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Introduction: 

Throughout Christian history there has been much discussion concerning the nature of the 

atonement of Christ—its purpose, coherence, biblical basis, and so on. Subsumed in this discussion, 

if not at times at a periphery, has been the scope of the atonement. That is, for whom did Christ die? It is 

to answer the question of exactly whose sins Christ bore, whose sins were ransomed, and for whose 

sins Christ was punished in the place of. Most pertinent for this paper is the question: Is Christ the 

propitiation for the sins of all persons (the universal atonement position), or merely for the sins of 

the unconditionally elect (the limited atonement position)? In light of 1 John 2:2’s teaching on the 

subject, a universal atonement position will be articulated and defended.  

This defense is that a proper exegetical interpretation of John’s teaching is of Jesus as the 

propitiation for all, believers and unbelievers. This is the superior reading, compared to one that 

suggests the whole world spoken of in the passage is merely other non-Jewish believers or the 

remaining (unconditionally) elect around the world or at various times. Next, and in consideration of 

various objections to this interpretation of 1 John 2:2, there is a defense of the holistic coherence of 

a universal atonement. Finally, there is a brief articulation of a universal and provisionary model.  

1. 1 John 2:2 and Its Interpretive Context1 

1 John 2:2 reads, “and He [Jesus] Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours 

only, but also for those of the whole world.”2 The prima facie reading of this text seems unequivocal: 

Jesus is the propitiation for the sins of believers, many of whom John is addressing (“for our sins”); 

and furthermore, Jesus is the propitiation for the sins of “the whole world,” meaning unbelievers to 

whom John is not directly writing to. Succinctly put, the atoning sacrifice of Jesus has a universal 

scope. Interestingly, even advocates of limited atonement admit the apparent initial support this 

passage lends to the universal atonement position. The late R.C. Sproul wrote, “On the surface, this 

text seems to demolish limited atonement.”3 John Murray writes, “Perhaps no text in Scripture 

 
1 The New American Standard Bible will be cited henceforth, unless otherwise stated.  
2 The word translated for “propitiation” here is ἱλασμός (hilasmos) and has been the subject of some 
controversy recently—a controversy which will not be opened here. Suffice to say, some reputable 
translations suggest “atoning sacrifice” (CSB, NET, NIV, NRSV, etc.), while others opt for “propitiation” 
(ESV, NASB, NKJV, etc.). Either translation is allowed for the argument which follows, and both will be 
used interchangeably.  
3 R.C. Sproul, Grace Unknown (Ada, Baker Publishing Group, 1997), 176. 
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presents more plausible support to the doctrine of universal atonement than 1 John 2:2.”4 For 

Sproul, Murray, and others, due to various theological—mostly Calvinistic—commitments and 

presuppositions, a universal reading of the scope of atonement in 1 John 2:2 must be disregarded 

even if the text seemingly demands it. This need not be the case for objective readers who start with 

biblical theology and only then turn to systematic theology.  

As Robert Lightner notes, “One finds it hard to imagine how John could have been any 

clearer in stating the universal aspect of the atonement than he was in this passage.”5 In context, the 

whole world John speaks of here is plausibly, if not entirely unambiguously, the rest of the unbelieving 

world. Taken together—the believers and unbelievers of whom John speaks—this verse comprises 

an incredibly vivid picture demonstrating a universal atonement by Christ. He is the very atoning 

sacrifice for “our sins,” that is, for believers to whom John is speaking, and Christ is the atoning 

sacrifice for the sins of the “whole world,” meaning all unbelievers, the rest of humanity. 

This interpretation is very likely due to the use of κόσμος (“world”) elsewhere in 1 John. If 

there is doubt as to what a word or phrase means in a given passage, it is hermeneutically prudent to 

search for how the same word or phrase is used elsewhere in the biblical data. Biblical scholars 

William Klein, Craig Blomberg, and Robert Hubbard write, “Since we can determine the intended 

meaning [of a biblical word] only from assessing the related ideas within the text, we need to check 

an author’s use of a given word in other places in the same writing and in other works.”6 This is 

even more plausible if the same author, particularly in the same book, uses the same wording 

multiple times. Klein, Blomberg, and Hubbard agree and explain, “So how the author uses words in 

the same book has more relevance than how that author uses the same words in other books.”7  

What is astounding and quite helpful about 1 John is that the author uses “world” twenty-three 

times in the same letter.8 If the same wording connotes something similar in nearly two dozen cases, 

it would be exceedingly peculiar, if not outright absurd, to suggest the author uses that same 

wording in an entirely different way just one time, without significant evidence proving this. In what 

follows we can briefly look at how John uses “world” elsewhere in his first letter. Note carefully if 

 
4 John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2015), 72.  
5 Robert Lightner, The Death Christ Died: A Biblical Case for Unlimited Atonement, Revised Edition (Grand 
Rapids, Kregel Publications, 1998), 81. 
6 William Klein, Craig Blomberg, and Robert Hubbard, “Introduction to Biblical Interpretation,” Revised and 
Updated (Nashville, Thomas Nelson Inc., 2004), 256.  
7 Klein, Blomberg, Hubbard, 257.  
8 2:2, 2:15-17 (x6), 3:1, 3:13, 3:17, 4:1-5 (x6), 4:9, 4:14, 4:17, 5:4-5 (x3), 5:19.  
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John uses the word to speak of other believers, Gentile or otherwise, scattered around the globe at 

various time, or if he uses the word to mean unbelievers, forces opposed to Christianity, or even 

literally the whole world:   

• 1 John 2:15-17, “Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the 

world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh 

and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the 

world. The world is passing away, and also its lusts; but the one who does the will of God 

lives forever.” Here the world is blatantly said to be passing away and not to be loved by 

those who have the Father in them. The world is comprised of lusts and pride, which are not 

from God. Nothing suggests the world spoken of here is the elect/chosen of God.   

