The Doctrine of Salvation, Part 1: The Cross of Christ

BayLight Theological Training,  3 Dec 2004


“But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.  There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.  God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.  He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” 

Romans 3:21-26, NIV
What is the gospel?  And what does it mean to be saved?  These are the all-important questions concerning salvation.  But how does one even begin to answer these questions?  Let’s start by breaking down the doctrine of salvation into smaller parts.  What does the doctrine of salvation encompass?  

Logical Organization of the Doctrine of Salvation
The following outline will help us to isolate some of the issues related to salvation and give them a logical place in our brain
.  

I. The Plan of Salvation

A. The Doctrine of Grace (e.g. common grace v. special grace, need for, 

God’s provision of)

B. The Doctrine of Election (e.g. who is chosen, how are we chosen, who 

chooses)

II. The Provision of Salvation

A. The Doctrine of the Atonement (e.g. importance, necessity, purpose of 

Christ’s death)

III. The Application of Salvation: Subjective Aspects

A. The Doctrine of Divine Calling (e.g. general call, ability to respond to 

God’s call)

B. The Doctrine of Conversion (e.g. repentance, faith)

C. The Doctrine of Regeneration (e.g. what and how, new nature)

IV. The Application of Salvation: Objective Aspects

A. The Doctrine of Union with Christ 

B. The Doctrine of Justification (e.g. how we become righteous)

C. The Doctrine of Sanctification (e.g. being and becoming holy, what and 

how)

D. The Doctrine of Preservation and Perseverance (e.g. can you lose your 

salvation?)

E. The Doctrine of Glorification (e.g. the hope of glorification,  perfection)

This is just one theologian’s way of organizing the doctrine of salvation.  I think it’s helpful to understand the context of various issues as they fall within the logic of this doctrine.  

Hopefully, by the end of our discussion of salvation (over the next few months), we will become familiar with at least most of these doctrines and, more importantly, will be drawn to worship our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Worship, seen in a heart devoted to Jesus and a life that reflects such devotion, is our highest aim.  

So how will we attempt to cover all these topics?  It probably appears now to be a fairly daunting task.  We will postpone our discussion of the plan of salvation and application of salvation until later theological trainings.  For today, we will limit our discussion to the provision of salvation, focusing on the work of Christ.  

We can think of the work of Christ almost like a continuation of our study of Christology (the doctrine of the person of Jesus Christ).  Salvation revolves around the person of Jesus Christ and the work that flowed out of himself.  

So let’s get started!

Some Introductory Issues

Two Assumptions 

1.) Salvation only “in Christ”

Our basic assumption as we discuss salvation (soteriology: the study of salvation) is that there is no real salvation apart from Christ.  Paul upheld the focal importance of Christ’s work on the cross in his overstatement to the church at Corinth: “I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2; cf. 1:18; Gal. 6:14) (Demarest, 147).  So we must answer the question: Why is salvation linked to Jesus Christ and how is it linked?  Vanhoozer rightly asserts that “in modern times, this linking of soteriology and Christology seems presumptuous.  The scandal is that only this particular name can bring salvation” (ST 602.23 class notes)
.

2.) Salvation is a gift.  

Only God can save, and he chooses to make it a gift: “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this not of your own doing, it is the gift of God” (Eph. 2:8).  Also see Romans 6:23: “For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”   “Note well: salvation is finally neither from nor to, but in: it is the state of being ‘in Christ’ ” (Vanhoozer)
.  

Two Helpful Perspectives
1.) Two powerful Scriptural images for salvation: liberation and healing

· Liberation is salvation from—from all the bad results of evil, anything that threatens our physical or spiritual well-being, including death.  “Most importantly, we are saved from the penalty of sin, the power of sin, and the practice of sin” (KV).  We will take a closer look at these three perspectives below.

· Healing is salvation to—to a state of physical and spiritual well-being or fulfillment (Jer. 17:14; Ps. 41:4).  This puts the emphasis of salvation on sanctification and transformation.  

To put these two biblical images together then “one is saved from some kind of bondage and oppression to a state of well-being or blessedness” (KV).  

2.) Three perspectives of salvation

· New situation (status): salvation as objective change

Status=justification, an objectively new situation or legal standing: “there is 

therefore no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1)


Status before Christ
  What Christ did
           New status “in Christ”


accused, guilty

justification, forgiveness
free


captive


ransomed, delivered

free



debtor


satisfaction


solvent



alien


naturalized


citizen



enemy


reconciled


friend



guilty


justified


innocent



stranger

adopted


son

· New self (habitus): salvation as inner change


      Habitus=regeneration, a new disposition or new self: “if anyone is in Christ, 

he is a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17)



Self before Christ
   What Christ did

New self “in Christ”


dead


regenerated


alive



in the darkness

enlightened


in the light



soiled


purified


clean



cut off


engrafted


united



lost


sought 



found

· New steps (actus): salvation as change in behavior


      Actus=sanctification, new behavior or new steps: “if we live by the Spirit, let 

us also walk by the Spirit” (Gal. 5:25)



Behavior before Christ

New behavior “in Christ”


works of the flesh


works of the Spirit



works of disobedience


works of obedience

Two Addenda
1.) The scope of salvation: what is saved?

Salvation is not just about rescuing individual souls from a terrible fate.  Christ is Lord over all of life.

· Individuals

Certainly, individuals who respond to the gospel with faith and repentance are saved.  “The whole process of creation was to produce persons like Christ, persons fitted for God’s presence” (KV).  

