord,” 20.
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with the full display of the glory of God (Phil. 2:5–11), and so provide the 
people of God with the deepest of reasons for the praise of God. A definite 
understanding of Christ’s atonement flows from seeing the successive stages 
of his humiliation and exaltation as unified parts of a complete accomplish-
ment.55 The glory Jesus receives as the Son of God in power in his exaltation 
is his because he has triumphed over sin and death and hell and has lost none 
of those whom the Father gave to him (John 17). As our Great High Priest, 
he is seated because he has opened a new and living way to God and by his 
sacrifice “has made perfect forever those who are being made holy” (Heb. 
10:14, NIV). The glory of God shines with radiance in the cross of Christ 
because from his sin-bearing death stems the re-creation of the world and 
the reconciliation of all things to God (Col. 1:20). The atonement secured 
salvation, a world made new, and eternal shalom.

It is often alleged that in the pastoral domain the weaknesses of definite 
atonement become most acute. This is not so. We contend that, precisely be-
cause it is a definite atonement that gives greatest glory to God, so it is this 
understanding of the atonement that affords church and world the greatest 
good. The drama of the Son-King who was promised the nations as his inheri-
tance (Ps. 2:8) adds motivation for the evangelization of the peoples of the 
world. The Lamb has purchased people for God (Rev. 5:9–11). Conversely, 
the “unevangelized” become an uncomfortable “stone in the shoe” for ad-
vocates of a universal atonement: Christ has provided a de jure salvation for 
all but which de facto is not accessible to all and, inadvertently, ends up in 
reality limited in its scope. Definite atonement ensures that what is offered in 
the proclamation of the gospel is the actual accomplishment of redemption. 
To herald the gospel is to herald a Savior who has by his blood established 
the covenant of grace which all are called to join. Proponents of a general, 
universal atonement cannot in fact, if being consistent, maintain a belief in 
the sincere offer of salvation for every person. All that can be offered is the 
opportunity or the possibility of salvation—and that not even to all in reality.

An atonement symbolized by the Good Shepherd who lays down his life 
for his sheep provides pastoral riches of motivation, joyful obedience, and 

55 Bavinck explains the structure of this unity in Sin and Salvation in Christ, 323–482, and beautifully explores its 
cosmic scope (see esp. 473–74). Interestingly, he includes his discussion of the atonement under the exaltation of 
Christ, not his humiliation. For Bavinck, when Christ rose from the dead and ascended to heaven “he took with him 
a treasure of merits that he had acquired by his obedience,” chief among them the reconciliation which he won in 
his atoning death (447). Reconciliation is therefore a gift given by the risen and ascended King to his people (450).
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perseverance for pastor and people alike. Atonement which radiates from the 
union of Christ with his people and which is set within the wider paradigm 
of the triune operations cannot but give assurance to the believer. If God—
Father, Son, and Spirit—has worked indivisibly for us in Christ, who then can 
be against us? Models of the atonement that make salvation merely possible 
fail to provide this robust assurance and comfort. Assurance of salvation 
necessarily becomes detached from the secure source of what Christ has done 
and lodges itself in the unstable realm of our response. Atonement has been 
made, yes—but knowledge of it sufficient to calm our fears and assure us 
of our adoption is grounded in human action, not divine. We are salvation’s 
decisive donors.

If John Piper is correct in his concluding essay, that the death of Christ is 
the climax of the glory of God’s grace, which is the apex of the glory of God, 
then the issues of the intent and nature of the atonement are not subjects of 
“little consequence” or “matters of mere speculation”—they touch the very 
nerve center of the glory of God. He is not glorified when his salvation is 
reduced to a mere opportunity. He is not glorified when his redemption of 
lost sinners is abridged to being simply a possibility. God is glorified when 
he is seen and savored and enjoyed for what he actually bestows: saving 
grace. In this glorification, we his creatures are made whole and healthy, 
worshiping and happy, and commissioned as his ambassadors in his world—
soli Deo gloria.
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“We Trust in the Saving Blood”  1

DE F I N I T E ATON E M E N T I N 
T H E A NC I E N T C H U RC H

Michael A. G. Haykin

Introduction
When the eighteenth-century Calvinistic polymath John Gill (1697–1771) 
decided to publicly defend some of the cardinal doctrines of the Reformed 
faith, the result was The Cause of God and Truth (1735–1738), a monumental 
work of scholarship devoted to an explication of what were popularly known 
as “the doctrines of grace.” Gill was especially concerned to answer the ar-
guments of the Salisbury clergyman Daniel Whitby (1638–1726), whose A 
Discourse on the Five Points (1710), as it is known, was reprinted in the early 
1730s and which caused quite a stir, for it was judged to be an irrefutable 
critique of these central convictions of English Calvinism.2 Understandably 
the Scriptures were central to this debate, but the perspective of the ancient 
church was also extensively considered. Gill’s detailed coverage of the Pa-
tristic evidence can be found especially in part 4 of The Cause of God and 
Truth. Gill was indeed aware that discussion of the doctrines of grace did 
not become explicit until the fifth century when the Pelagian heresy arose, 
yet, like earlier Reformed authors such as François Turretini (1623–1687) 

1 The quote is from Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 24.1.
2 See John Gill, “Preface” to his The Cause of God and Truth, (repr., London: W. H. Collingridge, 1855), iii (origi-
nally published in four parts between 1735–1738).
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and John Owen (1616–1683),3 he was convinced that there were significant 
traces of these doctrines detectable in Patristic authors.4 His treatment of the 
Fathers on this subject was based upon a diligent reading of various primary 
sources and contained his own fresh translation of many of the texts that he 
cited. Having worked in detail through a few of the texts that Gill discussed, 
one cannot but be impressed by the depth of his knowledge of the Fathers.

It is noteworthy that the number of Fathers cited by Gill in support of the 
doctrine of particular redemption was greater than those quoted for any of 
the other four points. He cites thirty-three Patristic authorities in all, ranging 
from the first-century Italian Clement of Rome (fl. 96) to the late fourth- and 
early fifth-century Latin translator Jerome (c. 347–420).5 Gill purposely left 
out Augustine of Hippo (354–430), as well as Prosper of Aquitaine (c. 388–c. 
455) and Fulgentius of Ruspe (c. 462–c. 527), two of Augustine’s most prom-
inent advocates, since it was common knowledge where they stood.6 This 
sort of “proof-texting” is out of academic fashion today, primarily because of 
the danger it holds for failing to observe the context of the original text and 
thus seriously misconstruing the meaning of the passage under discussion. 
Yet, given the fact that the doctrine of particular redemption was neither the 
subject of controversy nor the center of detailed discussion in the Patristic 
era, nor even in the Pelagian controversy of the fifth century,7 it seems to this 
writer that any treatment of this subject in the “ancient church,” as Gill terms 
the Patristic period,8 must follow the general pattern of the Baptist theolo-
gian’s examination. In fact, Gill’s roster of Patristic testimonies really pro-
vides an excellent starting point for any essay on this subject. Hence, in what 
follows, a number of the texts he cites will be reexamined, with due attention 
to their contexts, to see if we are warranted to say that there is a witness to 
this doctrine in the ancient church and what the nature of that witness is.9