• 1 John 3:1b, “…the world does not know us [the children of God], because it did not know 

Him.” Here it is clear that the world is said not to know the children of God (mentioned in v. 

1a) and also does not know God. The world, here, does not know God and thus are not 

believers (Jn 17:3).  

• 1 John 3:13, “Do not be surprised, brethren, if the world hates you.” John writes to his 

fellow believers and tells them to expect hatred from the world, the forces opposed to God 

who hated him beforehand (Jn 15:18).  

• 1 John 4:4-5, “You are from God, little children, and have overcome them; because greater 

is He who is in you than he who is in the world. They are from the world; therefore they 

speak as from the world, and the world listens to them.” The contrast given by John here is 

between those who are from God and His children, and those who are from the world who 

are not God’s children—they are children of the Devil (Jn 8:44).  

• 1 John 4:9, “By this the love of God was manifested in us, that God has sent His only 

begotten Son into the world so that we might live through Him.” John contrasts the world 

which the Son was sent to (Jn 1:10) to those who live through him—believers (Jn 3:16-17).  

• 1 John 4:14, “the Father has sent the Son to be the Savior of the world.” Jesus came into the 

world to save (Jn 1:9) and was the lamb who took away the world’s sin (Jn 1:29), but only 

those who receive him become children of God (Jn 1:12). The world and believers are not 

conflated. Jesus offers his bread of life to the world (Jn 6:33), but it must be eaten to 

actualize eternal life (v.51). The Son is the Savior of the world in that he offers himself to all 
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and saves those who believe (c.f. Jn 3:16-17). Thus, nothing in 1 John 4:14 suggests world to 

mean merely the elect around the world and not all persons.  

• 1 John 5:4-5, “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that 

has overcome the world—our faith. Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who 

believes that Jesus is the Son of God?” These verses would be quite bizarre if world here was 

spoken of in any way but in opposition to God. The faith of those born of God is said to 

overcome the world, surely speaking of those under allegiance to satanic forces.  

• 1 John 5:19, “We know that we are of God, and that the whole world lies in the power of the 

evil one.” This is perhaps the most unequivocal case of John’s use of world. In fact, one sees 

the exact same wording of the “whole world” used here and in 1 John 2:2.9 In 5:19, the 

contrast is between those of God and the whole world, which lies in the power of Satan. 

Without question, the world is spoken of in terms of unbelievers under Satan’s dominion.  

Thus, nowhere is there a suggestion that the world or whole world, in the plethora of examples 

shown, is meant to be the (unconditionally) elect outside of John’s audience or widely dispersed 

believers elsewhere. Rather, the uniform meaning of the word is the entire unbelieving world under 

satanic forces. John consistently uses the word in an antithetical or oppositional way to the church or 

Christians.10 One need only go through the aforementioned passages and substitute “believers” or 

“elect” in the place of “world” to see how absurd the passages would read. For example, 1 John 5:4-

5 would say, “For whatever is born of God overcomes the [elect]; and this is the victory that has 

overcome the [elect]—our faith. Who is the one who overcomes the [elect], but he who believes that 

Jesus is the Son of God?” Or, “We know that we [the elect] are of God, and that the [elect] lies in the 

power of the evil one” (5:19). This would be nonsensical. John is clearly contrasting the world with 

oppositional unbelievers with believing persons who are of God.  

In John’s own gospel account, Jesus also consistently contrasts his followers with the world. For 

example, he says, “I chose you out of the world, because of this the world hates you (Jn 15:19b). Or 

in John 17:14-16, “I have given them Your word; and the world has hated them, because they are 

not of the world, even as I am not of the world. I do not ask You to take them out of the world, but 

to keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world.” Believers 

 
9 1 John 2:2 reads, “ὅλου τοῦ κόσμου,” literally, “all the world.” 5:19 reads, “ὁ κόσμος ὅλος,” literally, “the 
world whole.”  
10 Robert Picirilli, Grace, Faith, Free Will: Contrasting Views of Salvation: Calvinism & Arminianism (Nashville, 
Randall House Publications, 2002), 125.  
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are not of the world, but of God. As in 1 John, those of God are constantly set against the world of 

unbelievers.  