· Society 

God is concerned not only for individual souls but also for institutions and societal structures.  The goal of Christianity is not merely personal holiness but community holiness.

· Cosmos

“Salvation from powers and principalities: the things in heaven must also be brought under the unifying purpose of God in Christ.  The salvation of men should not be conceived as a rescue operation of certain individuals out of a doomed world to participate in an otherworldly existence unrelated to life on earth” (KV).  The whole created order longs for salvation: “the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21).

2.) No Lord, No Savior

There is no salvation without discipleship.  


“What is the cost of discipleship?  The cross.  Two Adams, two trees.  By one tree all sinned, by another tree, the ‘tree of life’—the cross—the many were made righteous.  Salvation comes by suffering and death.  But these notions are just as unpleasant as talking about sin, consequently, they are often omitted in the presentation of the Gospel. . . .Danger: thinking that right belief—even belief about the Cross—means you are saved” (KV).  Dietrich Bonhoeffer agrees: “only he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient believes” (Cost of Discipleship, 69).  


“If anyone wishes to come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me” (Mk. 8:34).  

How we will proceed
Let’s begin by asking some important questions
.  And as we ask these questions, the issues concerning salvation will become clearer.

· Could God have atoned for sin in a way other then the death of his Son?  Was the cross of Christ absolutely necessary?

· What did the cross Jesus bore more than 2,000 years ago achieve for sinful and alienated people today?  What did his death accomplish that we ourselves could not bring about?

· Did the cross achieve something objective before God?  Or, was its impact only subjective in the hearts of those who receive it?  If the former, how could one person assuage the guilt and penalty of people in all times and places?

· What do the biblical metaphors such as ransom, redemption, Passover sacrifice, and propitiation contribute to our understanding of Christ’s saving work?

· Can we with much of Christian tradition assert that Christ took our place on the cross, bore the just wrath of God for us, and paid the penalty for our sins?  Or do notions of vicarious and penal sacrifice convey a false picture of the loving God who is always ready to forgive his creatures?  What have modern theologians contributed to this idea?

· Of the many so-called theories of the Atonement proposed throughout the centuries, which enjoy the firm support of Scripture?

· In explaining the work of Christ John Calvin portrayed Christ functioning as our prophet, priest and king.  What insights does this threefold representation contribute to our understanding of his saving work?

· How does our view of God and sin affect our understanding of salvation?  Is God just loving or loving and just?  What do we make of the wrath of God?  

We will attempt to address these questions over the next hour.

The Necessity of Christ’s Work on the Cross

Q: Why did Jesus have to die on the cross?  Couldn’t God have saved us another way?  Could not God have saved us as he created the world, by mere fiat?  Could the all-powerful, merciful God have just pardoned us by sheer dint of his will?  Why did Jesus have to suffer?  {Disc}

These are important questions because how we answer these questions depend very much on how we view God, especially our perception of God’s love and justice.

Scriptural support for the necessity of Jesus’ suffering and death

Luke 9:22 “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and teachers of the law, and he must be killed, and on the third day be raised to life” (cf. Luke 17:25; 24:7, 26)—the divine “must”

Acts 17:3 Paul reasoned with the Jews at Thessalonica, “explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead.”  

Matthew 26:54, 56 “How then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen in this way? . . . But this has all taken place that the writing of the prophets might be fulfilled.”—necessary suffering as a fulfillment of OT prophecies

Nature of necessity

· Antecedent necessity: God had to provide salvation.

This is the view that it was necessary for God to save at least some of humanity, necessary to his integrity (i.e., his honor) or his nature (i.e., his love or mercy).  And the cross was just one way that God could fulfill this necessity.  Needless to say, very few people hold this view.  God is free in his will.

· Consequent necessity: God was not under any obligation to save anyone, but once he decided to do so, salvation was thus necessary, because it follows from his will.  The current debate is primarily between two kinds of consequent necessity.

1.) Consequent hypothetical necessity

So now that God decided to save some, was the particular means of atonement necessary for him to do so?  Those who hold this position, anxious to preserve God’s freedom, assert that the suffering of Christ was not necessary.  Some have even gone as far as saying that God could have accepted one pious act of Adam or the deed of an angel as a sufficient atonement if he chose so.  In summary, “God could have chosen another way to save, but since he chose this way, salvation must be by this way.  On the hypothesis that God determined to forgive sins by means of the atonement, the atonement is necessary” (KV).  

2.) Consequent absolute necessity

Proponents of this view assert that the cross is absolutely necessary as the means of salvation and not just one possibility among many.  Why is the cross necessary?  Because of the perfections of God’s nature (justice, truth and love).  We will return to our understanding of God’s character later (his love and justice, the issue of his wrath, etc.).

“So when we speak about the consequent absolute necessity, we are not saying that God was constrained by some forces outside himself to save some.  Rather, we are saying that Scripture represents God’s own nature as constraining him, given his decision to save some, to save through Christ’s atonement” (KV).

“Having freely made the decision to save, God then acted in accord with his own intrinsic nature and perfections.  He operated in harmony with his perfect wisdom, righteousness, holiness, mercy, and supremely his agapic love.  In other words, given his own rules for how sin would be handled in his moral universe, the course of saving action God chose in light of the foreseen human situation was the wisest, most righteous, and most loving course possible. . . . God acted to save the sinful race in the way that he did precisely because of who he is” (Demarest, 188-89).  
The Nature of Christ’s Work on the Cross: Jesus as Prophet, Priest and King

Jesus’ work on the cross was not arbitrary but was in response to his specific offices, which were assigned to him.  Thus, in a sense, Jesus did not so much choose this work as one would a profession as much as he was appointed to it.  