3 See, for example, the brief discussion of Turretin’s citation of Patristic authorities by Raymond A. Blacketer, 
“Definite Atonement in Historical Perspective,” in The Glory of the Atonement: Biblical, Historical, and Practi-
cal Perspectives. Essays in Honor of Roger Nicole, ed. Charles E. Hill and Frank A. James III (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 308, and the five-page addendum by John Owen to his magisterial Salus Electorum, 
Sanguis Jesu: Or The Death of Death In the Death of Christ (London: Philemon Stephens, 1648), 322–26.
4 Gill, Cause of God and Truth, 220–22.
5 Ibid., 241–65. 
6 Ibid., 221–22. See the statement of Owen, Death of Death, 325, where, after citing a text of Augustine that reveals 
his belief in particular redemption, he comments, “his judgement in these things is known to all.” 
7 W. H. Goold, “Prefatory Note” to Salus Electorum, Sanguis Jesu: Or The Death of Death in the Death of Christ, in 
The Works of John Owen, ed. W. H. Goold, 24 vols. (Edinburgh: Johnstone & Hunter, 1850–1853; repr. Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 1967), 10:140.
8 Gill, Cause of God and Truth, 241.
9 A major challenge in using Gill’s citations in this regard is that he is consulting sixteenth-century editions of the 
Fathers, which are no longer easily accessible by twenty-first-century readers.
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Texts from five of the authors examined by Gill, still only a small rep-
resentative sample, have been chosen for extended discussion in this essay: 
Clement of Rome and Justin Martyr (c. 100–165), both from the earliest 
period of Christian witness after the apostolic era; and Hilary of Poitiers 
(310/315–367/368), Ambrose (c. 340–397), and Jerome—three significant 
theologians from the fourth century. In addition, Augustine and Prosper of 
Aquitaine will also be briefly examined. By such usage of this section of The 
Cause of God and Truth, this essay does not intend itself to be a study of 
Gill’s thought; rather, Gill’s citations are being employed as a springboard 
into the thought of early Christianity. It goes without saying that discussion of 
all of the early Christian authors who figure in Gill’s The Cause of God and 
Truth would require a monograph. Hopefully, though, this brief study will 
indicate that such a monograph would be a valuable addition to the scholar-
ship on the doctrines of grace.

Preliminary to this discussion, however, a number of general remarks 
regarding the doctrine of definite atonement in early Christian thinking need 
to be made. First, as has already been indicated, this is not a controversial 
issue in the ancient church, not even in the early fifth-century Pelagian con-
troversy. As such, what can be gleaned about this doctrine in this era is mostly 
from implied comments rather than direct assertion. But this does not mean 
that there is no evidence of the doctrine. As Raymond A. Blacketer rightly 
comments, “There is a trajectory of thought in the Christian tradition running 
from the Patristic era through the Middle Ages that stresses a specific, par-
ticular and defined purpose of God in salvation; but it is a minority position 
and is frequently ambiguous.”10 Then, at the very beginning of the Patristic 
era, the Fathers had to deal with the elitism of various Gnostic groups, which 
led them to stress the universalism of the Christian gospel and, understand-
ably, to downplay the particularity of the cross-work of Christ. Also the need 
to avoid Greco-Roman fatalism, much of it the result of popular Stoicism, 
issued in a concern to stress the freedom of the human will, and this, in turn, 
served to diminish any desire to discuss the extent of the atonement. Finally, 
this lack of discussion in early Christian thought about the people for whom 
Christ died should not surprise us given the fact that, while the person of 
Christ was the subject of “lively” discussion in the Patristic era and ulti-
mately vital dogmatic pronouncements, “the saving work of Christ remained 

10 Blacketer, “Definite Atonement in Historical Perspective,” 313.
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dogmatically undefined.”11 What this does not mean is that the Fathers were 
uninterested in this overall subject—in fact, the very opposite: meditation on 
and thought about the atonement were a central feature of the piety, exegesis, 
and worship of the ancient church.12

Clement of Rome
Though few details are known about the life of Clement of Rome, his letter to 
the church at Corinth may well be the oldest Christian text after the canonical 
writings of the NT.13 Written to rectify a schism that had rent the Corinthian 
community,14 the main purpose of the letter is well summed up by a series of 
allusions to 1 Corinthians 13 in 1 Clement 49.5:

Love knows nothing of division, love does not foment rebellion, love does 
everything in harmony; in love all the elect of God are made perfect; with-
out love nothing is pleasing to God. In love the Master received us; because 
of the love he had towards us, our Lord Jesus Christ gave his blood for us 
(ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν) in accord with the will of God: his flesh for the sake of our 
flesh, his life for our lives (τὴν ψυχὴν ὑπὲρ τῶν ψυχῶν ἡμῶν).15

The Corinthian believers are admonished to act in love because this is the way 
that their Lord has dealt with them—in love. Not surprisingly for a Chris-

11 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition. A History of the Development of Doctrine. Volume 1: The Emergence 
of the Catholic Tradition (100–600) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971), 141.
12 Pelikan, Emergence of the Catholic Tradition, 142–43. See also the comments of Sinclair B. Ferguson, “Christus 
Victor et Propitiator: The Death of Christ, Substitute and Conqueror,” in For the Fame of God’s Name: Essays 
in Honor of John Piper, ed. Sam Storms and Justin Taylor (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 173–74. Brian Daley 
has made a persuasive case that the Fathers’ soteriology was ultimately concerned with the implications of the 
union of God and humanity in Christ and that the death of Jesus was only part of this larger picture. See his “‘He 
Himself Is Our Peace’ (Ephesians 2:14): Early Christian Views of Redemption in Christ,” in The Redemption: An 
Interdisciplinary Symposium on Christ as Redeemer, ed. Stephen T. Davis, Daniel Kendall, and Gerald O’Collins 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 149–76.
13 For a study of his identity, see Peter Lampe, From Paul to Valentinus: Christians at Rome in the First Two Cen-
turies, ed. Marshall D. Johnson, trans. Michael Steinhauser (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 206–17. For the date 
of 1 Clement, see Andrew Louth, “Clement of Rome,” in Early Christian Writings: The Apostolic Fathers, trans. 
Maxwell Staniforth (1968 repr., Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1987), 20; Michael W. Holmes, “First 
Clement,” in The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations, ed. and trans. Michael W. Holmes, 3rd 
ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007), 35–36; Andreas Lindemann, “The First Epistle of Clement,” in The Apostolic 
Fathers: An Introduction, ed. Wilhelm Pratscher (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2010), 65. Pace Thomas J. 
Herron, who has argued for an earlier date around 70 AD. See his “The Most Probable Date of the First Epistle of 
Clement to the Corinthians,” in Studia Patristica, ed. Elizabeth A. Livingston (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters, 1989), 
21:106–21. For a helpful overview of the letter and select bibliography, see Hubertus R. Drobner, The Fathers of 
the Church: A Comprehensive Introduction, trans. Siegfried S. Schatzmann and William Harmless (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 2007), 47–49.
14 See, for example, 1 Clement 1.1; 3.1–4; 46.5. For a discussion of this schism, see especially Andrew Gregory, “1 
Clement: An Introduction,” in The Writings of the Apostolic Fathers, ed. Paul Foster (London/New York: T. & T. 
Clark, 2007), 24–28; and A. Lindemann, “First Epistle of Clement,” in Apostolic Fathers: An Introduction, 59–62. 
See also Davorin Peterlin, “Clement’s Answer to the Corinthian Conflict in AD 96,” JETS 39 (1996): 57–69.
15 Trans. Michael A. G. Haykin. Unless indicated, translations are my own. For Gill’s discussion of this text, see 
Cause of God and Truth, 241.
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tian author, Clement employs Christ’s dying “for us”—which he amplifies as 
Christ’s shedding his blood for us, sacrificing his body for ours and his soul/
life for ours—as an example of what constitutes true love and how it acts 
unselfishly. The contextual equation of “the elect of God” with the “us” for 
whom Christ died, an equation that Gill suggests, seems entirely justifiable.16 
This equation is strengthened by an earlier typological reading in the letter 
of the scarlet cord hung by Rahab from her window (see Joshua 2:15–21): 
it was a “sign” (σημεῖον) that “through the blood of the Lord there will be 
redemption for all who believe and hope in God.”17 The shedding of Christ’s 
blood brings about redemption not for all and sundry, but, Clement specifies, 
for “all who believe and hope in God.” In line with this understanding of the 
death of Christ, Clement later prays that “the Creator of all things may keep 
intact the specified number of his elect in the whole world,”18 a passage that 
echoes the prayer of Jesus specifically for those whom the Father has given 
to him (John 17:9).

