
THE SANDS OF LIMITED ATONEMENT

INTRODUCTION
This discussion, the “Sands of Limited Atonement”, is not a listing of scriptures for and against 

the concept.  This is a review of the sands upon which the concept is built and a check to see if we are 
only an intellectual believer in the concept.  For this discussion, limited refers to any way that is taught 
to limit the atoning blood of Jesus for salvation.  These variations include that Jesus died for only the 
chosen, that the gospel will only be received by the chosen, that the Spirit will only draw the chosen and 
that only the chosen persons will live a Godly life.

The five points of the concept were summarized by John Calvin’s disciples in the early 1600s as 
follows (my notes in parenthesis): 

T-Total depravity - (We are all are spiritually dead and cannot seek the Lord) 
U-Unconditional election - (Before creation, God chose certain people to wake from spiritual 
death and be saved.  All others were predestined to go to hell) 
L-Limited atonement - (The atoning death of Jesus was only for those God chose to wake) 
I-Irresistible grace - (Those that God chose to wake cannot resist and will be saved)
P-Perseverance of the saint -  (Once saved, always saved)

It is easy to forget the foundation while discussing in detail how the house should look from the 
outside.  I have a friend that believes that baptism is necessary to get to heaven.  “Why do you always  
want to talk about being saved” he asked during one of our discussions.  It is the same with the limited  
atonement concept.  Often the points of the concept are discussed without considering the foundations.  

SCRIPTURE READING
Let us look to Jesus to begin our thoughts. In Luke 9:46-47 Then there arose a reasoning among  

them, which of them should be greatest. And Jesus, perceiving the thought of their heart, took a child,  
and set him by him, and He taught that to be saved, we must be come as a little child.  Look at Mark 
10:13-16  And they brought young children to him, that he should touch them: and his disciples rebuked 
those that brought them. But when Jesus saw it, he was much displeased, and said unto them, Suffer the  
little children to come unto me, and forbid them not: for of such is the kingdom of God. Verily I say unto  
you, Whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as a little child, he shall not enter therein.  And he  
took them up in his arms, put his hands upon them, and blessed them.

Jesus taught the children and His disciples as commanded in Deuteronomy 11:18-21 Therefore 
shall ye lay up these my words in your heart and in your soul, and bind them for a sign upon your hand,  
that they may be as frontlets between your eyes. And ye shall teach them your children, speaking of them  
when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way, when thou liest down, and when  
thou risest up. And thou shalt write them upon the door posts of thine house, and upon thy gates: That  
your days may be multiplied, and the days of your children, in the land which the LORD sware unto  
your fathers to give them, as the days of heaven upon the earth. 
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Some say that limited atonement is a concept to consider but is not something to preach.  Jesus 
said in  Matthew 5:27-28  Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not commit  
adultery: But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed  
adultery with her already in his heart.  What do you believe in your heart?

Let us consider the following five sands related to the limited atonement concept:
1. Forming  spiritual  concepts  based  on  Persian  religions,  scriptures  with  errors,  reasoning  and 

persecution of the Lord’s church
2. Allowing vague scriptures to interpret clear scriptures 
3. Changing the meaning of words in the scripture
4. Teaching that Jesus did not speak the truth
5. Practicing the “Roman Road”

THE SANDS
1. Forming spiritual concepts based on Persian religions, scriptures with errors, reasoning 

and persecution of the Lord’s church
Augustine  of  Hippo  was  considered  an  intellectual  in  ‘reasoning”,  he  spent  several  years 

studying  a  Persian  religion,  used  Jerome’s  translation  of  the  Bible,  changed  to  the  Roman church, 
became a bishop of the Roman church and persecuted those that would not submit to the authority of the 
church. 

