
Four theories of atonement

Reading the Bible

When we come to read scripture, we often, unconsciously, read it through a lens that we 
bring to the bible. We use that lens to highlight those things we’re already looking for, and 
to screen out or ignore those things that don’t fit into our thoughts. None of us try to do 
this, but all of us do it to some extent.

To help us identify our lenses, sometimes it is useful to examine some lenses through 
which we may be reading scripture. This study focuses on four competing theories of 
atonement that arose during the reformation. These four theories of atonement are 
pervasive in the thinking of the church today, and heavily influence the way in which we 
read scripture.  

The way we talk about Salvation

How do you talk about Salvation?

Do you talk about the “day I got saved?”

Do you talk about being saved?

Is this something that will happen in the future, perhaps during the resurrection?

Or, do you have trouble envisaging yourself saved, or even loved, by God at all?

The way we talk about salvation can tremendously influence what we read in scripture. But 
the way we talk about it is highly likely to be influenced by one or more of the reformation-
era theories of atonement.

Calvinism

Calvinism is a system of belief that stems from reformation era ideas of John Calvin, who 
lived in Geneva, Switzerland. 

Today’s Calvinist beliefs are historically traced to Dutch Calvinism, where the belief that 
God elects some to salvation and some to damnation came to prominence. Dutch 
Calvinism became probably the most prominent of the reformation era theories of 
atonement, and is by many considered a benchmark of Christian orthodoxy.

The Dutch Calvinist set of beliefs have often been recalled through the handy acronym 
TULIP.1

 I hope you get the humorous reference: The Dutch were the global powerhouse in growing tulips.1
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The key concern within Calvinism is for the sovereignty of God reigning supreme over the 
sinful, degraded, depraved will of mankind.

Scriptural analysis of the Calvinist theory demonstrates some key strengths. The idea that 
God’s will is sovereign over that of humans appears several times in scripture (Exodus 
33:19; Proverbs 21:1; Romans 9:9–22). Predestination is a scriptural term (Romans 8:29–
30; Ephesians 1:5, 11). The theory appears to flow naturally from a discussion within 
Romans 9:9–22.

However, scriptural analysis of Calvinist theory also demonstrates some key weaknesses. 
Scripture clearly states that Jesus died for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2), which 
Calvinism’s limited atonement doctrine denies. Scripture is filled with exhortation to choose 
for God, to persist in faith, to encourage one another that sin may have no root among 
believers (Joshua 24:15; Hebrews 3:13; 10:26; Matthew 10:22; 24:16; 1 Timothy 4:16), all 
of which seems rather fait accompli if God accomplishes it outside of man’s own will. 

Ethically, many people raise the question of whether God is fair if He is electing people to 
damnation. If you’re willing for scripture to be your guide of faith, though, this shouldn’t be 
an argument you entertain, because Paul directly addresses the issue in Romans 9.

Experientially, however, the Calvinist theory of atonement inexorably leads to a realisation 
that your current experience of God gives you no hint as to whether you have been elected 
to salvation. Here’s why. If you’ve been elected to salvation, then you will persist in faith. 
However, experience shows that many people who have been faithful have later departed 
from the faith. Because one’s current experience is no guarantee of persistence, therefore, 
one cannot determine whether or not one is elected to salvation or damnation. Despite its 
proponents’ claim that the theory provides a strong guarantee of salvation, in actual fact, 
Calvinism neuters any evidence as to whether or not one’s experience is a saving one. 

Keyword Description

Total Depravity Humanity fell into a sin so all encompassing that we cannot, without 
the intervention of God, know Him, respond to Him, appreciate Him 
or follow Him.

Unconditional Election Election into a saving grace is an act of God that does not depend on 
human actions or human will. 

Limited Atonement Jesus died only for those whom God elects to salvation. He didn’t die 
for those whom are elected for salvation.

Irresistible Grace When God elects you into a saving grace, you have no power to 
resist His grace. Thus if God elects you, you are saved.