Near the beginning of his letter, however, Clement makes a comment that 
has been taken as an affirmation of a general redemption. In 1 Clement 7.4, 
he urges his readers to “gaze intently at the blood of Christ and understand 
how precious it is to his Father, because, having been poured out for the sake 
of our salvation, it made available/won [ὑπήνεγκεν] the grace of repentance 
for the whole world.”19 In what follows this statement, Clement notes that 

16 See also a similar train of argument in 1 Clement 50.3–7. Charles Merritt Nielsen, “Clement of Rome and Moral-
ism,” Church History 31 (1962): 135, has noted that the term “elect” was a favorite of Clement.
17 Clement, 1 Clement 12.7. See the similar interpretation of this biblical text by Justin Martyr, Dialogue with 
Trypho 111.4.
18 Clement, 1 Clement 59.2, trans. Holmes, Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations, 123.
19 Clement, 1 Clement 7.4. For the translation of ὑπήνεγκεν as “made available,” see Frederick William Danker, 
rev. and ed., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 1042–43. For the translation “won,” see J. B. Lightfoot, ed. and trans., The 
Apostolic Fathers: Clement, Ignatius, and Polycarp (1889–1890; repr., Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1981), 1/2:37; 
and Holmes, Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations, 55.

A good number of English editions of 1 Clement read the Greek term ὑπήνεγκεν, as above. See Lightfoot, Ap-
ostolic Fathers: Clement, Ignatius, and Polycarp, 1/2:36–37; Holmes, Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English 
Translations, 54; Bart D. Ehrman, ed. and trans., The Apostolic Fathers, 2 vols. The Loeb Classical Library (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 1:46. But there is actually a variant at this point, ἐπήνεγκεν, which 
should be translated as “it granted” or “it gave” (Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon, 386), and which is followed by 
recent French and German editions. See Annie Jaubert, ed. and trans., Clément de Rome: Épître aux Corinthiens, 
Sources chrétiennes 167 (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1971), 110; Gerhard Schneider, trans. and introduction, Cle-
mens von Rom: Brief an die Korinther, Fontes Christiani 15 (Freiburg: Herder, 1994), 80. Though, see Horacio E. 
Lona, trans. and annotated, Der erste Clemensbrief, Kommentar zu den Apostolischen Vätern, 2 vols. (Göttingen, 
Germany: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1998), 2:177, who accepts ὑπήνεγκεν as the proper reading.

There are two key Greek manuscripts of 1 Clement: Codex Alexandrinus (A) from the fifth century, which also 
contains almost the entire Greek Bible, and Codex Hiersolymitanus graecus 54 (H), dated from 1056. There is also 
a Latin translation copied in the eleventh century, Codex Latinus (L), which has a version of the text that appears 
to be a translation made in the second or third century. As such, Codex Latinus is sometimes more reliable than 
either of the two Greek manuscripts. Two Coptic (Co) manuscripts and one in Syriac (S) also exist. For the textual 
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the grace of repentance was made available by God—the sovereign ruler of 
history, or δεσπότης, as he calls him (7.5)—to those past generations that 
heard the preaching of Noah and then Jonah (7.6–7). Given this context and 
in the light of the overall concern of the letter to bring the Corinthian church 
to repentance over the sin of schism, 1 Clement 7.4 must be seen as emphasiz-
ing that the scope of this grace has been broadened in the new covenant, es-
tablished as it is by the shed blood of Christ, to encompass the whole world.20 
In other words, Clement is stressing that there is abundant grace available 
to lead the Corinthians to repentance. Now, the means Clement urges the 
Corinthians to employ in order to come to repentance is by fixing their eyes 
upon the shed blood of Christ, which may well stand for the death of Christ.21 
Through meditation upon Christ’s sacrifice and its worth in the eyes of God 
the Father, both of which contribute to its universal significance, Clement 
hopes his first readers will be led to renounce their sin.

A number of students of this letter point out that soteriology is not one of 
its prime subjects.22 Undoubtedly this is true. These passages from 1 Clement 
that we have examined, though, provide glimpses of soteriological perspec-
tives, one of which seems to be clearly in line with NT emphases on Christ’s 
death being for the elect.

Justin Martyr
The North African theologian Tertullian (fl. 190–220) remembered Justin 
Martyr as a “philosopher and martyr,”23 and, as Paul Parvis has recently 
noted, these two epithets “reflect in different ways the two most enduring 
aspects of his legacy,” though Parvis also rightly points out that there is 
far more to Justin than what is encapsulated by these terms.24 Sara Parvis 

sources of 1 Clement, see Schneider, Clemens von Rom: Brief an die Korinther, 56–61. The reading ὑπήνεγκεν is 
found in A with support from S and Co, while ἐπήνεγκεν is the reading of H, which is supported by L.
20 Odd Magne Bakke, “Concord and Peace”: A Rhetorical Analysis of the First Letter of Clement with an Emphasis 
on the Language of Unity and Sedition (Tübingen: Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 2001), 332. See the insightful comment of 
Adolf von Harnack, “The universalism of God's mercy first of all became a fact through the death of Christ” (my 
translation), in Einführung in die alte Kirchengeschichte. Das Schreiben der römischen Kirche an die korinthische 
aus der Zeit Domitians (I. Clemensbrief), ed. Adolf von Harnack (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1929), 78.
21 There is no mention of the word “cross” (σταυρός) in the letter. For other references to the “blood of Christ,” 
see 1 Clement 12.7; 21.6; and 49.6. See also Schneider, Clemens von Rom: Brief an die Korinther, 46. Edmund 
W. Fisher, “‘Let Us Look upon the Blood-of-Christ’ (1 Clement 7:4),” Vigiliae Christianae 34 (1980): 218–36, 
unconvincingly argues that this verse is a reference to the Lord’s Supper.
22 See, for example, Lona, Der erste Clemensbrief, 177 n. 6.
23 Tertullian, Against the Valentinians 5.
24 Paul Parvis, “Justin Martyr,” in Early Christian Thinkers: The Lives and Legacies of Twelve Key Figures, ed. 
Paul Foster (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2010), 1. This is an extremely helpful introduction to the life 
and significance of Justin. See also Drobner, Fathers of the Church, 77–82.
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has argued that it was Justin Martyr who “forged the genre of Christian 
apologetic.”25 In what follows, we look at some aspects of Justin, the theo-
logian of the cross.

