D.A. Carson on the Nature of the Atonement
(from his book, The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God)

Carson suggests five different ways the Bible speaks of the love of God (from chapter one):

(1) God’s intra-Trinitarian love

(2) God’s providential love

(3) God’s yearning and salvific love that pleads with sinners

(4) God’s elective love

(5) God’s conditional love (Jude 21; John 15:9-10; Exodus 20:6; Psalm 103:9-11, 13, 17-18)

In Carson’s book, the question of the love of God eventually leads to a discussion of the extent of the atonement.

Carson’s thoughts here are on the nature of the atonement worth quoting (from chapter four):

“I argue, then, that both Arminians and Calvinists should rightly affirm that Christ died for all, in the sense that Christ’s death was sufficient for all and that Scripture portrays God as inviting, commanding, and desiring the salvation of all, out of love (in the third sense developed in the first chapter).  Further, all Christians ought to confess that, in a slightly different sense, Christ Jesus, in the intent of God, died effectively for the elect alone, in line with the way the Bible speaks of God’s special selecting love for the elect (in the fourth sense developed in the first chapter).” (p. 77)

“In this case, if we adopt the fourth of these ways of talking about God’s love (viz. God’s peculiar and effective love toward the elect), and insist that this is the only way the Bible speaks of the love of God, then definite atonement is exonerated, but at the cost of other texts that do not easily fit into this mold and at the expense of being unable to say that there is any sense in which God displays a loving, yearning, salvific stance toward the whole world.  Further, there could then be no sense in which the Atonement is sufficient for all without exception.  Alternatively, if you put all your theological eggs into the third basket and think of God’s love exclusively in terms of open invitation to all human beings, one has excluded not only definite atonement as a theological construct, but also a string of passages that, read most naturally, mean that Jesus Christ did die in some special way for his own people and that God with perfect knowledge of the elect saw Christ’s death with respect to the elect in a different way than he saw Christ’s death with respect to everyone else.” (p. 76)