We would do well then to pay close attention to these three offices as they delineate the nature of Christ’s work on the cross.  

Why three offices?  

· The three offices refer to the original purpose that God envisaged for man.  “Adam was created in the image of God so that as prophet he should proclaim the word of God, as priest dedicate himself to the service of God, and as king to rule righteously over the created order as God’s vice-regent.  In the exercise of these three offices lay the true purpose and destiny of man.  Christ, in taking up these three offices, thus brings to completion human destiny.  Similarly, Israel as the chosen people of God was given a prophetic, a priestly, and a kingly task” (KV).  

· Jesus accomplishes our salvation in dealing with each of the three aspects of sin.  “Christ must be a prophet to save us from the ignorance of our sins; a priest, to save us from its guilt; a king, to save us from its dominion in our lives” (KV).  

· The three offices are aspects of Jesus’ Messiahship.  The Gospels clearly portray Jesus as the long-awaited Messiah—this servant of God who would take on the three offices, which structured the covenant people of God: prophet, priest and king.  In the OT, those appointed to these offices would be anointed with oil, and occasionally, with the Spirit. (See theological training on Christology for more detail.)

Jesus’ Three Offices: Savior as Prophet, Priest and King

1.) Jesus, the Savior as Prophet: salvation as truth

Deut 18:15 (cf. Acts 3:22, 26)—Moses predicts that God would raise up a prophet like him

Luke 7:16—Jesus is recognized by the people as a prophet

John 14:24—Jesus speaks with the authority of the Father

Heb. 1:1-2—Jesus doesn’t speak as the other prophets but as a Son.  He is the consummation and the most preeminent of the prophets.

Jesus’ prophetic office is most commonly associated with his public ministry although Jesus as Prophet has been speaking the truth from eternity past as the divine Logos enlightening all men.  “And in his exalted state, he continues to exercise his prophetic office through the preaching of the church and the indwelling of the Spirit, who leads us in all truth” (KV).  Throughout eternity, Jesus, the prophet saves by speaking forth the truth.

2.) Jesus, the Savior as Priest: salvation as reconciliation with God

Jesus’ priestly office is most commonly associated with Jesus’ passion and death.  While Jesus as prophet represents God to man, as priest Jesus represents man to God.  Jesus the priest reconciles us to God.  And so most people tend to identify this office most closely with the notion of salvation: Jesus as atoning sacrifice.  Jesus continues to exercise his priestly office as he intercedes on our behalf at the throne of God (Heb 7:23-25).  

3.) Jesus, the Savior as King: salvation as freedom and righteousness

2 Sam. 7—God promises David that a son of David will reign forever

Pss. 2, 45, 72, 100—Messiah as King

Gospel narratives—Jesus has control over the forces of evil and nature.  They are subject to his rulership.

Jesus’ rulership is a special one.  It is a spiritual kingship, appearing weak in the eyes of the world but that has dominion over all creation, which becomes more apparent after his resurrection and glorification.  Jesus as King exercises his rule over his people, the Church, and gives us the power to overcome evil in this life, thus freeing us from the power of sin and enabling us to live righteously.  “He rules the church militant as it struggles against worldly powers, and he will rule the church triumphant in his kingdom of glory” (KV).  

Why is this significant?  What does Christ’s three offices have to do with our salvation?  Demarest expresses it well: 

“In sum, Christ saves sinners by uniting in himself the offices of prophet, priest, and king.  As a prophet Christ removes our sinful ignorance by his word; as a priest he purges our offending guilt by his sacrificial blood; and as king he conquers evil and protects his people by his limitless power.  Christ functioned in his threefold office during his earthly humiliation; he serves in the same manner through the Spirit in his heavenly exaltation.  A person is saved when Christ becomes his or her prophet, priest, and king” (186-87).  

Modern Theology’s Distortion of Jesus’ Work

Why is it important to look at modern theology in reference to orthodox theology?  Who really cares what Kant, Bultmann, or Barth thinks about Jesus and the cross?  

It’s essential that we understand their distortions of theology, because unfortunately distorted theology or “theory,” however abstract and inaccessible, rarely stays in the ivory tower.  Over time, these distortions find their way into our everyday worldview and even into the church.  

Consider the surge of theological liberalism in 19th century scholarship.  Today theological liberalism is anything but a foreign concept and rather an accepted assumption in many mainline denominations.  So we would do well to study modern theology and refute anything that reduces Christ to less than he is.

1.) Jesus Christ is not just a symbol of moral perfection. 

Classic 19th century theological liberalism viewed Jesus as a glorified ethical teacher who left us a shining moral example to inspire and guide us.  Kant separated the historical Jesus from the proclaimed Christ.  And since then, thinkers have been less concerned about the historical Jesus than the Christ as a symbol of moral perfection.  For Bultmann, Jesus was significant in that he was a great prophet, the proclaimer of salvation; but he has a hard time explaining the purpose of the cross.  Barth sees Jesus as the revelation of God and the cross is just a message  of judgment.

But is Jesus really just a good moral teacher, just a symbol of moral perfection?  Even Mohammed would affirm that Jesus was a great prophet.  We cannot reduce Jesus’ significance to his teaching.  “You are not a Christian simply because you follow Christ’s teaching, although this idea is one of the most popular misconceptions about Christianity” (KV).  