L. W. Barnard has observed that more than any other second-century 
apologist, Justin “states repeatedly that Christ saves us by his death on the 
Cross and by his resurrection.”26 In his First Apology, for example, Justin 
cited the messianic prophecy of Genesis 49:10–11 and interpreted the phrase 
“washing his robe in the blood of the grape” as heralding “beforehand the 
suffering he [that is, Christ] was going to endure, cleansing through his blood 
those who believed in him.”27 Justin specified that the term “robe” referred to 
“the human beings who believe” in Christ. In other words, the cleansing work 
of the Christ is specifically directed at believers. Justin gives the same inter-
pretation in the Dialogue with Trypho, where he stated that Genesis 49:11 
was prophetic of the fact that Christ “will cleanse in his own blood those who 
believe in him. For the Holy Spirit called his robe those who receive forgive-
ness of sins from him, in whom he is always present in power and among 
whom he will be visibly present at his second coming.”28

The Dialogue with Trypho is filled with references to the crucified Christ. 
Through the crucified Christ men and women turn to God.29 Those who re-
pent of their sins are purified “by faith through the blood of Christ and his 
death.”30 For all who approach the Father through Christ’s sufferings there 
is healing.31 Christ endured his sufferings at the cross “for the sake [ὑπὲρ] 
of those human beings who are cleansing their souls from all sin.”32 By his 
crucifixion Christ has “ransomed [ἐλυτρώσατο] us, who were immersed 
under the weightiest of sins [βεβαπτισμένους ταῖς βαρυτάταις ἁμαρτίαις]” 
and “made us a house of prayer and adoration.”33 Salvation from the sting 
of Satan has come through the cross and refuge in the One who sent his Son 

25 Sara Parvis, “Justin Martyr and the Apologetic Tradition,” in Justin Martyr and His Worlds, ed. Sara Parvis 
and Paul Foster (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 117. See her entire article for her persuasive argument (115–27).
26 Barnard, Justin Martyr, 124. Peter Ensor, “Justin Martyr and Penal Substitutionary Atonement,” EQ 83 (2011): 
220, makes a similar comment with specific reference to Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho: it is “saturated with refer-
ences to the cross.”
27 Justin, First Apology 32.1, 5, 7, in Justin, Philosopher and Martyr, 171.
28 Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 54.1. Cf. also 76.2 and the similar interpretation by, among other Patristic authors, 
Irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 57; and Amphilochius of Iconium, Homily 6: In Illud: Pater 
si possibile est, in Amphilochii Iconiensis Opera, ed. Carnelis Datema, Corpus Christianorum, Series Graeca, 72 
vols. (Turnhout: Brepols/Leuven: University Press, 1978), 3:150–51.
29 Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 11.4, 5.
30 Ibid., 13.1.
31 Ibid., 17.1. See also Second Apology 13.4.
32 Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 41.1.
33 Ibid., 86.6.
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into the world to be crucified.34 In a word, the blood of Christ has saved “from 
all nations those who were once sexually immoral and wicked—they have 
received forgiveness of their sins and no longer live in sin.”35 All of these 
references imply a specificity in the extent of the atonement.36

In one text, though, Justin appears to speak more generally about the 
atoning death of Christ. Trypho expressed his incredulity that the Messiah 
whom he and his people were expecting was Jesus of Nazareth, since he 
had been crucified and thus experienced so “shameful and dishonourable 
[αἰσχρῶς καὶ ἀτίμως]” a death that the law specifically named it as cursed.37 
Trypho is clearly thinking of Deuteronomy 21:22–23.38 In his answer, Justin 
first rehearsed what he considered to be a number of OT predictions that 
the Messiah would be crucified.39 He then specified that while men who 
die by crucifixion are indeed, according to the law, accursed, Christ himself 
had done nothing to deserve the curse of God.40 If the truth be told, Justin 
continued, the entire human race, apart from Jesus, is under God’s curse: no 
Jew has ever kept the law entirely, and as for the Gentiles, they are clearly 
accursed for they are idolatrous, sexual corrupters of the young, and doers of 
all manner of evil.41 “If therefore the Father of the universe determined that 
his own Christ, for the sake of human beings from every race, was to take 
responsibility [ἀναδέξασθαι] for the curses of all,” Justin reasoned, “why do 
you indict him as one accursed who endured this suffering in accord with the 
will of the Father and not rather bewail yourselves?”42 Christ suffered, not for 
sins he had done, but “in the stead of the human race [ὑπὲρ τοῦ ἀνθρωπείου 
γένους]”—their cursedness he took upon himself and in this sense died in the 
manner of one accursed.43 As Steve Jeffery, Michael Ovey, and Andrew Sach 
rightly comment, this “amounts to a clear statement of penal substitution.”44 
Firm support for their judgment is found in the flow of Justin’s argument 

34 Ibid., 91.4. 
35 Ibid., 111.4.
36 Here I concur with the opinion of Gill, Cause of God and Truth, 242.
37 Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 89.1–2; 90.1. See also 32.1.
38 Steve Jeffery, Michael Ovey, and Andrew Sach, Pierced for Our Transgressions: Rediscovering the Glory of 
Penal Substitution (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2007), 164–65. Justin quotes this passage from Deuteronomy in Dia-
logue with Trypho 96.1.
39 Ibid., 90–91 and 94. Among these is one Christ himself refers to, namely, the bronze serpent that Moses was 
instructed to place upon a pole (Numbers 21:6–9). See John 3:14–15.
40 Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 94.5.
41 Ibid., 95.1.
42 Ibid., 95.2.
43 Ibid.
44 Jeffery, Ovey, Sach, Pierced for Our Transgressions, 166. 