In fact, even beyond John’s writings, the word world in the New Testament virtually never means 

other believers, or the elect, or the church. After surveying a number of lexicons, Norman Douty 

writes, “But amid all the divisions and sub-divisions listed, the word [κόσμος, world] is never said to 

denote the ‘elect.’ These lexicons know nothing of such a use of kosmos in the New Testament”11 

For example, in Joseph Thayer’s Greek-English lexicon, κόσμος is cited in 1 John 2:2 under “the 

inhabitants of the earth, men, the human race.”12 In the Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, κόσμος 

is listed as either meaning the entire universe, all mankind, or mankind as alienated from God.13 

Nothing is mentioned about merely the elect. G. Abbott-Smith in his lexicon also defines κόσμος as 

either the world at large, or the ungodly in particular.14  

Furthermore, this contrast between believers and the world/unbelievers fits perfectly with the 

common motif in 1 John of diametrical oppositions. For example, John speaks of light verses 

darkness (e.g. 1 Jn 1:5-7, 2:9-11), love verses hate (e.g. 2:9-10, 3:13-15, 4:20), truth verses lies (2:4, 2:21, 

4:6), and then of believers verses the world (unbelievers), and so on.  

This reading is made all the more likely given that John clarifies that Christ is the propitiation for 

the whole world (ὅλου τοῦ κόσμου). ὅλου means all, whole, or completely. John, as if predicting 

possible confusion, makes the point as clear as he can when he says the “whole world” is the scope 

of the atoning sacrifice.  Just as the whole world is in the power of Satan (1 Jn 5:19), as all the 

 
11 Norman Douty, Did Christ Die Only for the Elect: A Treatise on the Extent of Christ’s Atonement (Eugene, Wipf & 
Stock Publications, 1998), 39. Douty explains when κόσμος is used of men it does not always mean literally 
every single person, but it is “undeniable” that it almost always means every person or it means all 
unregenerate persons (Douty, 58). Grant Osborne writes, “In John's writings kosmos occurs 105 times, always 
of the world of unbelievers who are hostile to God and yet are the object of God's love and mission” Grant 
Osborne, Perspectives on the Extent of the Atonement: 3 Views, edited by Andrew Naselli and Mark Snoeberger 
(Nashville, B&H Publishing Group, 2015), 108. Daniel Treier and W.A. Elwell explain, “There is not one 
place in the entire NT where 'world' means 'church' or 'the elect’” Daniel Treier and W.A. Elwell, Evangelical 
Dictionary of Theology (Grand Rapids, Baker Publishing Group, 2017), 116. 
12 Joseph H. Thayer, Thayer's Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Coded with Strong's Concordance Numbers 
(Peabody, Hendrickson Publishers, 1995), 357 (emphasis in original).  
13 Timothy Friberg, Barbara Friberg, Neva F. Miller, Analytical Lexicon of the Greek New Testament, (Grand 
Rapids, Baker Books, 2000), 235.  
14 G. Abbott-Smith, A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New Testament (Edinburgh, T. & T. Clark Publishers, 1953), 
255. See also The Analytical Lexicon to the Greek New Testament, where William D. Mounce writes that κόσμος 
speaks of either the aggregate of mankind or the human race external to the Jewish nation. Mounce says 
κόσμος in 1 John 3:1 and 3:13 means “the world external to the Christian body,” showing the consistency of 
reading 1 John 2:2 in the same way. William D. Mounce, The Analytical Lexicon to the Greek New Testament, 
(Grand Rapids, Zondervan Publishing House, 1993), 289 (emphasis in original). 
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kingdoms are in his possession (Luke 4:5-7) and he is the “god of this world” (2 Cor 4:4), so to 

Christ is the propitiation for the whole world (1 Jn 2:2), both for believers and unbelievers. With the 

whole world in Satan’s power, all persons are born as enemies of God (Rom 5:10; Col 1:21) and 

children of wrath (Eph 2:3). With the whole world as objects of Christ’s propitiation (1 Jn 2:2), all 

persons are able to respond due to God’s universal love for the world (Jn 3:16; 1 Tim 2:4).  

Old Testament uses of ὅλου τοῦ κόσμου further confirm this understanding of ὅλος (whole). In 

the Septuagint, Proverbs 17:6b reads, “The faithful has the whole world full of wealth; but the 

faithless not even a farthing.” The faithless have not even a farthing—the least possible amount, 

virtually nothing. This is compared to the faithful, who have the whole world (ὅλος ὁ κόσμος) of 

wealth.15 The contrast is between the least possible amount and everything, the whole world.16  

If the limited atonement advocate is to defend his position, the burden of proof is, therefore, on 

him to provide evidence as to why this one example in 1 John 2:2 is the sole exception of John’s 

undeviating meaning of world. The universal atonement position has the distinct advantage of taking 

the word as it is used numerous other times in the same book and from the same author and also 

how it is used most often elsewhere in the New Testament.17 Thus, based on this Johannine 

evidence, one can correctly conclude that Christ truly is the propitiation—the atoning sacrifice—for 

all, both believers and unbelievers, providing reconciliation for all, effective by faith. As John Wesley 

writes, “Just as wide as sin extends, the propitiation extends also."18 

2. Possible Responses 

Perhaps the most common alternative to this specific interpretation is to say John’s intention 

is not to suggest a universal scope of Jesus’ atonement, but rather John merely wants to include the 

believing Gentiles in the purview of elected individuals atoned for.19 For example, A.W. Pink writes, 