Before Augustine wrote that “elect” in the Bible were predestinated to go to heaven, he spent 
nine  or  ten  years  of  studying “Manichaeism”.   The  disciples  of  Mani  described  at  two  classes  of 
individuals, and the “elect” were born to go the “the garden of light” up the He was not considered to be  
one of the elect in this religion.  He was a “hearer”, and the hearers supported the elect with works and 
alms.  A review of the religion which originated in Babylon (Iraq) in the 200s shows many concepts that 
are in Augustine’s “Christian” writings.  Although he spent many years studying Mani’s teachings, after 
he was converted, he was very harsh to the disciples of Mani.  In addition, Mani felt he was to complete 
Christianity,  Zoroastrianism and  Buddhism teachings (2).  Mani’s teachings are also very similar to 
Buddhism. 

Since Augustine was not a Greek scholar, the scripture he used was the Vulgate translation by 
Jerome.  There was a significant error in Romans 8:28 as shown in the following table:

Vulgate by Jerome KJV
Romans 
8:28

For whom he foreknew, he also predestinated 
to be made conformable to the image of his 
Son: that he might be the Firstborn amongst 
many brethren.

For whom he did foreknow, he also did 
predestinate to be   conformed   to the image 
of his Son, that he might be the firstborn 
among many brethren. 

http://www.latinvulgate.com/lv/verse.aspx?t=1&b=6&c=8

The concept of predestination was also strongly embraced in the 1500’s by John Calvin.  He 
broke with the Catholic Church, became a reformed protestant, left France and continued his teaching of 
the concept and promoting the Reformation both in Geneva and throughout Europe.
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Both men began their training by studying intellectual Latin and Roman teachings which taught 
logic and reasoning.  Rudolf Carnap, an early 20th century German-born philosopher described “logic” 
as follows:  “If logic ever discusses the truth of factual sentences it does so only conditionally, somewhat 
as follows: if such-and-such a sentence is true, then such-and-such another sentence is true. Logic itself 
does not decide whether the first sentence is true, but surrenders that question to one or the other of the 
empirical sciences."  This should be considered as we look at the limited atonement concept along with 
Romans  8:7 Because the carnal mind  is enmity against God: for it is not subject to the law of God,  
neither indeed can be.  

 Another example of error in both Augustine and Calvin’s concepts is infant baptism.  They both, 
even after conversion, held to infant baptism as they wrote and taught the limited atonement concept. In 
addition, they taught a universal church and perverted the Lord’s Supper.

 However, Augustine’s most significant impact on the Lord’s people was the he supported the 
persecution of the Christians that did not submit to the Roman church.  Initially he wrote that it was  
better to win the opponents of the Roman church with reason, but later changed to persecution.  He 
wrote that it was proper to go into the highways and hedges and “compel” them to come into the church. 
He also used, as part of his reasoning, that the Lord “struck” Paul down on the road to Damascus to  
convert him.  Augustine’s writings gave the Roman church authority to persecute the Lord’s church, and 
for the next eleven hundred years the Roman Catholic church tortured and or killed millions of the 
Lord’s people based on his concept.  Others also followed the same bloody practices relative to the 
Lord’s people.  

We should not look to such men to base our beliefs and practices, but we should look to the 
scriptures and pray for leadership from the Holy Spirit.

1. Allowing vague scriptures to interpret clear scriptures
The most basic rule for studying the scriptures is to allow clear scriptures to interpret the unclear 

scriptures.  A typical comparison of clear scriptures and less clear scriptures are shown in the two groups 
below.   

Group I – Clear Scriptures
There are many scriptures that clearly state that:

• Our Savior died for the whole world, 
• His gospel will be taught in all the world, and 
• He will draw all men to him. 