“We Trust in the Saving Blood”   65

and his use of the verb ἀναδέχομαι in relation to the death of Christ.45 In the 
Greek papyri the verb ἀναδέχομαι is often used with a legal meaning, namely 
“to become surety for,” and G. W. H. Lampe has listed its usage with this 
meaning in Patristic literature dealing with the atonement.46

These texts from the Dialogue with Trypho 89–96 are the most exten-
sive discussion of the cross in Justin’s writings, but they do not provide an 
unambiguous statement regarding the extent of the atonement. Justin ended 
up affirming that Christ died for “the human race,” though a little earlier in 
the text he had stated that he died for “human beings from every race.” If 
these passages are lined up with Justin’s other statements about the cross, 
then they may well be interpreted as affirming a particularity in the extent 
of the atonement. On the other hand, Justin’s basic philosophical position, 
which, among other things, highlighted the freedom of choice of human 
beings with regard to the salvation offered in the Christian gospel47—an 
explicit rejection of the fatalism regnant in many quarters of Greco-Roman 
culture—would have caused strain with a view that regarded Christ’s death 
as one for the elect of God. It is noteworthy that both Barnard and Henry 
Chadwick have noted an overall tension between Justin’s philosophical con-
victions and his affirmations about the redemptive work of Christ. They 
have argued that his statements about the cross represent a fundamental part 
of the “traditional faith of the church” that was current in his day. Justin 
wholeheartedly accepted this faith though it did not always fit well with his 
philosophical perspectives.48

Hilary of Poitiers
Hilary, a leading champion of biblical Trinitarianism at the height of the 
fourth-century Arian controversy and a “theological bridge” between the 
Latin West and the Greek East, was born between 310 and 315 into a non-
Christian home in Poitiers (Latin: Pictavis) in Aquitainia Secunda, and died 

45 Ensor, “Justin Martyr and penal substitutionary atonement,” 222–25. For recent debate about this text, see Derek 
Flood, “Substitutionary Atonement and the Church Fathers: A Reply to the Authors of Pierced for Our Transgres-
sions,” EQ 82.2 (2010): 142–59 (144–45), and Garry J. Williams’s response, “Penal Substitutionary Atonement in 
the Church Fathers,” EQ 83.3 (2011): 195–216 (196–99).
46 H. G. Meecham, The Epistle to Diognetus (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 1949), 129; G. W. H. 
Lampe, A Patristic Greek Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1961), 101.
47 See, for example, Justin, First Apology 43–44.
48 Barnard, Justin Martyr, 124–25; Henry Chadwick, “Justin Martyr’s Defence of Christianity,” The Bulletin of the 
John Rylands Library 47 (1965): 293. On Justin’s view of the atonement as representative of the church of his day, 
see also Ensor, “Justin Martyr and Penal Substitutionary Atonement,” 231–32.
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there in either 367 or 368.49 He probably became a Christian in his early 
twenties.50

As Hilary read the NT he understood the purpose behind the coming of 
the Lord Jesus Christ into this world and specifically what he had achieved 
by his death:

. . . he received the flesh of sin that by assuming our flesh he might forgive 
our sin, but, while he takes our flesh, he does not share in our sin. By his 
death he destroyed the sentence of death in order that, by creating our race 
anew in his person, he might abolish the sentence of the former decree. He 
allows himself to be nailed to the cross in order that by the curse of the cross 
all the curses of our earthly condemnation might be nailed to it and obliter-
ated. Finally, he suffers as man in order to shame the powers. While God, 
according to the Scriptures, is to die, he would triumph with the confidence 
in himself of a conqueror. While he, the immortal One, would not be over-
come by death, he would die for the eternal life of us mortals.

These deeds of God, therefore, are beyond the understanding of our 
human nature and do not fit in with our natural process of thought, because 
the work of Infinite Eternity demands an infinite faculty of appraisal.51

Hilary is well aware that human reason cannot ultimately comprehend such 
“deeds of God” as the incarnation and the atonement. Such affirmations as 
“God became man,” “the Immortal dies,” and “the Eternal is buried” must 
be embraced by faith—“the obedience of faith carries us beyond the natural 
power of [mere human] comprehension,” as he noted later in this treatise.52 
Now, immediately before this passage Hilary had cited Colossians 2:8–13, 
and this delineation of what Christ accomplished by his death is shaped by 
that Pauline passage. Christ’s death, the crucifixion of One without sin, is the 
means by which mortal humans receive the forgiveness of sins. The mechan-
ics of how this occurs is hinted at in the clause drawn from Colossians 2:14: 
Christ was nailed to the accursed cross so that the curses that should have 
fallen on us were taken by him on the cross, which bespeaks an understanding 

49 For the life and works of Hilary and select bibliography, see Drobner, Fathers of the Church, 253–61. The quoted 
phrase is from George Morrel, “Hilary of Poitiers: A Theological Bridge between Christian East and Christian 
West,” The Anglican Theological Review 44 (1962): 313–16. 
50 For more on the life of Hilary, see my book, The Empire of the Holy Spirit: Reflecting on Biblical and Historical 
Patterns of Life in the Spirit (Mountain Home, AR: BorderStone, 2010), 63–65.
51 Hilary, On the Trinity 1.13, in Saint Hilary of Poitiers: The Trinity, trans. Stephen McKenna (New York: Fathers 
of the Church, Inc., 1954), 14–15, altered. For the Latin of this passage, see Sancti Hilarii Pictaviensis Episcopi: De 
Trinitate: Praefatio, Libri I–VII, ed. Pierre Smulders, Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 62 (Turnhout, Belgium: 
Brepols, 1979), 14–15.
52 Hilary, On the Trinity 1.37, in Saint Hilary of Poitiers: The Trinity, 34.
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of Christ’s death as a vicarious atonement. Then, his death opens the doorway 
to eternal life for those who are mortal. Finally, his death is a victory over 
the powers of evil—the familiar Christus Victor theme of the ancient church. 
This text is a good example of the fact that any analysis of the Patristic doc-
trine of the atonement cannot pigeonhole the Fathers into simply holding one, 
and only one, view of the atonement.53 Here, Hilary enunciated both a view 
of the cross as a triumph over the powers of evil—Christus Victor—and of 
his death as a vicarious suffering for sinners—Christus Vicarius.54

In another text, Hilary’s commentary on the Old Latin text of Psalm 130,55 
there is a meditation on the necessity of Christ’s atoning work because of 
human sin. Reflecting on the statement “because there is forgiveness [propi-
tatio] with you” in Psalm 130:4, Hilary noted that ultimately the reason the 
psalmist can say this is because

The only-begotten Son of God, God the Word, is our redemption, our peace, 
in whose blood we are reconciled to God. He came to remove [tollere] the 
sins of the world, and by fastening the handwriting of the law to his cross 
[cruci suae chirographum legis adfigens], he abolished the edict of long-
standing condemnation. . . . “Because there is forgiveness with you”: because 
the Son is in the Father according to the [very] likeness of his glory and the 
Son himself is the forgiveness of, redemption from and supplication for our 
sins [pro peccatis nostris et propitatio et redemption et deprecatio], therefore 
he does not remember our iniquities because he himself is their forgiveness.56

Hilary again used Colossians 2:14 to explicate how Christ redeems men and 
women, establishes peace between them and God, and grants them forgive-
ness of their sins. He removes their sins, which condemn them before a just 
God, by being fastened to the cross for those very sins. In this way, Christ 
himself becomes their forgiveness. And the Father can forgive because the 
Son is in him, and he in the Son, the crucified Son being thus his forgiveness. 
In so arguing, Hilary implicitly presupposed a penal substitutionary model of 
the atonement, as do other texts from his commentary on the Psalms.57

