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THE GOSPEL AND LIMITED ATONEMENT 
 (SUNDAY, AUGUST 8, 2010) 

SCRIPTURE READING: EPHESIANS 2:1-10 

INTRODUCTION 

We have at a few books written by the great Puritan scholar, John Owen in our Book 
Room. One of those books is entitled The Death of Death in the Death of Christ. The book 
shows in great detail that the doctrine of universal redemption is unscriptural and 
destructive of the gospel.1 Owen’s book, however, is not simply a defense of limited 
atonement. Owen was seeking to answer the question, “What is the gospel?”2 

The book is not an easy read. Owen spent over 7 years carefully writing the book. I 
should confess that I have only read portions of the book. Banner of Truth has published 
an edition of this book. And one interesting thing about this edition is the forward to the 
book written by J. I. Packer. I have heard it said before, and I suppose it is true, that the 
foreword to this book has probably been more read than Owen’s book. I think the 
forward of the book makes the book worth getting even if it is the only portion of the book 
that you read. 

I recently read again Packer’s forward to the book and it was of encouragement to me in 
witnessing to a homosexual ‘spy’ who came to the recent conference that was held in our 
building. And so this evening I want us to consider the subject of the doctrine of Limited 
Atonement and the Gospel message. 

 

I trust you are familiar with the 5 points of Calvinism which came from the Synod of 
Dordt in the year 1618. Jacob Arminius was a theologian who studied in Geneva in 1582 
not that many years after the time of John Calvin.3 Sadly he and others departed from the 
historic understanding of the gospel message that was recovered by the Reformers. 

Arminius and others held two foundation points. 

1. Divine sovereignty is not compatible with human freedom 

2. Ability limits obligation 

From these two points, two deductions then followed. 

1. Since the Bible regards faith as a free and responsible act, it cannot be caused by 
God, but is exercised independently of Him. 

                                                
1 Owen was addressing three variant positions. 
2 Ibid, 14. 
3 Philip Schaff, Modern Christianity the Swiss Reformation, vol. 8 of History Of The Christian Church. 
Accordance electronic ed. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1910), n.p. 
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2. Since the Bible regards faith as obligatory on the part of all who hear the gospel, 
ability to believe must be universal. 

Then they concluded with five other points. 

1. Man is never so completely corrupted by sin that he cannot savingly believe the 
gospel when it is put before him. 

2. He is not ever so completely controlled by God that He cannot reject it. 

3. God’s election of those who shall be saved is based on him foreseeing that they 
will of their own accord believe. 

4. Christ’s death did not ensure the salvation of anyone; it created a possibility of 
salvation for all who believe. 

5. It rests with believers to keep themselves in a state of grace. Man’s salvation 
ultimately depends on himself. (3-4) 

In response to these five points, the Synod of Dordt adopted five opposite points. We 
know them today as TULIP, or the five points of Calvinism. 

1. T: Fallen man in his natural state lacks all power to believe the gospel. 

2. U: God’s election is a free, sovereign, unconditional choice. 

3. L: The redeeming work of Christ had as its end and goal the salvation of all the elect. 

4. I: The work of the Holy Spirit in bringing men to faith never fails to achieve its object. 

5. P: Believers are kept in faith and grace by the unconquerable power of God till they 
come to glory. (4) 

As Packer points out, the difference of these two is not just emphasis but content. One 
speaks of a God who saves and the other of a God who helps man save himself. Packer 
also points out, correctly, that Calvinism should not simply be equated with these five 
points and that is not just a negative system of belief. 