Jesus clearly states this in: 
• John 3:16  For  God  so  loved  the  world,  that  he  gave  his  only  begotten  Son,  that  

whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life; 
• Matthew 24:14  And this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world for a  

witness unto all nations; and then shall the end com; 
• John 6:44  No man can come to me, except the Father which hath sent me draw him:  

and I will raise him up at the last day and 
• John 12:32 And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me.
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Group II – Scriptures that are used to refute the clear scriptures above
Instead of teaching that the plan of salvation was predestinated,  the concept teaches that the 

person was predestinated.  Some major scriptures that the concept was based upon are given below.
  The term predestinated is in the bible two times as follows: 

• Ephesians 1:5 Having predestinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus Christ to  
himself, according to the good pleasure of his will, and

• Ephesians 1:11  In whom also we have obtained an inheritance, being predestinated  
according to the purpose of him who worketh all things after the counsel of his own will:  

Foreknowledge and foreknow are used three times in the scriptures and predestinate is used two 
times: 

• Acts 2:23  Him, being delivered by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God,  
ye have taken, and by wicked hands have crucified and slain: (this refers to Jesus)

• 1Peter  1:2  Elect  according  to  the  foreknowledge  of  God  the  Father,  through  
sanctification of the Spirit, unto obedience and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus Christ:  
Grace unto you, and peace, be multiplied. 

• Romans 8:29  For whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate to be conformed to  
the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brethren. Romans 8:30 
Moreover whom he did predestinate, them he also called: and whom he called, them he  
also justified: and whom he justified, them he also glorified.

Instead of harmonizing these scriptures with Christ died for all, would call all with his gospel 
and draw all to Him according to  one predestinated plan of salvation, the sands began by applying 
predestination to limited atonement for individuals.

3. Changing the meaning of words in the scripture to conform to the concept
Instead  of  using  the  meaning of  the  original  word,  the  definition  is  changed to  support  the 

concept.  The definition of mercy is an example.  Scriptures are used to teach the concept by claiming 
that pardon is included in the meaning of mercy.   Two such scriptures are: Exodus 33:19  And he said, I  
will make all my goodness pass before thee, and I will proclaim the name of the LORD before thee; and  
will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will shew mercy on whom I will shew mercy  and in 
Romans 9:15  For he saith to Moses, I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy, and I will have  
compassion on whom I will have compassion.

 Both Strong's and Young's define “mercy” as “loving kindness” and do not include pardon. 
Webster's 1806 was defined as “Mercy, n. pity, compassion, tenderness, discretion (prudence, caution, 
liberty to act)”.  However, Noah Webster's 1828 dictionary includes “the disposition that tempers justice, 
and induces an injured person to forgive trespasses and injuries, and to forbear (stop, pause, abstain,  
refuse)  punishment”  which  indicates  pardon  as  part  of  the  meaning  of  mercy.   What  changed  the 
definition in the years between 1806 and 1828? 

Noah  Webster’s  concept  of pardon as part  of  the definition of mercy increased in  the three 
definitions from 1806 to 1828.  The greatest change was from the 1806 definition to the 1810 definition.  
He was saved and joined a Calvinistic church in 1808, and his Calvinistic belief is confirmed by the 
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following definition from 1828.  “Elect, a.  Chosen, taken by preference from among two or more. 
Hence, 1. In theology, chosen as the object of mercy; chosen, selected or designated to eternal life;  
predestinated in the divine counsels.” 

Pardon or forgiveness is by grace through faith, and the original definition of mercy was “loving 
kindness” and included neither pardon nor forgiveness.  The addition of pardon or forgiveness in our 
definition of mercy appears to have crept into our language from the limited atonement concepts in the 
early 1800s. 

4. Teaching that Jesus did not speak the truth to support the concept?
Jesus spoke as recorded in the following verses.  

• John 3:16  For  God  so  loved  the  world,  that  he  gave  his  only  begotten  Son,  that  
whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life;

•  Matthew 24:14  And this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world for a 
witness unto all nations; and then shall the end com; 

• John 6:44  No man can come to me, except the Father which hath sent me draw him:  
and I will raise him up at the last day and 

• John 12:32  And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all   men   unto me.  
The limited atonement concept is based on these words of Jesus not being true.  When we teach 

that Jesus did not tell the whole truth, how deep are we in the sands?  