53 Williams, “Penal Substitutionary Atonement,” 215.
54 See also Hilary’s similar exegesis of Colossians 2:14 in On the Trinity 9.10, in Saint Hilary of Poitiers: The 
Trinity, 330–31.
55 Psalm 129 in the Old Latin Bible.
56 Hilary, On Psalm 129.9. For the Latin text, see Sancti Hilarii Pictaviensis Episcopi: Tractatus super Psalmos: In 
Psalmos CXIX–CL, ed. Jean Doignon and R. Demeulenaere, Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 61B (Turnhout, 
Belgium: Brepols, 2009), 105.
57 For other texts in his commentary on the Psalms that contain a penal substitutionary view of the atonement, see 
Hilary, On Psalm 53.13; 54.13; 69.9; 135.15: “he redeemed us, when he gave himself for our sins, he redeemed 
us by his blood, by his suffering, by his death, by his resurrection: these are the great price of our life” (Tractatus 
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Hilary’s frequent use of the first-person plural pronoun with regard to 
the atonement in these texts is indicative that the concept of a particular 
redemption is not outside the purview of Hilary’s thought. In fact, in some 
remarks Hilary made about Psalm 55[56], he provided a clear statement 
about particular redemption. He has mentioned the fact that “all flesh has 
been redeemed by Christ that it might rise again and it is necessary for all 
to appear before his judgment seat; yet in this resurrection not all have a 
common glory and honor.” As Hilary explained, some will indeed rise again 
but to divine wrath and punishment. Such, however, is not the future for 
believers:

From which wrath the Apostle promises that we shall be rescued, saying, 
“Because if, when we were still sinners, Christ died for us, much more 
we, who have been justified by his blood, shall be saved from wrath by 
him” (Romans 5:8–9). Therefore, he died for sinners that they might have 
the salvation of the resurrection [salutem resurrectionis], but he will save 
from wrath those who have been sanctified by his blood [sanctificatos in 
sanguine suo saluabit ab ira].58

Hilary made a distinction here between “sinners,” who will be resurrected 
to face the wrath of God, and “those who have been sanctified” by the blood 
of Christ, who will be delivered from divine judgment. Hilary’s use of the 
term salus to refer to the resurrection of the wicked is somewhat confusing, 
and he has clearly misread Romans 5:8–9. He has distinguished between two 
groups of human beings on the basis of this Pauline passage—sinners and 
those “who have been justified by his blood”—though a more straightforward 
reading of this text would read these two as the same. Be this as it may, this 
text does provide an indication that in Hilary’s mind Christ’s death has a 
special import for believers.

Hilary’s abiding concern, though, has more to do with the person of 
the Son than with his work. In his commentary on Psalm 130 cited above, 
Hilary’s tying of the Son’s cross-work to the perichoretic relationship of the 
Son and the Father reveals a major concern that surfaces again and again in 

super Psalmos, 170). For a discussion of Hilary’s teaching on penal substitution in his commentary on Psalm 53 
(54), see Jeffery, Ovey, and Sach, Pierced for Our Transgressions, 167–69.
58 Hilary, On Psalm 55.7. For the Latin text, see Sancti Hilarii Pictaviensis Episcopi: Tractatus super Psalmos: 
Instructio Psalmorum, In Psalmos I–XCI, ed. Jean Doignon, Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 61A (Turnhout, 
Belgium: Brepols, 1997), 157–58. Gill, Cause of God and Truth, 253, cites this text as “a remarkable passage,” in 
which Hilary “distinguishes the salvation of some from others, by virtue of Christ’s redemption.”
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Hilary’s exegesis, namely, his concern to demonstrate the full deity of the 
Son. A good example is On the Trinity 10, which is the second longest book in 
Hilary’s magnum opus and which is entirely devoted to a discussion of texts 
that are central to the Gospel account of the suffering and death of Christ: 
Matthew 26:38–39, Christ’s confession of soul sorrow and plea that the cup 
of suffering might pass from him; Matthew 27:46, the cry of dereliction; and 
Luke 23:46, Christ’s final act of faith as he dies. Hilary says very little in 
this entire discussion that can be used to delineate his understanding of the 
dynamics of the atonement. His resolute focus is the demonstration that these 
texts do not imply that the Son is at all inferior to the Father.59 Given the crisis 
that the church of his day faced with the Arian onslaught, this concern is quite 
understandable. And from his perspective this was above all a soteriological 
issue: if the Son is not fully equal to the Father, he cannot be our Savior.60 So 
Hilary exhorted his readers, “Hold fast to Christ the God who accomplished 
the works of our salvation when he was dying!”61

The Latin Patristic Tradition after Hilary
The doctrine of the atonement as it was developed by Western thinkers after 
Hilary was a critical part of the background of Protestant reflection on defi-
nite atonement at the time of the Reformation and beyond.62

Ambrose
Key among these Western thinkers was Ambrose, whose role in the forma-
tion of Latin Christianity was both “remarkable and complex.”63 A provincial 
governor before being appointed Bishop of Milan in 374, and thus used to 
the exercise of power, Ambrose did not find it easy to adjust to his new role. 
His relationships with those like the Arian empress Justina (d. 388) or the de-
cidedly orthodox Theodosius I (347–395), who made Nicene Trinitarianism 

59 See Mark Weedman, The Trinitarian Theology of Hilary of Poitiers, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 89 
(Leiden/Boston: Brill, 2007), 166–73.
60 Weedman, Trinitarian Theology of Hilary of Poitiers, 174. 
61 Hilary, On the Trinity 9.10. For the Latin text, see Sancti Hilarii Pictaviensis Episcopi: De Trinitate: Libri 
VIII–XII, ed. Pierre Smulders, Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 62A (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 1980), 381.
62 Gill references a number of the Latin Fathers after the time of Hilary, including Marius Victorinus, Ambrose, 
Rufinus of Aquileia, and Jerome (Cause of God and Truth, 254–65).
63 Ivor Davidson, “Ambrose,” in The Early Christian World, ed. Philip F. Esler, 2 vols. (London/New York: Rout-
ledge, 2000), 2:1175. On the life and thought of Ambrose, see Neil B. McLynn, Ambrose of Milan: Church and 
Court in a Christian Capital (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994); and Daniel H. Williams, Ambrose of 
Milan and the End of the Nicene-Arian Conflicts (Oxford: Clarendon/New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 
For selections of his writings, see Boniface Ramsey, Ambrose (London/New York: Routledge, 1997). The classic 
study is F. Holmes Dudden, The Life and Times of St. Ambrose, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1935).
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the official religion of the Roman Empire, illustrate the dangers faced by 
influential church leaders in a society now committed to the Christian faith.