2.) Jesus Christ is not just the power of moral perfection.

Schleiermacher asserted that we cannot know Christ as he is in himself, but we can only know Christ by his effects on us.  So we know Christ is God because he saves us, not vice versa.  This is “functionalist” Christology (KV).  To Schleiermacher (contra Barth and Bultmann), Jesus is more than a mere example, for he communicates not only the form of authentic Christian life but also its power.  

But if Jesus is merely the power of moral perfection, then is there any need for a historical accomplishment in the cross?  Without the cross, we are left with a salvation applied but not accomplished.  It certainly is not just the idea of Christ that saves us.  We need the cross of Christ to save us in an objective sense.

3.) Jesus Christ is not just the liberator of the human condition.

“Liberals in the 19th Century had already begun to see the “kingdom of God” in terms of a new social order in this world which could be inaugurated through human endeavors such as legislation and education” (KV).  Liberation theologians seized this idea.  And particularly the Latin American liberation theologians (Gutierrez, Segundo, Boff) reinterpreted the person and work of Jesus Christ.  They tended to exalt Christ’s kingly role to a position of supremacy where Christ is seen as the greatest freedom fighter of all time whose main aim is to liberate the oppressed.  “Salvation is understood to be a realization or fulfillment of humanity.  To the extent that you participate in a movement of liberation, you are fulfilling your humanity and realizing the reign of Christ on earth” (KV).   

But is this all Jesus Christ set out to accomplish—political, economic and social liberation?  And if Christ’s kingship is the main piece of salvation/liberation, then where does the cross fit in?    

There is a very real danger to reducing Christ to one thing or another.  An orthodox doctrine of salvation must see Christ’s work all together.  But before we cast the first stone at modern theology’s reductionistic distortions of Christ’s work, let us admit that evangelical theology is also prone to exaggerate one aspect of Christ’s work over another
.  

In fact, we will see later how evangelical theologians have also reinterpreted doctrine and have even left out key parts of Scripture in their reconstruction of salvation.  We’ll explore this more specifically when we discuss the issue of God’s wrath.

So then how do we correctly and fully understand Christ’s work on the cross?  We will take an expansionist, multi-dimensional approach.  “The cross of Christ is seen for what it is only when we consider a chorus of voices that, taken together, state its meaning” (KV).  

The Atonement
: God’s Provision for Salvation through Christ’s Work on the Cross

We’ve seen so far that the cross of Christ was necessary for salvation because of God’s character.  And we’ve seen how all of Christ’s three offices (his calling as Prophet, Priest and King) were necessary to his work on the cross.  

Now let’s look at what Christ actually accomplished on the cross.  How did he save us on the cross?

Introduction: how we will proceed

In the NT, the cross is portrayed not as an accident or frustration of God’s plan.  Rather, it is the accomplishment of God’s plan of salvation: “this man was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge” (Acts 2:23).  But what does the cross accomplish?  How is the cross the ground for our justification before God?

The Bible offers us several interpretive schemes of how the Cross is our salvation. The last two are secondary while the first three are primary, especially the first one as it has been discussed in great detail in recent evangelical circles.  We will then take a brief look at several classic theories of the atonement (how did our forefathers in the faith view the atonement?)  

Next, we will look again at modern theology’s perspective of the cross.  Earlier, we viewed their distortions of the work of Christ.  Here, we will study specifically their thoughts on the cross and its significance.  Finally, we’ll end by looking at some recent constructions concerning the atonement in evangelical circles (what are evangelicals saying about the cross? What issues are current now?  And what do we need to clarify in our own understanding of the atonement?)

Biblical Metaphors for the Cross of Christ

What image comes into your mind when you think of the cross? {Disc} 

· The cross as crime where the innocent was declared guilty on trumped up charges?   

· The cross as proof of love as God demonstrates his love for us in Jesus’ death (Jn. 13:1; Rom. 5:8)?  

· The cross as a good work in that it provided a basis for the forgiveness of sin
?  

· The cross as pain, a horrific death
?

Certainly, the above are biblical as images of the cross.  Let’s look more closely at the following; they are more like extended metaphors for the cross in Scripture.

1.) The cross as punishment 

This metaphor views the atonement on a penal or judicial model.  The cross then is a legal punishment, and Jesus’ death is portrayed as a result of a judicial verdict.  “Scripture insists that it was necessary that Jesus be counted among sinners.  The character of his death on earth—the execution of a criminal—reveals its true heavenly significance too” (KV).

Isa. 52:13-53:12—the penal scheme dominates this passage, see especially Isa. 53:4-5: “Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows . . . he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him . . . the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.”

1 Pet. 2:24 “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree”—he idea of bearing sin means submitting to the resultant punishment (cf. Gen. 4:13 where Cain says, “My punishment is more than I can bear”).

Col. 2:14 “having cancelled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross”

Eph. 2:15 “by abolishing the law of commandments and ordinances, . . .”

Gal. 3:13 “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us”—From the above examples, Paul clearly relates Jesus’ death to the Law.

Let us be clear that Jesus did not deserve this punishment: “For Christ died for sins, once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous” (1 Pet. 3:18).  Christ died in our place.  

“In sum, this model for interpreting Jesus’ death stresses (1) the unmerited nature of our salvation; we merit salvation only because of his death (2) the judicial nature of Christ’s work and hence its necessity relative to God’s justice” (KV). 