5. Practicing the “Roman Road” aligns with the concept?
The concept of limited atonement begins with the concept that we are all sinners; we are “dead in 

spirit” and we cannot even seek the Lord, but from eternity certain ones were chosen to salvation.  The 
concept continues that the Holy Spirit awakens the spirit of only ones chosen to seek salvation; the 
chosen ones cannot resist the Holy Spirit and the ones chosen from eternity will be saved.   Therefore 
any movement by a chosen one indicates that they are chosen and will be saved.

One of our preaching Brothers was discussing the altar practice of an unsound Baptist church 
with its pastor. Our Brother commented that the unsound church did not give the lost enough time to 
seek the Lord.  The pastor of the unsound church said, “You do not understand, I am a Calvinist”.  Under 
the limited atonement concept any movement, such as coming forward, was enough of a sign to him that 
the person was chosen and was or would be saved.

If  you  truly  believe  the  limited  atonement  concept,  the  simple  answer  of  yes  to  the 
fundamentalist’s questions of the Roman Road is a sign that the person is chosen to eternal life.  Now 
look how the concept is so deep in the sand that no one present would endorse the concept in this  
manner. 

OUR EVALUATION
 Let’s ask ourselves two questions related to the concept:
a. What if the concept is wrong?
b. Are you sure of what we are preaching?

a. What if the unlimited atonement concept is wrong?
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We should consider the risk of the concept being wrong.  I believe in unlimited atonement and 
would like to compare me teaching young children about being saved compared to teaching them the 
concept of unlimited atonement.

If I teach that anyone can be saved, and limited atonement is true, is anyone harmed?  Have I 
harmed someone that seeks the Lord and is saved? No.  Have I harmed anyone that seeks the Lord and is 
not saved? No.  I have witnessed to both, since I do not know who is chosen.

If I teach that according to the limited atonement concept, some are already chosen to be saved 
and others cannot be saved, and unlimited atonement is true, is anyone harmed?  Possibly the person that 
would have sought the Lord listened to Satan, did not seek at all and went to hell because I taught that  
some cannot be saved.  In addition, someone that would have sought the Lord thought he did not have to  
seek  and  went  to  hell.   Intellectually,  this  argument  alone  should  be  enough  to  not  teach  limited 
atonement. 

b. Are we sure of what we are preaching?
Apparently teaching the limited atonement concept is filled doubts.  Sometimes they try to speak 

without being clear about what they believe.   I was encountered someone on facebook that tried to 
promote lessons for homeschoolers that began by referring to John Calvin.  I commented that the person 
giving the lessons believed that God did not die for everyone and some children cannot be saved.  My 
comment angered the person posting the information.  Why did it anger them if they believed what they 
presented?  

Do we have doubts about what we preach?  We should preach with plain simple words that all 
hearing can understand.  Jesus taught with plain simple words that everyone could understand.  If these 
sands do not cause us to doubt the concept, then consider teaching what we say we believe.  

The gospel is by definition the “Good News”.  Would we sit down with our young children or 
grandchildren and share the Good News with them? Would we tell them that either the Lord has already 
decided that they will be saved or the Lord has already decided that they are going to go to hell? 

I think this is the final test, and would we do it?  If not, and I am sure we will not, we do not  
sincerely “believe” the concept of limited atonement.  It is just an intellectual exercise that some have 
adopted.  In Deuteronomy we are instructed to teach our children as follows: And ye shall teach them 
your children, speaking of them when thou sittest in thine house, and when thou walkest by the way,  
when thou liest down, and when thou risest up. And thou shalt write them upon the door posts of thine  
house, and upon thy gates:

In closing, if we are not willing to take our five year old children or grandchildren, up in 
our lap like Jesus did with the children and teach them limited atonement, we certainly should not 
preach such a concept.