Close analysis of Ambrose’s statements about the cross reveals the seeds 
of certain textual explanations and theological arguments that would later be 
employed in defending definite atonement in the late sixteenth and seven-
teenth century. For example, Ambrose employs the “double jeopardy” argu-
ment so often associated with seventeenth-century Puritans such as John 
Owen in defense of definite atonement. In his treatise Jacob and the Blessed 
Life, Ambrose argued, “Can he damn you, whom he has redeemed from death 
[quem redemit a morte], for whom he offered himself, whose life he knows 
is the reward of his own death?”64

Jerome
Another of the most influential occidental theologians is Jerome, best re-
membered for his translation of the Bible into Latin, known today as the 
Vulgate. He is of interest to us in this chapter because of a comment he made 
on Christ’s words in Matthew 20:28 (“and to give his life as a ransom for 
many”): “This took place when he took the form of a slave that he might pour 
out his blood for the world. And he did not say “to give his life as a redemp-
tion for all,” but “for many,” that is, for those who wanted to believe” [pro 
omnibus, sed pro multis, id est pro his qui credere voluerunt].”65 Here Jerome 
defines the “many” as “those who wanted to believe.” While there may be 
some ambiguity here in Jerome’s statement, the words at least hint that Je-
rome saw Christ’s death to be for a particular group of people—believers.

Augustine
With the coming of the Pelagian controversy, new issues on the soteriological 
landscape now came to dominate the horizon. Responding to Pelagius’s (fl. 
400) denial of original sin and bold assertion that human nature at its core 
is good and able to do all that God commands it to do, Augustine insisted 
upon the priority of the grace of God at every stage in the Christian life, from 

64 Ambrose, Jacob and the Blessed Life 1.6.26, in Ambroise de Milan: Jacob et la view heureuse, Sources chré-
tiennes 534 (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2010), 386. The translation here is based on that of Gill, Cause of God 
and Truth, 260.
65 Jerome, Commentary on Matthew 3.20, in St. Jerome: Commentary on Matthew, trans. Thomas P. Scheck, The 
Fathers of the Church, 125 vols. (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2008), 117:228–29. On 
Jerome, see especially J. N. D. Kelly, Jerome: His Life, Writings, and Controversies (San Francisco: Harper & 
Row, 1975). 
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its beginning to its end. As he meditated upon Scripture, and especially the 
book of Romans, he came to the conviction that human beings do not pos-
sess the necessary power or freedom to take any step at all toward salvation. 
Far from possessing any such “freedom of the will,” humans had a will that 
was corrupted and tainted by sin, one that bent them toward evil and away 
from God. Only the grace of God could counteract this inbuilt bias toward 
sin. Augustine’s response to Pelagius thus stressed the bondage of the human 
will and the need for God’s radical intervention in grace to save lost sinners:

Free will is capable only of sinning, if the way of truth remains hidden. And 
when what we should do and the goal we should strive for begins to be clear, 
unless we find delight in it and love it, we do not act, do not begin, do not 
live good lives. But so that we may love it, “the love of God” is poured out 
“in our hearts,” not by free will which comes from ourselves, but “by the 
Holy Spirit who has been given to us” (Romans 5:5).66

For Augustine, then, redemption is possible only as a divine gift. It is the liv-
ing God who initiates the process of salvation, not men or women.

This monergistic view of salvation logically entailed particular redemp-
tion, and there are a good number of passages in the Augustinian corpus that 
imply this view of the atoning work of Christ.67 A few examples from his 
commentaries on John’s Gospel and the first Johannine epistle will suffice 
to make the point. In discussing the term “sheep” in John 10:26, Augustine 
noted that those who are Christ’s sheep “enjoy eternal life,” but Christ de-
scribes those he is speaking to as not being among them. Why was that? 
Well, Augustine went on to explain that “he saw that they were predestined 
to eternal destruction, not secured for eternal life by the price of his blood [ad 
sempiternum interitum praedestinatos, non ad vitam aeternam sui sangui-
nis pretio comparatos].”68 As Blacketer rightly notes, Augustine’s comment 
clearly implies that Christ’s blood was the price paid for those predestined to 
eternal life.69 Then, commenting on the “many dwelling places” of John 14:2, 
Augustine argues that on the last day, “those whom he [Christ] redeemed by 

66 Augustine, The Spirit and the Letter 3.5, in Augustine: Answer to the Pelagians, trans. Roland J. Teske, The Works 
of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 1997), 1/23:152, altered.
67 For a few of them, see Blacketer, “Definite Atonement in Historical Perspective,” 308–10.
68 Augustine, Tractatus in Ioannis Evangelium 48.4 (PL 35:1742; NPNF 1 7:267). This work is to be dated from 
around 406–420s, thus concurrent with Augustine’s battles with Pelagianism. For similar statements, see also 
Augustine, On the Trinity 4.3.17; 13.5.19.
69 Blacketer, “Definite Atonement in Historical Perspective,” 308–309.
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his blood he will hand over also to his Father.”70 In other words, it is specifi-
cally those for whom Christ died who will be saved.

Augustine’s particularistic bent in relation to Christ’s atoning work 
is probably most clearly seen in his discussion of 1 John 2:2: “He is the 
propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the 
whole world.” If Augustine had believed in a universal atonement, here was 
his opportunity to declare such. However, he does not interpret the phrase 
“whole world” as “all without exception,” but rather as the “church of all 
nations” and the “church throughout the whole world.”71 Moreover, after 
418, he rejects the universalistic interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:4 favored by 
the Pelagians, that God “desires all people to be saved and to come to the 
knowledge of the truth.” Rather, this Pauline text is to be understood to mean 
“that no man is saved unless he [God] wishes him saved.” The import of the 
text is not that “there is no man whose salvation God does not wish, but that 
no man is saved unless he wills it.”72 For Augustine, nobody is saved apart 
from the purposeful will of God, and since not all are saved, he cannot have 
determined to save all.

Prosper of Aquitaine
What are strong hints of a definite atonement in Augustine become even 
clearer in the early writings of his younger contemporary, Prosper of Aqui-
taine. In his early Christian career, Prosper was an ardent disciple of Au-
gustine. In debating with the Pelagians, Prosper admitted that Christ may 
be said to have died “for all” because he took on the human nature that all 
humanity shares and because of the “greatness and value” of his redeeming 
death. Yet, at the same time, Prosper argues that Christ “was crucified only for 
those who were to profit by his death,” that is, only the elect.73 In a letter to 