2.) The cross as sacrifice

This metaphor of cross as sacrifice is founded primarily on OT typology: the sacrificial system, the image of the lamb, etc.

Isa 53—this passage dominated the early church’s interpretation of Jesus’ death—the picture of the lamb being led to slaughter (53:7) and whose life is called a “guilt offering” (53:10)

John 1:29--Interestingly, John the Baptists’s first greeting to Jesus embraces a sacrificial image: “Behold, the Lamb of God.”

Eph. 5:2 “And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” 

1 Jn. 2:1 From the above, apostolic preaching frequently utilized the OT picture of sacrifice as a metaphor for Jesus’ death.  

Hebrews—the author offers an extended and elaborate sacrificial interpretation of the death of Jesus

“In sum, the sacrificial model for interpreting Jesus’ death stresses (1) the innocence of the victim as well as his free and obedient self-giving (2) the true context of his work—it is directed toward God (3) the fulfillment of the OT figures and types” (KV).

3.) The cross as ransom

Matt. 20:28 “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many”—Jesus himself describes his purpose with the image of ransom

1 Cor. 6:20 “You are not your own; you were bought at a price”—Paul emphasizes the cost of our salvation through this metaphor of redemption

Gal. 3:13 “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law”—here Paul employs agorazo (purchasing or buying), one of two biblical terms that expresses the idea of redemption.

1 Pet. 1:18 “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed . . . but with the precious blood of Christ”—Peter employs the second term, lutron (liberation by the payment of a price)

There are two contexts for the idea of redemption.  First, from the OT, the exodus was the first redemption, and there are OT examples of children buying back their parents from slavery.  Secondly, from the ancient practice of manumission, slaves could buy their freedom by going through the fictitious process of being sold to a god.

“In sum, this model for interpreting Christ’s death stresses (1) costliness of grace (2) the effect of Christ’s work for its beneficiaries—freedom and belonging to the Lord” (KV).  

4.) The cross as victory 

“Jesus viewed his whole ministry as a struggle against the devil. . . . The victory of Christ is paradoxical: it is by weakness, by death.  What is the nature of the victory?  Satan is pictured as the Accuser, and his force in accusing is God’s law and retributive justice.  In order the defeat the Accuser, it was necessary to extinguish the condemning power of the law” (KV).

5.) The cross as Passover

Here, “lamb of God” is associated with the Passover.  And John makes a point of saying that Jesus was crucified on the Passover.  Jesus’ death is seen as the fulfillment of this OT typological ritual.  

Let me underscore the importance of understanding these biblical metaphors for the cross of Christ.  They offer us a more fully orbed view of the cross.  Again, in the words of Vanhoozer, we are attempting a multi-dimensional viewing of Christ’s cross.

Theological Models of Atonement, Part I: Classic Theories of the Atonement

Many scholars as early as our church fathers interpreted the work of Christ and its effect on us.  It is becoming clear that the purpose of Christ’s work on the cross was “for us.”  

But how exactly do we understand this?  What did Christ’s cross do “for us”?  What did it do to God?  The following are various perspectives or “viewings” (literal meaning of “theory”) of different opinions on what Jesus did “for us.”

N.B.: These theories possess varying degrees of biblical support.  We can see them less as equally legitimate theories of the atonement and more as different attempts by past theologians to understand and express the significance of Christ’s work on the cross. 

 We will focus on the last theory as the one that most clearly represents the biblical language of salvation and comes closest to doing justice to God’s character.  

· Recapitulation Theory (Irenaeus)

Irenaeus was the first patristic writer to give a clear doctrine of the atonement.  He viewed Jesus coming to earth to assume human nature and reverse the process begun by Adam that condemned humankind to sin and death.  In this way, Jesus “recapitulates” Adam’s history, but this time obediently, and not only reverses but also restores.  According to Irenaeus, Christ’s work was to perfect the image of God in man and by doing so restore creation.  

“On this view, the death of Christ is the end point of the process of Incarnation: it shows that the Word goes to the very limit in identifying with a fallen humanity, but at the same time it gives us the assurance that the divinization of humanity is complete.  To be restored to the image of God means to be incorruptible, as is Christ” (KV).  Thus, Irenaeus’ theory makes an intimate link between the Incarnation and the Cross: that which is redeemed must first be assumed.  “Incarnation means both that God descends to man’s level and that we ascend to his” (KV).  

· Ransom Theory (Origen, Gregory of Nyssa)

Origen focused on the biblical metaphor of ransom (1 Cor. 6:20; Matt. 28:20).  But the main question then was: from whom were we bought or ransomed?  Origen’s answer was Satan; the devil held us for ransom, and the price he asked was nothing less than the blood of Jesus.  Of course, according to Origen, Satan deceived himself in two important ways: (1) he thought he could hold Jesus in hell, but Jesus’ resurrection proved otherwise (2) he didn’t realize that humanity would be totally freed by Jesus’ death and resurrection.  Gregory of Nyssa takes this theory one step further by purporting that God tricked Satan by hiding Jesus’ deity under the veil of his flesh.  

“The ransom theory is unique in that it holds that the effects of the atonement were directed neither toward God or man, but toward Satan” (KV).

· Satisfaction Theory (Anselm)

Interestingly, Anselm’s theory is born out of his cultural context.  Imagine it: the Middle Ages, the dominance of Roman culture and law (Holy Roman empire and church), feudal setting with notions of courtly honor quite prevalent.  This specific setting largely informed Anselm’s understanding of the atonement.  