Perseverance of the Saints Those whom God elects will by the power of God persist in faith and 
faithfulness.
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Arminianism

Arminianism arose as a sub-branch of Calvinism. As a result, its perspective on the 
atonement shares a very similar world view to that of Calvinism, albeit disagreeing with 
some key aspects of Calvinism.

Jacobus Arminius was a Dutch professor of theology who became very concerned about 
the Dutch Calvinist theory that God elects some to salvation and others to damnation. He 
was concerned that the theory does not accord with scriptural evidence. Today, Arminian 
beliefs are held by a minority of Protestants, and are incorrectly understood by many to be 
the only theory competitive with that of Calvinism. 

The key concern for Arminianism is that humans have both the responsibility and the 
power to respond to God’s invitation.

Scriptural analysis of Arminianism shows some real strengths. Scripture explicitly says that 
Jesus died for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2), thus agreeing with the idea of 
unlimited atonement. Scripture also reveals that God’s desire is that no one should perish 
(2 Peter 3:9), which seems to contradict the idea that God purposed for many to be 
elected to damnation. Arminianism honours scriptural exhortations to faith, obedience and 
endurance (Joshua 24:15; Hebrews 3:13; Matthew 10:22; 24:16; 1 Timothy 4:16) by 
showing that these things really do matter, as human choices really does affect one’s 
destiny.

Experientially, Arminianism says that you can trust the experience of being alive in God, for   
the Spirit is given to as as surety of our salvation (2 Corinthians 1:22; 5:5).

However, scriptural analysis of Arminianism also demonstrates some weaknesses. Firstly, 
despite many verses readily implying the need for man to choose or endure, “free will” as a 
doctrine is never directly taught. On the contrary, there are verses that reveal God’s 
unilateral action in salvation (Isaiah 45:7, 9–13; 59:16; Romans 9; Ephesians 1:11; 
Philippians 2:13). (So, free will is a conclusion that is drawn from scripture. And whenever 
we draw a conclusion, we need to be mindful to place the conclusion on a different level 
from direct scriptural teaching.) Secondly, the discussion within Romans 9 seems to be at 
odds with the overall thrust of this teaching. Thirdly, this teaching makes God dependent 
on man—it means that our decisions or actions can cause God to have a bad day—which 

Keyword Description

Free Will Although Arminianism agrees that humanity became depraved, 
God’s Spirit intervenes to enable everyone to freely choose God. 
Humans are commanded to choose and are capable of choosing 
whether or not they will respond to God’s gift of salvation.

Conditional Election God’s election of people into a saving relationship is conditioned on 
their on-going belief and faithful obedience.

Unlimited Atonement Jesus died for the sins of all, including those who will reject Him.

Resistible Grace Humans have the power to resist the grace of the Holy Spirit.

Falling from Grace People who have once experienced the fruit of salvation in their lives 
may fall from grace through faithlessness, lack of care, the seduction 
of sin.
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is a strange thing to say of a mighty, sovereign God (Deuteronomy 32:39; 1 Samuel 2:6-8; 
Job 9:12; Job 12:6–10; Psalm 33:11; 115:3; 135:6; Isaiah 14:24; 45:7; Acts 15:18).  

Lutheranism

Lutheranism arose independently of Calvin’s ideas, and has its own perspective 
independent of Calvinism and Arminianism.

Martin Luther’s objections to the Roman Catholic Church’s sale of indulgences sparked the 
Protestant Reformation. His ideas influenced many within Germany. The Lutheran tradition 
arose independently of the intra-Calvinist argument between the Arminians and the Dutch 
Calvinists. However, in order to explain itself, some Lutheran theologians have provided 
their understanding of salvation within the “TULIP” framework.

The key concern for Lutheran ideas is to respond to scriptural evidence—even at the 
expense of logical consistency. Lutheranism allows the apparent tensions already evident 
within scripture to stand side by side. Lutheranism allows for mystery within the gospel, 
whereas the two theories descending from the Calvinist tradition both remove that mystery 
in favour of a conception consistent with human logic.

