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[θεοῦ,] ὃς πάντας ἀνθρώπους θέλει σωθῆναι καὶ εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν ἀληθείας ἐλθεῖν. 

[God,] who desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. 

1 Timothy 2:4 is one of the texts often cited by Arminians to support their theory of so called 

“unlimited atonement.” It should be noted that both the Calvinist and the Arminian view of the 

atonement is limited in some way. The Calvinist view is limited in its extent, it is not applied 

universally to all men at all times, but to those to whom it is applied are necessarily saved. The 

Arminian view is limited in its efficacy, it is applied to all men at all times, but all to whom it is 

applied are not necessarily saved. Our goal is not to defend the doctrine of limited atonement 

(more accurately called “definite redemption”), but merely to discover what πάντας ἀνθρώπους 

means in 1 Timothy 2:4. 

What is in question here is whether the πάντας ἀνθρώπους of 1 Timothy 2:4 means all men 

without exception or all men without distinction. In order to understand this text we must look at 

the context. Paul begins by urging that “supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings 

be made for all men (ὑπὲρ πάντων ἀνθρώπων).” He then goes on to specify two specific 

examples of “all men,” namely “kings” (βασιλέων) and “all who are being in authority” (πάντων 

τῶν ἐν ὑπεροχῇ ὄντων). The purpose of offering up these supplications, prayers, intercessions, 

and thanksgivings is that all Paul and Timothy “may lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godliness 

and dignity.”  

This leads us up to the sentence in question, which is composed of verses 3-4, “his is good 

and acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all men (πάντας ἀνθρώπους) to be 

saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.” I think it is evident that the combination of πᾶς 

and ἄνθρωπος in 2:1 means “all men without distinction” for two reasons: 1) Paul gives an 

example of the “all men” by explicating that Timothy is to pray for “kings” and “all who are in 

authority,” two categories of people. 2) It is unlikely that Paul is telling Timothy to pray for all 

men in every time and place (which is what our Arminian friends would have us believe “all 

men” means), such a task is impossible. Paul seems to be encouraging Timothy to pray for “all 

men” regardless of their station in life, whether Jew or Greek, slave or free, black or white, male 

or female, young or old. 

Therefore, when we come to πᾶς and ἄνθρωπος in verse 4, we should not impose on it a 

meaning foreign to its context. As a general rule, when words or phrases are used more than once 

in the immediate context of a verse, they should be interpreted the same way.1 When we take 

                                                 
1 Obviously, there might be some example somewhere two words are used in the same context but mean different 

things because of some literary device, but in those circumstances it must be demonstrated that the author is using a 

play on words. 



πάντας ἀνθρώπους in this way, we understand Paul to mean that God desires all men without 

distinction to be saved, regardless of social status, race, former religion, age, sex, etc. This 

interpretation makes sense of why Paul then goes on to emphasize that there is “one God 

and…one mediator between God and man” (emphasis added), and that Paul was “appointed 

(ἐτέθην) a preacher (κῆρυξ) and an apostle (ἀπόστολος)…[and] a teacher (διδάσκαλος) of the 

Gentiles (ἐθνῶν)” (emphasis added). Paul was sent to the Gentiles indiscriminately, he did not 

only preach to those Greeks and not to Romans, or to free men and not to slaves, or to men but 

not to women, he preached to all. Paul argues that the basis of his claim that God desires πάντας 

ἀνθρώπους to be saved is that there is one God and one mediator. He then grounds that claim in 

his own apostolic commission to preach Christ to all the Gentiles. 

Paul’s language here is reminiscent of his language in Ephesians, where Paul deals very 

explicitly with the Jew/Gentile controversy. After dealing explicitly with the Jew/Gentile 

problem in Ephesians 2:18-22, Paul emphasizes that he was made a minister of the gospel by 

God to preach to the Gentiles (3:7-8 cf. 1 Tim. 2:7). Later, in Ephesians 4, Paul exhorts his 

audience to “unity in the Spirit” based off the fact that there is one body, one Spirit, one hope, 

one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one God (4:3-7 cf. 1 Tim. 2:5). It is also possible that Paul 

has his first letter to the Corinthian church in mind when writing this passage, in which he makes 

a similar appeal for unity based off the fact that while there are varieties of gifts, services, and 

activities there is the same Spirit, same Lord, and same God (1 Corinthians 12:4-6). These 

parallel passages show that 1 Timothy 2:4ff should be read as part of Paul's argument for unity in 

the body of Christ, because it is not uncommon for Paul to use the language of “one/same” in 

reference to the Godhead as a basis for unity.2 

To sum it all up, we should not interpret πάντας ἀνθρώπους to mean “all men without 

exception” in 1 Timothy 2:4 because to do so would go against Paul's use of the phrase in the 

immediate context of 2:1, where he uses the phrase to mean “all men without distinction” or “all 

kinds of people.” 

  

                                                 
2 The third time Paul uses πᾶς and ἄνθρωπος together in 1 Timothy is in chapter 4, verse 10. Paul says “For it is for 

this we labor and strive, because we have fixed our hope on the living God, who is the Savior of all men (πάντων 

ἀνθρώπων), especially (μάλιστα) of believers.” Scholars have disagreed over the range of meanings of the word 

μάλιστα. T. C. Skeat has argued (Skeat, T. C. "'Especially the Parchments': A Note on 2 Timothy 4:13." JTS 30 

(1979): 173-177) that it can mean “namely,” if he was correct then here in 1 Tim. 4:10 it would function to further 

define “all men” as “believers.” However, Skeat’s view of μάλιστα has been contested by Vern Poythress in his 

article: Poythress, Vern. "The Meaning of μάλιστα in 2 Timothy 4:13 and Related Verses." JTS 53 (2002): 523-532. 
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