In Cur Deus Homo (1098), Anselm’s main premise was that God could not leave his creation in a state of disorder with man fallen and having dishonored God and yet unable to make amends.  Yet, it was not enough to just pay back what we owe to God; compensation had to be made for the insult done to God’s honor.  Christ’s work then was necessary to satisfy God’s honor.  Note well: Anselm rejected the notion that man owed anything to Satan (ransom theory); man belonged to God alone.  

So how exactly did Christ’s work satisfy God’s honor?  Anselm asserted that man could only make amends to God’s honor by paying him over and above the actual debt.  But since man owes everything to God already, there was no way that man could ever count anything towards the debt.  Therefore, Jesus Christ was necessary to pay the debt for us.  “Christ’s death , because unmerited, went beyond what was required of him and hence could serve as a genuine satisfaction of God’s honor, for the death of Christ, the God-man, was of infinite value” (KV).  

Anselm is associated with the “objective” theory, where God is the object of Christ’s atoning work.  The next theologian, Abelard, is associated with the “subjective” theory, because the atonement involves a change which takes place in man rather than God.  

· Moral Influence Theory (Abelard)

Abelard rejected both the ransom and satisfaction theories, claiming that no ground for forgiveness of sins was needed.  Since God is love and is ready to forgive, all that is required is the penitence of the sinner.  Therefore, according to Abelard, no objective satisfaction was necessary in the cross.  What then did the cross signify to Abelard?  Through the cross Christ reveals God’s love to us and convinces us that no obstacle to forgiveness exists.  And as we see this example of love in the cross, we are prompted to respond in love for God—our love, which then becomes the ground for the forgiveness of sins and moreover frees us from the power of sin.  Abelard believed then that the purpose of Christ’s death was to effect a change in man, hence the name “the moral influence theory.”  

N.B. This theory flows out of certain assumptions about God’s character, namely that the fundamental quality of God is his love.  Variations of this theory are prevalent in contemporary theology.  See especially Horace Bushnell (d. 1876), the father of American liberalism (Demarest, 154).  Bushnell believed that the cross displayed God suffering in love with his creatures: “It is not that the suffering appeases God, but that it expresses God—displays, in open history, the unconquerable love of God’s heart” (Bushnell, “God in Christ,” qtd in Demarest).  

· The Example Theory (Socinius, 16th Century)

Socinius did not like the idea of God’s justice in the Reformation doctrine of the atonement.  He argued that the idea of penal substitution was inconsistent and ineffective.  Instead, Socinius (now represented by modern day Unitarians) saw Christ as offering an example to sinners of true obedience with 1 Pet. 2:21 as the most important prooftext: “for to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.”  So then if the purpose of Christ’s work and death was merely to provide us an example, then how is the forgiveness of man accomplished?  Socinius would say that the forgiveness of sins relies exclusively on the mercy of God; thus, the death of Jesus does nothing to move God to forgive man.  

“The difference between Abelard’s view and the Socinian view is that for Abelard, the cross is a demonstration of divine love, whereas the Socinian view considers the cross an example of the love we humans are to show to God” (KV). 

· The Governmental Theory (Grotius, Early 17th Century)

Grotius came up with a compromise position between the Reformers and the Socinians, combining both the objective and subjective aspects.  Objective aspect: God hates sin; subjective aspect: Christ’s death is seen as a deterrent to sin in that it impresses upon the sinner just how serious a matter sin is.

Grotius sees God as ruler or moral governor rather than judge.  Therefore, while God has the right to punish man, it is not necessary that he do so.  Instead, God has chosen a way to forgive man that manifests both his mercy and his severity, namely, Christ’s death.  “Christ’s death is a demonstration of justice that will deter us from sin and ensure the preservation of God’s moral government” (KV).  IN this way, the atonement was necessary for God’s moral government.  

Importantly, Grotius does not see Christ’s death as a penalty inflicted on him instead of on man (even though he uses the words “penal substitution”) but rather Christ’s death is a substitute for the penalty.  So to Grotius, Christ’s death was not a punishment but instead made punishment unnecessary.  “In deterring us from sin, the cross eliminates the need for punishment” (KV).  

· Sacrificial Theory (Arminian view)

This theory is named as such because it views Jesus’ death as sacrificial on behalf of all men.  This does not mean, however, that the sacrifice is viewed as a payment of a debt or as the satisfaction of justice.  On this view, Jesus did not endure what man deserved to endure.  Rather, Jesus’ sacrificial death supposedly took the place of this deserved penalty—a substitute for the penalty rather than the substitute penalty itself (like Grotius’ theory).  

Why do the Arminians go to such lengths to get around the idea of penal substitution?  They have three objections: (1) Christ did not endure the full penalty of sin, since he did not suffer eternal death (2) if Christ completely atoned for sin, what is there left for grace to do?  That is, if justice is satisfied, the forgiveness of sins can no longer be a matter of mercy (3) if Christ rendered full satisfaction, God has no right to demand faith and obedience or to punish the sinner (KV).  

Hodge objects to the Arminian presupposition that a thing counts for whatever God chooses to take it (the presupposition that Christ’s sacrifice does not intrinsically merit satisfaction, but God graciously takes it as such).  He claims that this presupposition amounts to compromising God’s justice and denies the necessity of the work of Christ (KV).

An aside: Interestingly, people don’t seem to like the idea of “penal substitution.”