 
15 See also Wisdom of Solomon (11:22; 17:19; 18:24).  
16 See also Gen 25:25, which speaks of Esau’s hair covering his “entire body” (ὅλος ὡσεὶ δορὰ δασύς·), or the 

“full year” (ἐνιαυτὸς ὅλος) spoken of in Lev 25:30. In both cases, ὅλος covers the entire object, not merely a 

small portion of that object. Thus, when linked grammatically to τοῦ κόσμου, it very plausibly means the 
actual whole world.  
17 William Sailor notes, “The Arminian...need but a single passage indicating universal atonement in order to 
maintain his view." William Sailer, The Nature and Extent of the Atonement-A Wesleyan View 
(https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/bets/vol10/10-4_sailer.pdf, accessed 10/26/2018), 192. Merely one verse 
showing a universal scope can encompass all other passages showing that Christ died for a certain group 
within that universal purview.  
18 John Wesley, Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament (New York, Carlton & Porter, n.d.), 631.     
19 Interestingly, even granting this response, limited atonement is not necessarily entailed; for if the passage is 
indeed talking of Christ atoning for both Jews and for Gentiles (as in Rom 11:12, 15, for example), it does not 

https://biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/bets/vol10/10-4_sailer.pdf
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“When John says, ‘He is the propitiation for our sin’ he can only mean for the sins of Jewish 

believers….When John added, ‘And not for ours only, but also for the whole world’ he signified that 

Christ was the propitiation for the sins of Gentile believers too…”20 No doubt there was a Jewish 

tension with the Gentiles in the early church, and vice versa, but this response is lackluster for a 

number of reasons. 

The primary weakness is that there is little to no internal evidence John is speaking to issues 

of racism or discrimination from the Jewish and/or Gentile audience he is addressing. The letter of 

1 John is written to counter Docetism, to explain how to discern genuine teachers, and to prove the 

centrality of love in the Christian faith. Unlike a letter like Galatians, for example, there is little about 

the friction seen at times between believing Jews and Gentiles. In Galatians, Paul continuously 

teaches that in Christ there is neither Jew nor Gentile (Gal 3:28). 1 John makes no such claim, as 

that is not one of the letter’s concerns. To import this topic into 1 John is thus a dubious move, so 

to suggest that 1 John 2:2 is speaking to this issue not found in the epistle is unwarranted.  

Furthermore, it is likely that the audience to whom John is writing was not primarily a Jewish 

one, which would have been the typical suspects of pretentiousness against Gentiles (c.f. Matt 3:9; Jn 

8:33-47). Daniel Wallace explains, “The audience was almost certainly made up mainly of Gentiles” 

due to the Gentile-focused heresies addressed by John (Antinomianism, Docetism, etc.) and due to 

the final admonition (5:21), which would have been relevant for Gentiles and hardly for Jews.21 But 

if this is the case, then the limited atonement advocate has little to no support for his alternative 

reading of 1 John 2:2, as the audience is Gentile, and hardly would need to be reminded that God 

died for the rest of the Gentile world; they already know that God died for them!  

 A second response often given is to suggest that even if the universal reading is more likely 

here, it would lead to the irrational and unbiblical notion of Universalism—that all are saved—and 

thus must be discounted. This is because a universal propitiation would lead necessarily to a 

universal salvation, says the limited atonement advocate.  

 The objection, however, greatly confuses and conflates atonement accomplished and 

atonement applied, a distinction even most limited atonement advocates acknowledge. The atoning 

 
follow that John is saying that only some Jews and some Gentiles are atoned for. The text would still be possibly 
read as teaching a universal atonement of Christ dying for (all) Jews and (all) Gentiles.  
20 A.W. Pink, The Sovereignty of God (Grand Rapids, Baker Book House, 1949), 259.  
21 Daniel Wallace, 1 John: Introduction, Argument, and Outline (https://bible.org/seriespage/23-1-john-
introduction-argument-and-outline, accessed 10/26/2018).  

https://bible.org/seriespage/23-1-john-introduction-argument-and-outline
https://bible.org/seriespage/23-1-john-introduction-argument-and-outline
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sacrifice was made for all and sufficient for all, but effective only for the faithful. It is accomplished 

for all, but applied and efficacious only for believers, that is, the elect. Theologians like William 

Shedd—himself a Calvinist—agrees and writes, "Atonement in and by itself, separate from faith, 

saves no soul...It is only when the death of Christ has been actually confided in as atonement, that it 

is completely 'set forth' as God's propitiation for sin.....It is not the making of this atonement, but 

the trusting in it, that saves the sinner."22 Norman Douty—also a Calvinist—puts it well, "Without 

these acts [repentance and belief], even the elect are only potentially the recipients of these benefits." 

