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Review  of  Tom  Schreiner,  “Problematic  Texts  for  Definite  Atonement  in  the  Pastoral  and               
General   Epistles”   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  final  chapter  in  the  biblical  section  is  authored  by  Tom  Schreiner,  Professor  of  New                 
Testament  Interpretation  at  Southern  Seminary.  I  have  known  Dr.  Schreiner  for  many  years.  He  is                 
one  of  Southern  Baptists’  top  scholars.  He  was  kind  enough  to  write  an  endorsement  a  few  years                   
back   for   my   book   Lukan   Authorship   of   Hebrews.   

Schreiner  addresses  key  problematic  texts  for  definite  atonement:  1  Timothy  2:4-6;  1              
Timothy  4:10;  Titus  2:11-14;  2  Peter  2:1;  2  Peter  3:9;  and  Hebrews  2:9.  Like  the  authors  in                   
previous  chapters,  he  bases  virtually  his  entire  argument  on  interpreting  the  universal  language  in                
these   texts   utilizing   the   “all   without   distinction”   vs.   the   “all   without   exception”   model.   

I  have  already  addressed  most  of  these  texts  and  the  “all  without  distinction”  proposal  in                 
some   detail   in   previous   chapter   reviews(   see   here).   

Schreiner  believes  God’s  desire  for  people  [notice  he  does  not  say  “all  people”]  to  be                 
saved  and  his  intention  to  save  only  the  elect  are  compatible  elements  in  biblical  soteriology”                 
(375).   

1  Timothy  2:4-6.  “God  desires  to  save  all  kinds  of  people”  (377).  It  is  difficult  to  agree                   
with  Schreiner’s  claim,  in  response  to  I.  H.  Marshall,  that  “the  Reformed  view  does  not  exclude                  
individuals  from  God’s  saving  purposes,  for  people  groups  are  made  up  of  individuals”  (378).                
The  operative  word  here  is  “purposes.”  All  orthodox  Reformed  theologians  assert  God’s              
universal  saving  “desire”  or  “will.”  Yet,  with  respect  to  “purposes,”  if  not  by  definition,  certainly                 
by  entailment,  both  election  and  definite  atonement  exclude  every  non-elect  individual,             
regardless   of   what   people   group   he   is   in.   

  

1   Timothy   4:10.     

  

Here  Schreiner  rightly  rejects  Skeat’s  interpretation  of  the  Greek  word   malista             
(“especially”)  as  “namely”  (380-81);  the  supposed  universalist  meaning  of  the  text  (382);  and               
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Baugh’s  proposition  that  “Savior”  does  not  refer  to  spiritual  salvation,  but  to  how  God  relates                 
graciously   to   all   humanity   (383).   

Schreiner  interprets  the  text  to  refer  to  God’s  salvific  desire  toward  all  kinds  of  people,                 
that   is,   “all   kinds   of   individuals   from   diverse   people   groups”   (385).   

   

“It  seems,  then,  that  Paul  is  saying  here  that  God  is  potentially  the  Savior  of  all  kinds  of                    
people  –  in  that,  as  the  living  God  there  is  no  other  Savior  available  to  people  –  but  that                     
he  is  actually  the  Savior  of  only  believers.  .  .  .  The  possibility  of  God  being  a  Savior  for                     
all  kinds  of  people  exists  because  there  is  only  one  living  God  (4:10b)  and  one  Mediator                  
available   to   the   people   (2:5-6)”   (385-86).     

  

Schreiner   continues:   

  

“.  .  .  .  definite  atonement  may  be  affirmed  alongside  other  biblical  truths,  such  as  God’s                  
salvific  stance  to  the  world  and  the  possibility  for  people  to  be  saved  if  they  believe  in                   
Christ.  Those  who  hold  to  a  definite  intention  in  the  atonement  to  save  only  the  elect  also                   
believe  that  God  desires  people  to  be  saved  .  .  .  that  he  is  available  as  Savior  to  all  people                      
(1  Tim.  4:10),  that  Christ’s  death  is  sufficient  for  the  salvation  of  every  person,  and  that                  
all   are   invited   to   be   saved   on   the   basis   of   Christ’s   death   for   sinners   (1   Tim.   1:15)”   (386).     