· Substitution Theory (Luther and most Reformed theologians, some church fathers like Athanasius and Clement of Rome)

Luther is considered to be the champion of both the objective (Latin) view and the dramatic (Classic) view.  From a deep sense of God’s justice, he contends that the only type of satisfaction could have been punishment.  “The sufferings of Christ were penal and vicarious, a fulfillment of the law on our behalf [Gal. 3:13]. . . . Here is the germ of the penal substitution theory.” (KV).  Aulen’s reading of Luther focuses more on the theme of Christ as victor: “To say that we are ‘justified’ is for Luther equivalent to confessing that Christ is the conqueror of sin, death, and the curse of the law (KV).

We will look at this theory in more detail later.

Theological Models of Atonement, Part II: Aulen’s Typology (1930)

Gustaf Aulen offers an overall typology of various positions.  It will help us synthesize some of the above.  

1.) “Objective” type (Latin, penal)—status—priest

Structure: The structure of this type depends on the Roman judicial system with images taken from the law court: penalty for sin/guilt is punishment/death.  “God is the great ‘judge’ before whom we have to be ‘justified’ by exacting a legal penalty for sin. . . . Jesus averts the sentence, hence, justification or acquittal” (KV)
.  The focus of this theory is on the death of Jesus with his life significant as the presupposition of his death as the righteous one.  His work has a twofold relationship to the law consisting of an “active” obedience (Jesus voluntarily accomplishes what the law demands) and a “passive” obedience (Jesus submits to the penalty of the law on the cross).

Idea of sin: According to Aulen, while the objective type intends to emphasize the gravity of sin, it fails to do so.  Primarily because it doesn’t adequately express God’s personal demand on individuals.

Salvation: This view emphasizes the change in status.  And it tends to regard salvation as something negative, the remission of punishment.  “Justification is a separate act following upon atonement whereby God transfers the merits of Christ to sinners” (KV).  

Conception of God: Interestingly, there is little sense of God’s personal wrath.  Rather, we are left with a more impersonal and abstract notion of “retributive justice.”  So it appears that God is standing at a distance waiting to be satisfied.  The justice of God must receive some kind of compensation (here, in the death of Christ) in order for his mercy to act freely.  

2.) “Subjective” type (Greek, mystical)—actus—prophet

On this view, Christ’s accomplishment was that he made man more divine, offering man an example to follow.

Structure: The focus is on man with reconciliation as a process that takes place in man.  The atonement then is not regarded as carried out by God.  Christ’s work is to offer a perfect example for man, which then man follows.  Christ’s work then affects man inasmuch as God now sees mankind in a new light.  

Idea of sin: Sin is simply to be viewed as corruption and morality, basically just being human.  The idea of sin is very weak here.

Salvation: This view emphasizes the change in actus (behavior), which appears to be a reaction to the objective view, which emphasized status.  “Here the relation between Christ and man is stressed and portrayed along psychological lines.  Christ ‘influence’ men. . . . Through the Incarnation and the Cross, the divine life is somehow released into humanity” (KV).

Conception of God: On this view, there is no opposition between God’s love and his wrath, mainly because his wrath has disappeared and “the divine love has become humanized” (KV).  

3.) “Classic” type (dramatic)—habitus—king

Structure: The work of atonement is accomplished by God himself in Christ.  “There is no satisfaction of God’s justice, because the God-man relation is viewed in terms of grace, not merit and justice” (KV).  

Idea of sin: Sin itself is an objective power over which God triumphs through the atonement.  Sin, death, the devil, and the law are considered powers of evil.  

Salvation: In contrast to the objective view, salvation is viewed positively, as an acquisition of liberty and deliverance.  Also in contrast to the objective view, the atonement and justification are linked since the victory that Christ procured is continued in the work of the Holy Spirit.  

Conception of God: God is in conflict with evil and is ultimately victorious.  Interestingly though, the evil powers are in some way operants of God’s wrath against sin.  

Theological Models of Atonement, Part III: Modern Theology’s Perspective of the Cross

Now that we’ve looked at classic theories of the atonement, let’s see what modern theologians have contributed to the discussion?  What exactly are these thinkers saying about the significance of Jesus’ work on the cross?  Beware: many of these may sound familiar, perhaps even very close to your own explanation of the atonement.

· Schleiermacher and classic liberal theology

Christ influenced people to be receptive to God.  In this way, his Incarnation was the real redemptive act.  His voluntary sufferings and death have no atoning significance, but underscore his dedication to his task and serve to intensify his influence.  “This theory of Christ’s work takes no account of the status of sin, but only of its pollution. . . . Christ is important because he communicates a God-consciousness to us” (KV).

· Bultmann and existential theology

The death of Christ is only a saving event insofar as it is preached.  The cross symbolizes our dying to the world (our dying to inauthentic existence).  “The cross symbolizes the death of our old way of being in which we try to make our existence secure and safe by relying on our own works.  By putting our faith in the cross we are saved, that is, opened to the future, dependent on God alone” (KV).

· Barth and the rejection of theological liberalism (universalism)

Barth opposed liberalism’s subjective view of the atonement and affirmed that on the cross Christ objectively reconciled the world to God (Demarest, 157).  On the cross, sin is made nothing; the old man no longer exists.  But Christ’s work effects not a transfer of legal status but a participation in the divine nature.  And Barth insists that God pardons sinners “not by means of a penal satisfaction rendered, but simply on the basis of his determination to forgive” (157).  For Barth, every person is dialectically included “in Christ.”  Therefore, not only did Christ die for all but he will savingly bring all persons to himself (universalism).  So since all are saved, the only difference between believers and unbelievers is that the former know they are saved.