Until then, "all of Christ's saving work is theirs only potentially... His death has only provided these 

benefits for them; the application of them is contingent on their repentance and faith.”23 

 All Christians must maintain that even the elect were at one time enemies of God (Rom 5:10; 

Col 1:21) and children of wrath (Eph 2:3), and thus did not have the atoning benefits applied. This 

proves that the atonement, as accomplished and as applied, are two distinct categories.24 Lightner 

correctly notes, "the Bible does not teach that Christ's death saves apart from faith. The 

accomplishments of the cross must be appropriated by those who would be saved and until such a 

time as faith is exercised the elect are just as lost as the nonelect.”25 He continues, "The cross does 

not apply its own benefits... No elect person was saved at the time of Christ's dying. All men, 

including the elect, live some part of their lives in open rebellion to God, thus demonstrating that 

the finished accomplishments of Calvary must be applied by faith to reach an individual before any 

 
22 William Shedd, Dogmatic Theology, 3rd Edition (Philipsburg, P&R Publishing, 2003), II: 440. 
23 Douty, 43. He continues, "Indeed, the cross saves, and in the same sense in which a remedy cures....The 
cross is the gracious means which the sovereign God has devised for human salvation, just as the 
compounded medicine is the merciful means the kind physician has devised for bodily healing....the blessings 
purchased by the blood of Christ do not become our own until, and unless, we put our trust in Him....Faith, 
therefore, is represented in Scripture as the means by which all the purchased benefits are conferred on us" 
(45). Douglas Moo, a Calvinist scholar, puts it perfectly, "the 'price' connoted by the word 'redemption' was 
'paid' at the cross in the blood of Christ, the redeeming work that the payment made possible is, like 
justification, applied to each person when he or she believes" Douglas Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand 
Rapids, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 230. Commenting on Romans 3:25 where Paul talks 
of Christ as the propitiation for sins, Moo writes of the phrase, "through faith" and says, "the phrase modifies 
hilastérion [propitiatory sacrifice] and indicates the means by which individuals appropriate the benefits of the 
sacrifice." (Romans, 236). Ben Witherington says, "Paul believes that Christ died for the sins of all, not just for 
some subset of humanity called the elect. Christ's death is a sufficient atonement for the sins of all human 
beings, but it is effective only for those who appropriate its benefits through faith, as v.22 makes evident. 
God's saving righteousness, which is also his mercy through the death of Christ, does not automatically 
benefit a person. A person must believe to receive this benefit" Ben Witherington, Paul's Letter to the Romans: 
A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004), 109-110. 
24 Note that this is the case even if one holds to unconditional election and/or irresistible grace.  
25 Lightner, 94. C.f. John 3:18.  
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saving value comes to that individual.”26 In fact, if the cross alone saves, without or prior to faith, as 

some limited atonement individuals seem to think, then the regenerating, convicting, enlightening 

work of the Spirit is completely superfluous and the centrality of faith is removed, which is a 

biblically untenable conclusion.27  

The Bible is clear that without faith it is impossible to please God (Heb 11:6) and He has 

chosen to “save those who believe” (1 Cor 1:21) through the atoning work of Christ (Rom 3:25). 

Thus, to affirm with the biblical data that Christ is the propitiation and atoning sacrifice for all is not 

to say he is the savior of all. Only to those who believe are the atoning benefits applied. 

 Other objections are found from limited advocates like James White. He begins correctly 

when he says, “And John’s writings would be studied to see how he uses the phrase ‘the whole 

world’ and what other phrases/descriptions could be paralleled with it.”28 Strangely, instead of 

surveying how the same epistle and author uses the word, White turns to a different book, 

Revelation, which has a different genre, a different audience, a different context, and possibly a 

different author.29 He cites Revelation 5:9-10, which speaks of Christ purchasing (ἠγόρασας) persons 

from every tribe, tongue, people, and nation. White takes this to mean Christ only purchased and 

atoned for those individuals. Of course, this simply is a non sequitur—to say that Christ purchased 

certain persons does not suggest that he did not propitiate for others. Paul says that Christ “loved 

me and gave Himself up for me” (Gal 2:20b). Obviously, it does not follow that Christ only died and 

loved Paul. It is a narrowing down for emphasis, here and elsewhere.30 A restricted statement does 

not invalidate a universal one. To suggest otherwise would fall prey to the negative inference fallacy.  

Furthermore, White is seemingly conflating atonement accomplished and atonement applied, as 

discussed above. It is possible that Revelation 5:9-10 is addressing those to whom the atonement is 

applied and speaks nothing of its extent. This may be why John speaks of Christ as the propitiation 

for all in 1 John 2:2, and the actual purchasing of individuals who are faithful in Revelation. The 

former being atonement accomplished or provided, and the latter being atonement applied. 

 
26 Lightner, 97.  
27 Lightner, 131.  
28 James White, The Potter’s Freedom: A Defense of the Reformation and a Rebuttal of Norman Geisler’s Chosen but 
Free (Amityville, Calvary Press Publishing, 2000), 274.  
29 For an overview of the different perspectives on who the author of Revelation is, see Steve Gregg, 
Revelation: Four Views, Revised & Updated (Nashville, Thomas Nelson Publisher, 2013), 23-26.  
30 See also Ps 23:1, where David speaks of God as “my Shepard.” This clearly does not suggest that God is 
only David’s Shepard.  
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Alternatively, it is quite possible to say Christ purchased or bought (ἀγοράσαντα) someone whose 

end is to be destroyed (c.f. 2 Pet 2:1). One can possibly be bought and still have eternal life. Thus, to 

say Revelation 5:9-10 teaches that the elect are bought (or atoned for) does not prove that others are 

not also bought (atoned for).  