  

There   are   several   problems   here   as   I   see   it.   

First,  it  seems  strange  and  strained  to  say  that  the  text  means  “all  kinds  of  people”  instead                   
of   “all   people.”   

Second,  as  I  have  argued  in  earlier  reviews,  the  “all  without  distinction”  and  “all  without                 
exception”   hermeneutical   framework   for   all   the   atonement   texts   simply   does   not   work.   

Third,  Schreiner  admits  that  the  text  indicates  Jesus  is  potentially  the  Savior  of  all  kinds                 
of  people.  But  Reformed  theologians  who  affirm  definite  atonement  argue  that  Christ  is  not                
potentially   the   savior   of   anyone   or   any   group;   he   is   actually   the   savior   of   the   elect.   

Fourth,  when  Schreiner  speaks  of  God’s  salvific  stance  toward  the  “world,”  he  must               
mean  only  the  group  of  the  elect  out  of  the  world,  for  God  has  no  salvific  stance  for  anyone  else                      
in   the   world   other   than   the   elect,   according   to   definite   atonement.   
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Fifth,  with  respect  to  the  “possibility  for  people  to  be  saved  if  they  believe  in  Christ,”                  

there  is  no  possibility  of  the  non-elect  being  saved  if  they  were  to  believe  in  Christ  because  there                    
is   no   atonement   made   for   their   sins.   This   is   simply   a   logical   impossibility.   

Sixth,  how  can  Christ  be  available  as  Savior  to  all  people  when  he  has  only  made  an                   
atonement  for  some  of  the  people:  the  elect?  Again,  this  is  a  logical  impossibility.  Schreiner  no                  
doubt   means   Christ   is   available   as   Savior   to   “all   people   groups,”   but   the   problem   remains.  

Seventh,  what  does  it  matter  to  say  that  Christ’s  death  is  intrinsically  sufficient  in  terms                 
of  its  worth  or  value  to  save  “every  person”  if  it  is  not  extrinsically  sufficient  to  save  every                    
person   because   it   does   not   exist   for   every   person?     

Eighth,  while  it  is  true  that  all  are  invited  to  be  saved  “on  the  basis  of  Christ’s  death  for                     
sinners,”  what  Schreiner  means  by  “sinners”  is  elect  sinners  only  since  Christ  did  not  die  for  the                   
sins  of  the  non-elect.  Hence,  he  does  not  explain  how  it  is  possible  for  the  gospel  to  be  offered  to                      
“all”  when  there  is  no  gospel  for  the  non-elect.  This  is  especially  problematic  since  the  gospel  is                   
being   offered   to   all   people   within   all   people   groups.   

  

Titus   2:11-14.     

  

Here   again   Schreiner   argues   for   the   “all   without   distinction”   interpretation.   

  

2  Peter  2:1.  Schreiner  rejects  the  traditional  interpretation  that  the  word  “bought”  refers  to                
Christ’s  death  on  the  cross  for  the  sins  of  false  teachers.  He  opts  for  a  “phenomenological”                  
reading:  “.  .  .  it  appeared  as  if  the  Lord  had  purchases  the  false  teachers  with  his  blood  (v.  1),                      
though   they   actually   did   not   truly   belong   to   the   Lord.” 1    (390).   

Feeling  the  pinch  of  the  strained  nature  of  this  exegesis,  Schreiner  asks  “Is  this  an                 
artificial  interpretation  introduced  to  support  a  theological  bias”  (391)?  He  then  mentions  “the               
Arminian  reading”  of  this  text,  which  is  somewhat  inaccurate  since  Calvinists  who  affirm               
unlimited   atonement   also   interpret   this   text   as   do   Arminians.     

