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Review  of  Paul  Williamson,  “Election,  Atonement,  and  Intercession  in  the  Pentateuch”  in              
From   Heaven   He   Came   and   Sought   Her .     

BY   David   Allen.     

Originally  posted  at   http://drdavidlallen.com/  These  reviews  can  also  be  found,  with  slight              
revisions,  in  David  Allen,   The  Extent  of  the  Atonement:  A  Historical  and  Critical  Review ,  B&H                 
Academic   (2016),at   pages   657-763.   

  

The  second  major  section  of  the  book  (Chapters  9-14)  addresses  the  biblical  evidence  for               
definite   atonement.   

These  chapters  fail  to  note  the  salient  fact  that  not  once  in  the  Old  or  New  Testament  is                    
there  a  direct  statement  that  says  Christ  died  only  for  the  elect.  Such  a  statement  in  Scripture  is                    
necessary  to  prove  definite  atonement.  In  the  absence  of  such  a  statement,  the  authors  are                 
somewhat  forced  on  the  defensive  and  must  spend  time  explaining  to  us  why  the  many  universal                  
passages   on   the   atonement   don’t   really   mean   what   they   appear   to   mean.     

The  authors  inform  us  that  the  actual  texts  that  speak  of  the  universality  of  the  extent  of                   
the  atonement  must  be  interpreted  in  light  of  the  larger  context  of  biblical  theology  which,                 
according   to   them,   indicates   a   limitation   in   Christ’s   sin-bearing   for   the   elect   only.   

This  move,  however,  is  problematic  on  four  counts.  First,  it  is  in  danger  of   petition                
principia ,  that  is,  begging  the  question.  Second,  there  is  the  constant  refrain,  assumed  or  stated,                 
that  the  intent  and  the  extent  of  the  atonement  are  coextensive,  though  this  is  also  a  deduction                   
made  without  a  single  biblical  text  that  asserts  this  to  be  the  case.  Third,  the  authors  of  this                    
section  are  reading  the  “universal”  texts  in  light  of  the  “limited”  texts.  No  consideration  is  given                  
to  the  possibility  that  many  of  these  limited  texts  are  expressed  in  this  fashion  due  to  the  fact  that                     
the  biblical  authors  are  writing  specifically  to  believers.  Fourth,  the  authors  are  superimposing  a                
theology   on   these   texts   (eisegesis)   rather   than   letting   the   texts   speak   for   themselves   (exegesis).   

Paul  Williamson  addresses  the  issue  of  election,  atonement,  and  intercession  in  the              
Pentateuch   in   chapter   9. He  admits  up  front  that  “definite  atonement  is  nowhere  explicitly            
mentioned”  in  the  Pentateuch,  but  that  there  are  “certain  hints”  of  this  concept  embedded  within                 
it  (228).  This  crucial  admission  is  vital  to  note.  Williamson  states:  “.  .  .  It  would  be  inappropriate                    
to  infer  some  kind  of  general  atonement  from  Israel’s  corporate  experience  of  atonement.  Any                
such  atonement  is  accomplished  and  applied  on  the  basis  of  Israel’s  divine  election….  This  does                 
not  imply,  however,  that  each  individual  Israelite  was  thus  equally  atoned  for  and  thus  ‘eternally                 
forgiven’”   (229).   
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In  response,  no  one  says  that  each  individual  Israelite  was  equally  atoned  for  and                

eternally  forgiven,  any  more  than  the  unlimited  atonement  passages  in  the  NT  imply  that  each                 
individual  person  for  whom  Christ  died  was  equally  atoned  for  and  thus  eternally  forgiven.  The                 
last  four  words  smuggle  in  the  notion  that  the  atonement’s  extent  and  application  are  coextensive                 
and  confuse  the  issue.  This  presumes  that  all  for  whom  atonement  is  made  must,  ipso  facto,  be                   
“eternally   forgiven.”   

It  is  difficult  to  conclude  that  the  Day  of  Atonement  ritual  (Leviticus  16)  was  in  any  sense                   
limited.  In  fact,  Williamson  must  admit  that  it  was  in  some  sense  “all-inclusive”  (234).  Yet  he                  
makes  the  assumption  that  in  Israel  there  were  “elect”  and  “non-elect.”  “Covenant  and  election                
circumscribed  atonement.  So  a  particular  atonement  may  still  be  maintained  for  a  ‘mixed’               
covenant   community”   (235).   

He  also  states:  “…to  deduce  a  general,  universal  atonement  in  the  NT  from  an  atonement                 
for  a  ‘mixed’  Israel  in  the  OT  is  a  non  sequitur.  .  .  .  Atonement  in  the  OT  is  therefore  necessarily                       
particular”   (238).   

But  these  statements  are  problematic.  First,  they  retroject  a  presumed  Reformed             
understanding  of  individual  election  back  into  the  text.  But  even  granting  this  for  the  sake  of                  
argument,  there  is  no  necessity  that  election  of  some  within  Israel  should  preclude  atonement                
being   made   for   all.   

Second,  by  what  logic  is  OT  atonement  “necessarily  particular”?  Where  are  the  warrants               
for  such  an  assertion?  What  Williamson  should  have  said  was  that  “Atonement  in  the  OT  is                  
circumscribed  by  covenant  and  election,  and  is  therefore  necessarily  particular  in  its  application,               
not   in   extent.   

Williamson  discusses  the  Day  of  Atonement  and  typology  within  two  Reformed             
covenantal  frameworks:  “New  Covenant  Theology  approach”  and  the  “Reformed  Covenantal            
approach”   (235-238).   But   one   finds   nothing   in   this   section   that   supports   definite   atonement.     

The  bronze  snake  episode  of  Numbers  21:4-9  to  which  Williamson  appeals  (241)  actually               
works  against  his  case.  He  says,  “.  .  .  it  may  be  inferred  that  the  bronze  snake  had  a  particular                      
rather  than  a  general  focus;  it  was  designed  for  the  benefit  of  penitent  Israelites,  not  impenitent                  
rebels”   (241).   Note   the   key   word   “designed”   here.   

Williamson  fails  to  discern  the  simple  fact  that  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,  if  they  would  only                   
look.  There  is  a  remedy  in  Christ’s  death  for  all,  if  they  will  only  believe.  The  extent  (provision)                    
is   universal;   the   application   is   limited.   
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Contrary  to  Williamson’s  conclusion,  there  is  no  idea  of  definite  atonement,  even  an               

undeveloped  one,  to  be  found  in  the  Pentateuch  (245).  His  assertion  that  election  is  the  crucial                  
theological  prerequisite  for  atonement,  even  if  true,  does  not  entail  definite  atonement.  It  merely                
entails  there  is  an  atonement  for  those  who  are  elect  according  to  the  Reformed  understanding  of                  
election.   It   does   not   preclude   an   atonement   made   on   behalf   of   those   who   never   believe.   
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