 White also brings up John 11:49-52 as a passage to shed light on 1 John 2:2. Interestingly, 

these verses prove nothing of a limited atonement. In the passage, the high priest Caiaphas says, 

“Jesus was going to die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but in order that He might also 

gather together into one the children of God who are scattered abroad” (Jn 11:51-52). The nation 

spoken of is all ethnic Israel (vv.48, 50). Ethnic Israel was Jesus’ initial modes operandi; he was sent to 

save his people, the Israelites, from their sins (Matt 1:21), and initially commanded his disciples not 

to go to the Gentiles (Matt 10:5, 6) and only later commanded that they preach to all persons (Matt 

28:18-20). John 11:49-52, then, teaches that Christ died for the entire nation of Israel, which included 

believers and many nonbelievers—with only believers benefiting from his death (Jn 1:12).  

 In addition to this, however, Caiaphas says that Jesus will "gather together into one the 

children of God who are scattered abroad" (v.52). Who are the "children of God" spoken of here? 

Plausibly, these are the faithful individuals who are thus named children of God. One need only look 

earlier in the same book to see this: John 1:12, "But to all who received him, who believed in his 

name, he gave power to become children of God." Those who receive God in faith are the children 

of God. Paul says the same in Galatians 3:26, "for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God 

through faith" (c.f. Matt 5:9). The children of God are believers, and this is shown in contrast to 

what even the elect were before belief: "by nature children of wrath, even as the rest" (Eph 2:3) and 

"sons of disobedience" (Col 3:6). 

Therefore, there is nothing in this passage supporting limited atonement. Caiaphas says that 

Jesus will die for all of ethnic Israel, not merely some elect group within Israel. Then he speaks of 

Jesus gathering all the faithful Jews and Gentiles (Gal 3:28), the children of God, into one (whether 

that means in the current church age or in the eschaton). This passage goes to show the unlimited 

scope of the death of Christ, as all of Israel is included, and anyone can be called a child of God and 

gathered into the church of Christ through faith. 

Robert Yarbrough, another limited atonement defender, begins his objection to universal 

atonement by noting Christ’s seeming propitiation for the whole world and writes, “Such a reference 

should not be surprising given John’s stress on Christ’s ministry to the world at large in the Fourth 
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Gospel (e.g., John 1:9, 10, 29; 3:16, 17, 19; 4:42; 6:14, 33, 51).”31 He notes the offer of the gospel, 

like the blessings in the Old Testament, is offered to all, even if all did not accept them. Christ’s 

atonement “provides the basis throughout all human history for God the Father to extend patience 

and forbearance to those who merit his rejection”—likely referring to passages like Romans 3:25.32  

Concerning the extent of Christ’s propitiatory work, Yarbrough says that Christ died for 

both the elect and the world, each in its own sense.33 He explains the salvific benefits of the 

atonement are only given to the elect through the gift of grace and by faith. But affirming the 

atonement’s application by faith is obviously held by all camps, including those in the universal 

atonement position. Thus, Yarbrough’s point is moot concerning the extent of the atonement, and 

hardly germane to the present discussion. Furthermore, Yarbrough makes the mistake of assuming if 

unconditional election is true, then somehow this necessitates limited atonement. Even granting the 

position of unconditional election, it simply does not follow that Christ’s death is thus limited to 

those whom He has chosen to save. It is perfectly rational to hold that Christ died for all, yet God 

only elected some of those to salvation. There are many Calvinists who hold to this view.34  

Yarbrough cites Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer in John 17:9 and says, “If the Son does not mind 

specifying that he prays for only a certain group given to him by the Father, it is not hard to imagine 

that in the same sense his cleaning blood is applied in its fullest sense only to that group.”35 If by the 

“fullest sense” Yarbrough simply means atonement applied, then this is uncontroversial. But if he is 

suggesting Jesus’ specific prayer implies limited atonement, this is clearly a non-sequitur. Even 

granting Yarbrough’s interpretation of John 17, it does not follow that Christ’s death did not extend 

beyond his prayers at that moment. After all, Jesus prayed even that his enemies would be forgiven 

(Lk 23:34; c.f. Rom 9:3). Robert Picirilli says, concerning John 17, “…there is no a priori reason to 

assume that Christ could not desire the salvation of all, and plan to die for all, and yet offer 

intercessory prayers for those truly His.”36 

Yarbrough cites John 11:51-52, which was addressed above, and goes on to say there is a 

wideness in the atonement (Heb 2:9), but there is also an “undeniable particularity.”37 Strangely, 

 
31 Robert Yarbrough, 1-3 John: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Baker 
Academic, 2008), 79.  
32 Yarbrough, 79.  
33 Yarbrough, 80.  
34 For example, there are “4-point” Calvinists who deny limited atonement.  
35 Yarbrough, 80. 
36 Picirilli, 99.  
37 Yarbrough, 80. 
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instead of making the distinction of atonement accomplished and sufficient for all, and efficacious 

and applied to believers, Yarbrough concludes by saying the whole world in 1 John 2:2 “refers to 

believers scattered everywhere and in all times.”38 No exegesis is provided for this conclusion, and 

the alleged support texts provided do not warrant this reading. Nothing is said of the other uses of 

κόσμος in this epistle or elsewhere, and nothing is said of the diametrically opposed language in 1 

John between the world and believers.  