Although Calvinism is far more than 5 points, it also can be summarized with one point. 
God saves sinners. God – the Triune Jehovah, Father, Son, and Spirit; three persons 
working together in sovereign wisdom, power and love to achieve the salvation of a 
chosen people, the Father, electing, the Son fulfilling the Father’s will by redeeming, the 
Spirit executing the purpose of the Father and Son by renewing.4 

It is interesting to view in this day where there is a greater openness to the Reformed 
Faith that some people still are hesitant in believing that Jesus did not die for the sins of 
every person who ever lived or will live. They want to call themselves four point 
Calvinists in some cases. 
                                                
4 Introduction, 6. 
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So much of mass evangelism today is centered on declaring to sinners, Jesus died for 
you, now you must make a decision for Jesus. Haven’t you heard some variant of 
this probably many times? It is also sometimes thought that the doctrine of Limited 
Atonement is a doctrine that impedes evangelism and the proclamation of the gospel. But 
this is far from being true! 

Why is this the case? How do we faithfully proclaim the gospel message? Do we bring up 
to those whom we share or preach the doctrine of Limited Atonement? I would like us to 
briefly consider these questions in showing the glorious message of the gospel which has 
its primary goal the exaltation of our Triune God. 

 

So where does a faithful gospel presentation begin? Many today would say that the gospel 
begins with love. God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life. Well, 
there is no doubt that the gospel message is the most loving message ever heard, but the 
point of contact that you should first seek to make with a non-Christian is that they are 
God’s creation, made in the image of God, and subject to His authority.5 I am not saying 
that this is the first thing you ever say to a non-believer, but it must be the basis for a 
faithful gospel witness. It is also important to realize that when you first share this, an 
unbeliever may not really understand or even accept what you are declaring. But 
remember your goal is first and foremost to bring glory to God, and that means we must 
seek to faithfully witness to His truth. 

Cornelius Van Til, who argued that there is no place of neutrality, also stressed that the 
place from which a faithful witness to the unbeliever starts is that man is God’s creation, 
made in His image. Rather than seeking to appeal to man’s reason, which is not neutral, 
begin with creation and that men and women are made in God’s image. 

Now if you look at some of the sermons in the book of Acts, do you find them beginning 
with this same point? Not exactly, but there are reasons for this. When Paul preached to 
Jews, he didn’t need to establish the fact that they were God’s creation. When Paul 
preached to Jews, however, he would often give a historical background, which I think is 
similar to beginning with creation when we speak to someone who has very little 
knowledge of the true God and word of God. In Acts 17, where Paul preached in Athens, 
creation is a theme of his gospel presentation. It is not the first thing that he says, but it is 
the foundation for what he preached. 

Second, stemming from this basic point then must come the announcement of the bad 
news which is part of the good news. 

All men are sinners and cannot do anything to save themselves. This point you 
certainly do find in evangelistic preaching in the book of Acts. Peter in Acts 2 speaking to 

                                                
5 Will Metzger, Tell the Truth, 32. 
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a Jewish audience did not have to explain the fact that men sin, that is something they 
would have known already, but Peter did declare to them in speaking of Jesus, you have 
taken by lawless hands, have crucified, and put to death. 

Paul in writing to the Ephesians reminded them of how desperate was their situation 
before they were brought to saving faith. 

Eph. 2:1 And you He made alive, who were dead in trespasses and sins,  2 in 
which you once walked according to the course of this world, according to the 
prince of the power of the air, the spirit who now works in the sons of 
disobedience,  3 among whom also we all once conducted ourselves in the lusts of 
our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature 
children of wrath, just as the others.  

The third point to be emphasized is that Jesus Christ, God’s Son, is a perfect 
Savior for sinners, even the worst. 

1Tim. 1:15 This is a faithful saying and worthy of all acceptance, that Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief. 

Will Metzger in his excellent book, Tell the Truth, points out very well that a God-centered 
witness should emphasize not only the death of Christ but also His life. We should also 
seek to emphasize His kingly and prophetic offices and not just focus on His priestly office 
as Savior.6  

Fourth, the Father and the Son have promised that all who know themselves to be sinners 
and place their faith in Christ as Savior shall be saved. 

John 3:16 For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever 
believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. 

Acts 2:21  And it shall come to pass That whoever calls on the name of the LORD Shall be 
saved.’ 

This great gospel promise comes from Joel 2:32 and is repeated also by Paul in Romans 
10:13. 