By  conflating  the  intent,  extent,  and  application  of  the  atonement,  Schreiner  wrongly              
concludes  that  universal  atonement  here  compromises  the  doctrine  of  the  perseverance  of  the               
saints   (392).   

1  Ibid.,   390.   See   Schreiner,    1,   2   Peter,   Jude ,   331   on   phenomenological   language   in   2   Peter   2:1.   He   makes   a   
similar   argument   for   Romans   14:15   in   his    Romans ,   735:   “Paul   refers   to   believers   phenomenologically,   that   is,   at   the   
level   of   appearances,   rater   than   at   the   level   of   true   spiritual   reality.”   Kuiper   takes   the   same   approach   in    For   Whom   
Did   Christ   die?    (Grand   Rapids:   Eerdmans,   1959),   38.   
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2   Peter   3:9.     

  

Schreiner  rightly  rejects  John  Owen’s  interpretation  that  the  meaning  of  “any”  and  “all”               
must  be  constrained  by  the  “you”  earlier  in  the  verse,  and  hence  “any”  and  “all”  refer  to  those                    
wavering  within  the  church  and  not  to  all  people  (though  he  thinks  the  restrictive  meaning  is                  
“possible”   (393).   

Schreiner’s  explanation  revolves  around  the  distinction  of  God’s  two  wills:  decretive  and              
permissive  (393).  This  is  of  course  problematic  for  those  who  don’t  accept  this  distinction.  I                 
must  also  demur  at  the  statement  “It  is  clear  from  many  texts  that  he  [God]  decrees  the  salvation                    
of   only   some”   (394).   

  

Hebrews   2:9.     

  

The  latter  part  of  Hebrews  2:9  states  that  “by  the  grace  of  God,  he  would  experience                  
death   for   everyone.”   (NET   Bible)   

Here  again,  Schreiner  appeals  to  the  context  as  support  for  his  “all  without  distinction”                
rather  than  “all  without  exception”  model.  He  acknowledges  that  the  immediate  context  of  the                
Psalm  8  quotation  is  speaking  of  all  humanity,  but  states  “though  the  author  refers  to  human                  
beings  in  general,  he  does  not  put  any  stress  on  all  human  beings  without  exception”  (395).  The                   
point  here  is  not  what  is  stressed.  The  point  is  what  is  actually  stated.  Psalm  8  is  speaking  of  “all                      
without   exception.”   

Hebrews  2:10-18  begins  a  new  sub-paragraph.  Schreiner  wants  to  utilize  the  specific             
references  to  the  benefits  of  the  atonement  to  believers  in  these  verses  to  constrain  the  meaning                  
of   “all”   and   “everyone”   in   the   previous   verses.   This   is   hermeneutically   problematic   in   my   view.   

For  more  on  this  passage,  see  my  excursus:  “Hebrews  2:14  and  the  Extent  of  the                 
Atonement   in   John   Calvin   and   John   Owen”   in    Hebrews    in   the   NAC   series,   pp.   233-235.   

  

Summary   Evaluation   of   Chapters   9-14,   “Definite   Atonement   in   the   Bible.”   
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Thankfully,  the  authors  in  this  section  do  not  resort  to  the  exegetical  error  of  John  Owen                  

in  arguing  that  “world”  means  the  elect  in  places  like  John  3:16.  Yet,  once  it  is  understood  that                    
“all  without  distinction”  and  “all  without  exception”  is  an  invalid  and  ultimately  unworkable               
distinction,  the  load  bearing  wall  for  the  argument  of  definite  atonement  is  removed  and  the                 
superstructure   erected   on   it   collapses.   

The  muscle  of  any  theological  position  is  only  as  strong  as  the  exegetical  basis  upon                 
which  it  is  built.  Unfortunately,  the  authors  of  this  section  have  not  succeeded  in  shoring  up                  
definite  atonement’s  faulty  exegetical  foundation.  Hermeneutics,  exegesis,  and  logic  undercut            
definite   atonement   biblically.   
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