While Lutheranism seeks to faithfully balance apparently conflicting passages within 
scripture, its focus is on the objective, the forensic, the actions of a law court. While the 
metaphor of a law court is used in scripture, that is not the only metaphor used to describe 
salvation. There are other, far more personal, metaphors for the experience of salvation. 
To understand this observation, it is perhaps useful to explore the fourth major reformation-
era theory of atonement: that developed by the Anabaptists.

Keyword Description

Bondage of the will Human will is in bondage to sin. Humans are unable to approach 
God apart from grace.

Unconditional Election God elects people to salvation apart from human effort. This is called 
“monergism” — God’s action working alone.

Unlimited Atonement God’s will for salvation is universal. God’s desire is that everyone be 
saved. The atonement was objectively given, but must be 
subjectively received by faith.

Grace Saving grace overcomes the sinner’s fallen will. Thus, salvation is 
always due to God’s action, not man.

However, for those who are not saved, it is man’s own responsibility 
for them being lost, for God’s grace extends to all men. 

Perseverence Perseverance is the work of God, not man, and that it is God who 
causes believers to persevere in belief.

Yet there are those who do fall from grace. One who is damned is 
lost only because they purposely rejected God’s grace.
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Anabaptism

The Anabaptist tradition arose in Zurich, Switzerland, in the sixteenth century, although 
antecedents of this tradition had existed for hundreds of years.

The Anabaptist theory of atonement focuses not on an objective atonement, but on the 
new life that stems from spiritual rebirth. Anabaptism places spiritual rebirth (John 3:3) as 
the key determinant of salvation: Is someone alive in Christ (1 John 5:12, 24)? Or are they 
dead (Matthew 8:22; John 5:24)? Does the person experience the reality of God’s Spirit 
living within them (Ephesians 3:16, 17)? Or are they still estranged from God (Ephesians 
2:12)?

If we view salvation through this perspective, we think less about salvation being a 
transaction (i.e. an event), or an object (i.e. “do I have salvation?” or “have I lost 
salvation?”), and more about salvation being a life stemming from a relationship with God 
(i.e. “what is the quality of my life in God now?”).

The beauty about God’s grace is that the eternal life to which we are called is already our 
possession (John 5:24), and that we can already experience the goodness and power of 
Heaven in our experience with God today (Hebrews 6:5).

Note

We’ve examined four reformation-era theories of atonement here. This is not an 
exhaustive list of theories of atonement, for many ideas have drawn from and permuted 
from this historical gene pool. Here are three examples.

Decision Theory (sometimes called “Once Saved Always Saved” or “Pray the Sinners 
Prayer and live in sin while still staying saved”) is an ascriptural (but pervasive) teaching 
sometimes confused with Calvinism. But Calvinism doesn’t teach this at all. Rather, 
Calvinism teaches that God’s sovereign grace will persist believers in faith, which is quite 
different.

Wesleyanism (Methodism) was a fusion of the Anabaptist focus on the spiritual rebirth with 
a derivative of fourth century teachings about deification. The Methodist idea is that in 
addition to the rebirth of the believer, the Holy Spirit performs a “finishing touch” in which 
the character of an individual is perfected.

Seventh-day Adventist teachings on atonement were influenced by Wesley’s ideas, but 
modified within a framework in which God is law-bound and limited in His freedom to act. 
Ironically, despite the fact that Seventh-day Adventism teaches against the Roman 
Catholic Church, the net effect of Roman Catholic and Seventh-day Adventist teachings on 
atonement render a very similar experience for the believer—i.e. salvation is a future event 
whose realisation depends on my behaviour, and is therefore both future and uncertain.
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Conclusion

All reformation-era theories were developed by people who genuinely sought after God’s 
truth. Yet all are limited and lacking in some way. 

We are called by God, not to take sides in debates that occurred 400 years ago, nor to fall 
into a camp within a modern day derivative idea, but to follow God’s will expressed both in 
scripture and in the Helper He sent to be a Comfort and a Guarantee for us.

When we come to scripture, we need to be humble to lay aside our prejudices as to what 
scripture teaches, and carefully examine each passage in its own terms.

Let us lay aside our lenses, and give the word of God a fresh reading. 
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