Notes:
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(1) EARLY SOURCE OF ELECT
Augustine studied Manichaeism for nine years prior to moving to the Roman Church.  This 

Persian  religion,  which  began  in  the  200s,  included an  “elect”  concept.   Three  descriptions  of  the 
concept are as follows: 

The Formation of Islam: Religion and Society in the Near East, 600-1800 -  Google Books,  P 32

The (Manichaeam) community was divided into the elect, who felt able to embrace a rigorous rule, and 
the hearers who supported the elect with works and alms.

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/362167/Manichaeism

To set the light-substance free from the pollution of matter was the ultimate aim of all Manichæan life. 
Those who entirely devoted themselves to this work were the "Elect" or the "Perfect", the Primates  
Manichaeorum; those who through human frailty felt unable to abstain from all earthly joys, though they 
accepted Manichæan tenets, were "the Hearers", auditores, or catechumens. The former bear a striking 
similarity to Buddhist monks, only with this difference that they were always itinerant, being forbidden 
to settle anywhere permanently.

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09591a.htm

Gnosticism recurs through the history of Christianity, but  Gnostic  sects  tended to fragment.  Mani combined 
impressive teaching, reinforced by hymns and splendidly produced books, with effective organisation. He taught 
that Good and Evil are equal powers, and both have always existed. Each has a kingdom, Good the kingdom of 
Light and Evil the kingdom of Darkness. Darkness invaded Light, and fragments of light are still entrapped in the  
darkness; this world was created in order to free them. Jesus of Light, who is pure spirit, shows humans how the  
light may be freed, and the Suffering Jesus is the Light which is entrapped in this world. The human soul is a  
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fragment of Light which has fallen from its home, the kingdom of heaven, and is trapped in the body. It can  
escape by disciplining the body and with the help of saving powers.

There were two kinds of Manichaeans, the Elect Saints and the Hearers. The Elect, who formed the nucleus of a  

Manichaean �cell�, were committed to a missionary life of poverty and celibacy. They were strict vegetarians, 
drank no wine, and were forbidden even to harvest or prepare food, because Mani had a revelation that it is a kind  
of murder to damage plants by harvesting. The sect survived because the Hearers incurred the sin of preparing 
food, and were released from sin by the prayers of the Elect who ate it: Mani taught that fragments of the divine 
which were trapped in plants could be released when ingested by the pure body of the Elect. The Hearers were  
also allowed a wife or concubine, but were taught to avoid procreation because it entraps more divine spirits in  
matter. Manichaean cells, like Christian churches, were kept in touch with one another by a hierarchy analogous 
to the Christian clergy, so when Augustine left Carthage for Rome he was able to stay with another Hearer and  
meet some of the Elect (5.10.18-19).

Manichaeism offered Augustine a way to accommodate his conflicts: he could pursue his career, and retain his  
partner, while purging his sins through his service to the pure Elect (4.1.1); and he could blame those sins on his  
lower, alien nature, which like the material world had been made by the power of evil, but which his true self  
would eventually shed (5.10.18). Manichaeism also responded to his need, instilled by his childhood, for the name 
of Christ, and his initial distaste for the Christian scriptures (3.4.8-6.10). He could regard the Bible as a crude and 
contaminated attempt at the truth, whereas the Manichaean scriptures offered both the name of Christ and what  
seemed to be a profound understanding of the universe and of human life (3.6.10).

http://www-personal.umich.edu/~rdwallin/syl/GreatBooks/202.W99/Augustine/AugManich.htm

(2) Example’s Buddha’s teaching:
Moreover,  as  stated  in  the  22nd vow of  Amitabha  Buddhas  in  the  Larger  Sukhavati-vyhua  Sutra, 
'Provided I become a Buddha, the Bodhisattvas who come to be born in my country are to be bound to  
that one birth only, then to become Buddha-elect (Ekajatipratibuddhas), with the exception of those  
who by their own free will remain in the stage of Bodhisattva-hood for the sake of delivering various  
beings.....'
(Note: At other places, many 100,000 Buddha-elect in their “final” life on earth are described.) 
http://www.buddhistdoor.com/OldWeb/bdoor/archive/nutshell/teach88.htm
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