70 Augustine, Tractate on the Gospel of John 68.2, in St. Augustine: Tractate on the Gospel of John 55–111, trans. 
John W. Rettig, Fathers of the Church, 125 vols. (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1994), 
90:64.
71 Augustine, Tractate on the First Epistle of John 1.8, in St. Augustine: Tractates on the Gospel of John 112–24; 
Tractates on the First Epistle of John, trans. John W. Rettig, Fathers of the Church, 125 vols. (Washington, DC: 
Catholic University of America Press, 1995), 92:132.
72 Augustine, Enchiridion 27.103, in Saint Augustine: Christian Instruction; Admonition and Grace; The Christian 
Combat; Faith, Hope and Charity, trans. Bernard M. Peebles (New York: CIMA Publishing Co., 1947), 456. This 
text was written around 421, in the middle of the Pelagian controversy. Augustine cited 1 Timothy 2:4 some twelve 
times in his corpus. In the five passages that occur in writings after 418, he interprets it in the way noted above. See 
Roland J. Teske and Dorothea Weber, eds., Prosper: De vocatione omnium Gentium, Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesias-
ticorum Latinorum, 99 vols. (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2009), 97:11 n. 5.
73 Prosper, Prosper of Aquitaine: Defense of St. Augustine, trans. P. De Letter, Ancient Christian Writers, 66 vols. 
(New York: Newman, 1963), 32:149–51. For Prosper’s fascinating career, see Alexander Y. Hwang, Intrepid Lover 
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Augustine, he also challenged the view of the so-called Semi-Pelagians that 
“the propitiation which is found in the mystery of the blood of Christ was of-
fered for all men without exception.”74 From the letter it is clear that Prosper 
does not agree with this statement, and Augustine does not refute Prosper 
in his reply. In his later career, Prosper appears to have either softened this 
commitment to definite atonement,75 or even rejected it in favor of an advo-
cacy of the universal salvific will of God based on his reading of 1 Timothy 
2:4.76 Nevertheless, thus it was, at the close of the era of the ancient church 
and through the response of Augustine and his followers to the errors of 
Pelagianism and Semi-Pelagianism, that definite atonement came within the 
realm of theological investigation.

Conclusion
In closing, I return to the context of John Gill’s impressive marshaling of 
material from the ancient church in which he was responding to Daniel 
Whitby’s A Discourse on the Five Points. Whitby had claimed, “Certainly I 
do not find one in the first eight ages of Christianity that has said absolutely, 
and in terms, as is commonly said that Christ died only for the elect.”77 
Gill, however, was confident that “some might say it, in other terms and 
words equivalent, of the same signification, and which amounted to the same 
sense” and that “the ancients often describe the persons for whom Christ 
died by such characters as cannot agree with all men.”78 The foregoing dis-
cussion has demonstrated that Gill’s statement carries significant weight in 
the light of all the evidence.

The passages from the ancient church that Whitby, and others like the 
French Huguenot scholar Jean Daillé (1590–1674), employed as proof of a 
“general redemption,” Gill answered by explaining that their language simply 
reflects the language of “all/world” in Scripture without necessarily meaning 
every single person in the world. Gill presented various interpretations by the 

of Perfect Grace: The Life and Thought of Prosper of Aquitaine (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America 
Press, 2009).
74 Prosper, Letter 225.3, in Saint Augustine: Four Anti-Pelagian Writings, trans. John A. Mourant and William J. 
Collinge, The Fathers of the Church: A New Translation, 125 vols. (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 
America, 1992), 86:201. See also Prosper, Letter 225.6.
75 Francis X. Gumerlock, “The ‘Romanization’ of Prosper of Aquitaine’s Doctrine of Grace” (unpublished paper 
presented at the Annual Meeting of the North American Patristics Society, 2001; available at http:// francisgumerlock 
.com /wp -content /uploads /Romanization -of -Prospers -Doctrine -of -Grace -NAPS -paper.pdf) , accessed 4 May 2013. 
76 Teske and Weber, eds., Prosper: De vocatione omnium Gentium.
77 Cited by Gill, Cause of God and Truth, 241. 
78 Ibid., 241.
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church fathers for these texts, arguing that the meaning intended is possibly: 
(1) all sorts, ranks, and degrees;79 (2) Jews and Gentiles;80 (3) the sufficiency 
of Christ’s death for all;81 (4) God’s will to save all;82 (5) the world of the 
elect/saved/believing;83 or (6) the general benefit for all, such as the resurrec-
tion of the dead which Christ’s death and resurrection secures for everyone, 
as distinguished from eternal life for believers84—none of which mitigate 
against definite atonement.

While the fathers of the ancient church did not espouse a full-orbed 
doctrine of definite atonement, the analysis in this chapter has demonstrated 
that there was still a “particular and defined purpose of God in salvation”85 
present in their writings. Moreover, some of the key arguments used by late 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Reformers in defense of definite atone-
ment are clearly present in seed form in the ancient church. Whether it be 
the interpretation of “all” as “all kinds of people,” the “world” as referring in 
some cases to the “church” or the “whole church throughout the world,” the 
employment of “double jeopardy” logic in relation to Christ’s death and final 
punishment, particularistic statements about those for whom Christ died, and 
language about the definite nature of the atonement—all prepared the ground 
for later and more mature presentations of the doctrine of definite atonement 
in the history of the church.86

79 Justin Martyr (ibid., 243); Irenaeus (ibid., 244); Ambrose (ibid., 258); Jerome (ibid., 265).
80 Eusebius (ibid., 250); Cyril of Jerusalem (ibid., 256); John Chrysostom (ibid., 262).
81 Athanasius (ibid., 252); Basil of Caesarea (ibid., 254); Ambrose (ibid., 260); John Chrysostom (ibid., 261); 
Jerome (ibid., 263).
82 Hilary the Deacon (ibid., 258).
83 Eusebius (ibid., 250); Cyril of Jerusalem (ibid., 255–56).
84 Hilary of Poitiers (ibid., 253).
85 Blacketer, “Definite Atonement in Historical Perspective,” 313.
86 For help with regard to certain elements of this essay, I am indebted to my research assistants, Ian Clary and Joe 
Harrod, and also to Paul Smythe, a student at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.
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“  A massive product of exact and well-informed scholarship with landmark significance. I give 
this book top marks for its range of solid scholarship, cogency of argument, warmth of style, 
and zeal for the true glory of God. I recommend it most highly.”

J. I .  PA C K E R ,  Board of Governors’ Professor of Theology, Regent College

“ I cannot imagine that this book could have been published twenty-five years ago: there 
were not at that time enough well-informed theologians working in the Reformed heritage 
to produce a volume of such clarity and competence. This book will elicit adoration as its 
readers ponder afresh what Jesus achieved on the cross.”

D.  A .  C A R S O N,  Research Professor of New Testament, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

“ The topic is worthy enough. Yet the lineup of contributors to this volume makes this, in my 
view, the most impressive defense of definite atonement in over a century.”

M I C H A E L  H O RTO N,   J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology and Apologetics,  
Westminster Seminary California

“ This is the definitive study. It is careful, comprehensive, deep, pastoral, and  
thoroughly persuasive.”

D AV I D  F.  W E L L S,  Distinguished Senior Research Professor, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

“ Written by first-rate exegetes and theologians, this book covers all the difficult issues and 
emerges with a highly persuasive and attractive case. Highly recommended!”

J O H N  M .  F R A M E ,   J. D. Trimble Chair of Systematic Theology and Philosophy,  
Reformed Theological Seminary

“ For whom did Christ die? This volume makes a fresh and impressively comprehensive case 
for definite atonement as the answer true to Scripture.”

R I C H A R D  B.  G A F F I N  J R . ,   Professor of Biblical and Systematic Theology, Emeritus,  
Westminster Theological Seminary

“ This book is formidable and persuasive. The tone is calm and courteous, the scholarship 
rigorous and relentless, the argument clear and compelling.”

J.  L I G O N  D U N C A N,   Chancellor and John E. Richards Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, 
Reformed Theological Seminary
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