Yarbrough argues there are “certain positive benefits” for the non-elect, which are provided 

through the atonement.39 Benefits such as common grace for the reprobate and the ability to preach 

and offer the gospel to all. Yarbrough never explains how God and others can call all persons to 

repentance (Acts 17:30; c.f. Isa 45:22; 2 Cor 5:20) when in fact there is no atonement to apply to 

them if they so choose. He does not explain how God can be genuine and sincere in His call to be 

reconciled to Him when there is no reconciliation made or available. Yarbrough’s and White’s 

objections, therefore, are simply not compelling.  

Far more accurate is Constantine Campbell in his commentary on 1 John 2:2 in which he 

writes, “This is a bold declaration of the universal scope of Christ’s propitiatory act; he faced God’s 

righteous wrath toward the sins of the whole world.”40 In response to the suggestion that Christ 

merely died for the elects’ sins, Campbell explains, “A chief difficulty for the limited-atonement 

reading of 2:2b is that there is nothing in the context to support it.”41 Indeed, one might even go 

further and suggest that the context supports just the opposite. Campbell rightly says, “In John’s 

writings the ‘world’ normally refers to humanity in total opposition to God.”42 Colin Kruse, in his 

own commentary, concurs and says, “When the author says that Jesus Christ is the atoning sacrifice 

for the ‘sins of the whole world,’ that includes not only our sins (i.e., the sins of believers) but the 

sins of the unbelieving world as well.”43 Kruse summarizes how this systematically fits within the 

broader biblical data, “Jesus Christ is the atoning sacrifice for the sins of the whole world because 

his death was sufficient to deal with the sins of the whole world, but that his sacrifice does not 

 
38 Yarbrough, 80. 
39 Yarbrough, 80. 
40 Constantine R. Campbell, “The Story of God Bible Commentary: 1, 2 & 3 John, edited by Tremper Longman III 
and Scot McKnight (Grand Rapids, Zondervan Publisher, 2017), 54.  
41 Campbell, 55.  
42 Campbell, 55. 
43 Colin Kruse, The Letters of John: The Piller New Testament Commentary, edited by D.A. Carson (Grand Rapids, 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 200), 74.  



14 
 

become effective until people believe in him.”44 I. Howard Marshall puts it well when he writes, 

“The possibility of forgiveness is cosmic and universal.”45 

Therefore, these common objections fail to provide grounds for rejecting the interpretation 

previously given of 1 John 2:2. There is a plethora of internal evidence for interpreting world as the 

unbelieving contingent of humanity, and a lackluster amount of evidence that John was merely 

speaking of the remaining Gentile world, or that atonement accomplished for all necessitates 

atonement applied to all. Thus, the universal atonement position stands as the more likely reading. 

3. A Universal and Provisionary Model 

Considering the teaching of 1 John 2:2, which articulates an atoning sacrifice of Christ for all 

persons, a universal and provisionary model can be drawn from the text. It is Universal in that the 

propitiation of Christ is designed, intended, and sufficient for all; Provisionary in the sense that while 

it is made for all, it is only efficacious for the faithful—those in allegiance to the Lord Jesus.46  

This universal and provisionary motif is not uncommon in the biblical data. Old Testament 

types which are taken up by New Testament authors as fulfilled in Jesus Christ and his sacrificial 

death help illustrate this. For example, John compares Jesus to the bronze serpent, written of in 

Numbers 21 where God gave Moses a bronze serpent and said, “…everyone who is bitten, when he 

looks at it, he will live” (v.8). There was provision for all of Israel, but only those who looked at the 

serpent in faith would be saved. David Allen writes, “…the limitation for Israel was not in the 

provision of the bronze snake (it was given for all Israel); rather, the limitation was in the 

application: only those who looked lived. There was a remedy for all Israel, and they would be 

healed if they would only look. There is a remedy in Christ’s death for all, and they will be saved if 

they will only believe.”47 As Allen alludes, Jesus refers to this passage himself. He says that in the 

same way (as the bronze serpent) he also must be “lifted up, so that whoever believes will in Him 

have eternal life” (Jn 3:14-15), a provision directed to the world (3:16-17; c.f. 12:32). Provisionary for 

all, effective through faith. 

 
44 Kruse, 75.  
45 I. Howard Marshall, The Epistles of John: The New International Commentary on the New Testament, edited by F.F. 
Bruce (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans Publishing Company, 119).  
46 Matthew Bates, in his book Salvation by Allegiance Alone: Rethinking Faith, Works, and the Gospel of Jesus the King 
(Grand Rapids, Baker Academic, 2017), helpfully shows what a proper biblical understanding of faith means 
and entails. Faith, as Bates unpacks, is not a mere assent, but a complete covenantal allegiance to King Jesus.  
47 David Allen, The Extent of the Atonement: A Historical and Critical Review (Nashville, B&H Academic, 2016), 
692-693.  
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Another example given by John is seen in chapter 6 of his gospel. Jesus compares himself to 

the bread (manna) given to Israel in the Old Testament (Ex 16:4; Num 11:8). However, both with 

the bread of the Old Testament and the living bread of Jesus, it had to be collected to provide 

sustenance. Jesus says his bread “gives life to the world” (v.33), but that it must be eaten (v.51)—

which in the immediate context is synonymous with coming and believing (v.35). Provisionary for 

all, effective through faith.  