It is sometimes believed that the ‘whoever’ passages go against God’s sovereignty. 
Arminians and others use them to say that man has the capability in part through God’s 
grace and in part through his own choice to call upon God and receive even more grace. 
But these passages say no such thing. Rather they are glorious promises given to all who 
place their faith in Christ as Savior. As Reformed Christians we are to not shy away from 
such passages but glory in them. Though John 3:16 has likely been misused, there is 

                                                
6 Metzger, 32. 
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absolutely no reason why we should refrain from using this great verse in our own efforts 
to reach the lost. 

The Fifth point is that God has made repentance and faith a duty, requiring every 
man who hears the gospel to then trust in Jesus Christ, an all-sufficient Savior, able to 
deliver and save all who come to Him. 

Now a man-centered gospel presentation makes an invitation and asks people for a 
response. A man-centered gospel presentation leads people to believe that man’s choice is 
the basis for salvation. Repentance is not stressed for it is thought of as being ‘works.’7  

But in presenting the gospel in a God-centered way we need to stress that repentance and 
faith are commanded. God’s choice is the basis for salvation. Man’s response is only in 
terms of God’s initiative. Though salvation is always through faith alone, saving faith 
always produces repentance.  

A faithful presentation of the gospel emphasizes that while faith and repentance, they 
don’t come from man’s natural ability. This might seem to be a contradiction. How can 
we ask people to do what they cannot do? But such a message is far from being 
contradictory, because in declaring such a message we also announce that God is the one 
who enables a person to do what he has been commanded to do. And so in our 
presentation we stress to the one we are speaking that they should look to Christ, speak to 
Christ, cry to Christ, just as you are; confess your sin, your impenitence, your unbelief, 
and cast yourself on His mercy; ask Him to give you a new heart, working in you true 
repentance and firm faith; ask Him to take away your evil heart of unbelief and to write 
His law within you.8 

 

As J. I. Packer stated in the introduction to Owen’s book, The question of the extent of 
the atonement does not arise in evangelistic preaching; the message to be delivered is 
simply this — that Christ Jesus, the sovereign Lord, who died for sinners, now invites 
sinners freely to himself. God commands all to repent and believe; Christ promises joy 
and peace to all who do so. 

Let me close by focusing again on what we refer to as Limited or Specific Atonement. 
This is not an irrelevant or speculative doctrine. Though it may not directly come across 
in our witness, it under girds our witness and seeks to protect a true understanding of the 
gospel message. How is this the case? 

                                                
7 Metzger, 33. 
8 Introduction, 21. 
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Without an understanding of this doctrine, Jesus’ death is stripped of its power. Did Jesus’ 
blood truly pay the penalty for my sin or did it only make this a possibility based on my 
decision? 

Until God can be unjust, and demand two payments for one debt, he 
cannot destroy the soul for whom Jesus died. 

 C. H. Spurgeon 

Acts 20:28 Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy 
Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with 
His own blood. 

Rom. 5:9 Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved 
from wrath through Him. 

Eph. 1:7   In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, 
according to the riches of His grace 

Eph. 2:13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by 
the blood of Christ. 

1Pet. 1:2 elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, in sanctification of the 
Spirit, for obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ: 

1John 1:7 But if we walk in the light as He is in the light, we have fellowship with one 
another, and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses us from all sin. 

Rev. 5:9 And they sang a new song, saying: 
 “You are worthy to take the scroll, 
 And to open its seals; 
 For You were slain, 
 And have redeemed us to God by Your blood 
 Out of every tribe and tongue and people and nation, 

Limited atonement may be a poorly labeled doctrinal truth, but a proper understanding 
of this precious doctrine is vital for the preservation and defense of a gospel message that 
truly brings honor to our Triune God. 

 

All peace with God is resolved into a purging atonement made for sin. 

 John Owen9 

                                                
9 John Blanchard, eds. The Complete Gathered Gold: a Treasury of Quotations for Christians. Accordance electronic 
ed. (New York: Evangelical Press, 2006), n.p. 


