
John’s First Epistle:

“He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole 
world.”  (1 John 2:2)

Is John here teaching General Atonement?  In isolation it might seem so.  But we must respect the 
Authorship of the Bible and not interpret it in ways that make it inconsistent and self-
contradictory.  Consider:

BY THE SAME WRITER - INSPIRED, OF COURSE, BY THE SAME AUTHOR - GOD 
THE HOLY SPIRIT:

John’s Gospel:

“I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.”  (John 10:11)

“I am the good shepherd.  I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and 
I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep.  And I have other sheep that are not of 
this fold.  I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice.  So there will be one flock, one 
shepherd.”  (John 10:14-16)

“...but you do not believe because you are not part of my flock.  My sheep hear my voice, and I 
know them, and they follow.  I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will 
snatch them out of my hand.  My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all, and no 
one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand.”  (John 10:26-29)

1 John 1:2 therefore cannot mean General Atonement.  So how should we understand 1 John 1:2?

“He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole 
world.”  (1 John 2:2)

COMPARE:

“...he prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, and not for the nation only but also to 
gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad.”  (John 11:51-52)

The two above passages, linked by their “not only... but also” structure, are comparable.  
Therefore “the whole world” (1 John 2:2) seems to be an expression of “the children of God 
who are scattered abroad” (John 11:52).

The phrase “the whole world” in 1 John 2:2 therefore describes the elect of the non-Jewish world 
- scattered geographically and down through time.  John is rightly and deliberately conferring a 
universal reach to the atonement, not teaching General Atonement.  He is also making the point 
that Jesus is the only Saviour for the world.  In that sense Jesus is the propitiation for the sins of 
the whole world because there is no other propitiation for the sins of the world.  

This understanding is now entirely consistent with the Bible’s overall (Limited Atonement) 
message:

John’s Revelation
“And they sang a new song, saying, ‘Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for 
you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from every tribe and language 
and people and nation...”  (Revelation 5:9)