One final example regarding Jesus, connecting him to an Old Testament type as a universal 

and provisionary sacrifice, is the sacrificial Lamb. In a number of places, Jesus is called the sacrificial 

Lamb (1 Cor 5:7; 1 Pet 1:19; Rev 5:12) who was slain for the world (Jn 1:29). This no doubt 

hearkens readers back to Exodus 12, where God commanded Israel to kill a lamb as a protective 

sacrifice (12:6). Worth noting is that the command was also to eat the lamb and apply its blood to 

each household’s doorpost (v.7). Only the applied blood was a covering from the wrath of God (v. 

13). The slain lamb alone, just as with Christ, did not save; it had to be enacted through obedience. 

Calvinist A.W. Pink, in his commentary of Exodus, puts it superbly, "A Saviour provided is not 

sufficient: he must be received. There must be 'faith' in His blood' (Rom 3:25), and faith is a personal 

thing... I must by faith take the blood and shelter beneath it."48 Pink correctly notes that the 

Passover is "one of the most striking...foreshadowments of the Cross-work of Christ to be found 

anywhere in the Old Testament.”49 Laurence Vance notes the Passover “is a clear example of the 

principle that the Atonement and its application are to be distinguished. The blood of the slain 

Passover lamb...became efficacious only after it was applied to the doorpost per instructions... The 

death of the lamb saved no one: the blood had to be applied."50 Provisionary for all, effective 

through faith.  

Furthermore, there is a plethora of passages which show how well 1 John 2:2 fits with the 

larger biblical narrative of a God who provides atonement for all in Christ as the propitiation for the 

sins of the whole world, applied through faith. These include verses which show Christ is the 

intended Savior of the world (1 Jn 4:14), for all people (1 Tim 4:10), as God offers salvation to all (Titus 

 
48 A.W. Pink, Gleanings in Exodus (Chicago, Moody Press Publishers, 2002), 84. 
49 Pink, 88 
50 Laurence Vance, The Other Side of Calvinism (Pensacola, Vance Publications, 1999), 427. David Allen writes, 
“According to Exodus 12, was the first born of the home protected from death merely because the lamb had 
been slain? No….The lamb had to be slain in order to provide salvation for the firstborn, but the blood also 
had to be applied before the provision became effective on his behalf” in The Atonement: A Biblical, Theological, 
and Historical Study of the Cross of Christ (Nashville, B&H Academic, 2019), 157.  
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2:11); Christ tasted death for everyone (Heb 2:9), and God is reconciling the world to himself (2 Cor 

5:19); Christ takes away the sin of the world (Jn 1:29) and is the ransom for all (1 Tim 2:6); his death is 

for all (2 Cor 5:14-15), and he offered his life and justification for all (Rom 5:18); The bread of life is 

given to the world (Jn 6:33, 51) and his atonement is made even for those who deny him (2 Pet 2:1) 

and for those who later fall away (Heb 10:26; 1 Cor 8:11; Rom 14:15). The Bible thus is clear in its 

presentation of a universal atonement, which is made, offered, and provided for all. The earliest 

believers could boldly proclaim to all that “Christ died for our sins” without reservation, deception, 

or confusion due to the universal atonement made in Christ (1 Cor 15:3). Indeed, one wonders how 

the biblical authors could not be clearer in their numerous descriptions of Christ dying for all.  

4. Conclusion 

Having looked at what 1 John 2:2 teaches in its proper context one can correctly conclude 

that Christ is indeed the propitiation for the whole world—believers and unbelievers. Surveying how 

John uses “world” in his epistles demonstrates a consistent theme of referring to forces in 

opposition to believers and Christ—which fits well with the common theme of diametrically 

opposed ideas in the letter. Therefore, there is no plausible reason to suggest that in 1 John 2:2 there 

is the sole exception to the normal definition. Proper hermeneutics would demand a reader to 

understand the same word, a word used by the same author in the same book, in similar fashion.   

Christ is thus the atoning sacrifice made for all, yet efficacious for believers. As Robert 

Shank writes, there is “…an objective atonement sufficient for all men, [and] efficient for the 

elect.”51 Leroy Forlines says, “Atonement is provisionary until it is applied. It can be applied only on 

the condition of faith and on the grounds of union with Christ. When applied, [the] atonement 

becomes efficacious.”52 A number of objections have been shown to be spurious and none prove to 

dismantle the prima facie reading of 1 John 2:2’s universal scope. Furthermore, the holistic biblical 

data strongly supports a universal atonement made by Christ. One can thus conclude that the Lord, 

King, and Savior, Jesus Christ, is the propitiatory sacrifice for the whole world.   

 
51 Robert Shank, Elect in The Son (Bloomington, Bethany House Publishers, 1989), 71. 
52 Leroy Forlines, Classical Arminianism, edited by Matthew Pinson (Nashville, Randall House Publications, 
2011), 234. Picirilli rightly says, “the Arminian view is that Christ died to provide salvation for all, a provision 
that is effective only when applied to those who believe…." (Picirilli, 100). 