· Pannenberg, Moltmann, and Jungel

He assumption is that we live in a godless world, because God has not yet arrived.  The cross then was a promise that God would come and deliver.  Through the cross, God showed the world that he is involved in our struggles and sufferings.  And the cross saves us because on the cross God took up human history into his own history.

· Rahner and post-Vatican II Roman Catholic theology

Salvation without explicit Christian faith.  The Incarnation symbolizes that God is always giving himself to humanity and is embodied in the world and in humans.  Therefore, “Rahner equates self-acceptance with implicit faith, and says it is very plausible that one can be justified without a conscious commitment to the Jesus of history.  Indeed, everyone is an anonymous Christian. . . . The 2nd Vatican council declared that people could be saved who through no fault of their own do not know the Gospel of Christ yet sincerely seek God and, by his grace, seek to do his will as they discern it through the dictates on conscience.” (KV).  

· Liberation theology

Salvation is limited to a this-worldly existence.  The goal of history is the realization of justice.  

Evangelical Constructions on the Cross of Christ

Have you noticed that most of the past theologians have not embraced this idea of penal substitution?  They seem to ignore God’s justice and prefer to see him as only all-loving and merciful.  

But Scripture has a lot to say about the penalty for sin and the role Christ played in taking our place.  Moreover, Scripture has a lot to say about God’s justice and his wrath as a subset of his justice.    

The general evangelical position is as follows as it is laid out in John Stott’s “Cross of Christ.”  The position involves two main views that have recently come under some discussion: (1) the idea of penal substitution and (2) reconciliation as necessitating a turning away of the wrath of God.  

· Penal Substitution: Christ died for our good; the good he died to procure was reconciliation with God; he died for our sins (the obstacle); he died our death (penal substitution).  According to Stott, the gospel narratives are unintelligible without this pattern.  

· Wrath of God: Jesus underwent God’s wrath on the cross.  In fact, “the ‘cup’ that Jesus had to drink was a regular symbol of divine wrath in the wisdom and prophetic literature of the OT (Job 21:20; Ezek. 23:32-34)” (KV).

We’ll focus on these two issues especially since they have come under quite a bit of discussion within evangelical circles.  And we will get a much better idea of what the Scriptures say about the atonement and the significance of Christ’s cross as we track these issues.

A costly salvation: penal substitution

What is penal substitution
?

Penal substitution is a theological model that helps us interpret the meaning of Christ’s death “for us.”  Vanhoozer defines it this way: “Christ’s death saves us by suffering the effects of retributive justice in our place.  Our guilt and the punishment that was its due was transferred to Christ—this is the meaning of ‘penal substitution’.”

· “Penal” associates the death of Jesus with the retributive justice of God.  Jesus suffered a penalty of death, and “this symbolizes the greater condemnation by the divine wrath under which he suffered in his identification with sinners” (KV).

· “Substitution” means “the putting of one person or thing in place of another” (OED).  It is a biblical principle, especially seen in the OT system of sacrifices
.  Moreover, Christ’s substitutionary death is undeniable in the Scriptures: 

Rom. 5:8 “Christ died for us” (huper= “on our behalf”)

Gal. 3:13 Christ became a curse “for us” (huper again)  

Mk. 10:45 Christ came “to give his life as a ransom for many” (anti=“in place 

of”) (cf. Isa. 53:6; Jn. 1:29).

J.I. Packer offers some insight into our discussion.  He is careful to speak of penal substitution as a model for the meaning rather than the mechanics of the atonement.  This is an important distinction.  Some of his insights:

· Substitution and retribution: Scripture presupposes that there was a penalty that was our due (see especially Rom. 1:18-3:20).  The penalty for sin expresses the holiness of God.  Full retribution against sin is poured out on the sacrifice, and the sacrifice is consumed by God’s wrath.  How then was it possible for Jesus to bear our penalty?  Packer suggests that we cannot know that but that Jesus bore it is the certainty on which our faith rests.

· Substitution and solidarity:  Substitution is possible because of the biblical idea of corporate solidarity.  “Christ involves us in his sin-bearing as the second Adam just as the first Adam involved us in his sin-committing” (KV).  Romans 6 expresses this solidarity well: we were baptized into Christ Jesus, we were buried with him, we have been united with him in his death, we have been crucified with him, we have been raised with him and live with him.

· Substitution and salvation: “That Christ’s penal substitution is the sole meritorious ground on which our relationship with God is restored is the primary Protestant affirmation against the Roman Catholic church” (KV).  But among Protestants there is disagreement as to the nature of this substitution.  One of the issues involves the extent of the atonement, here presented in a new way as it is linked to the conception of substitution.  Here’s the question: “if Christ takes on and discharges my penal obligations, does it not follow that the cross is decisive for my salvation not only as its sole meritorious ground, but also as guaranteeing that I will be saved?  If so, then we are faced with the choice between universalism (in the sense that all are saved) and the view that Christ dies to save only a part of the human race” (KV).  Packer argues that the NT writers speak of the cross as the act of God which makes certain the salvation of those who are saved.  


Objections to penal substitution and answers

1.) “It is unjust to treat the innocent as guilty.”  

Answer: This is true only if Jesus were forced to bear our sins.  But “Jesus voluntarily submitted to the sanctions of the broken covenant.  We have also seen that in the covenant model, there is a corporate solidarity that involves us in the sin (or righteousness) of another” (KV).  

2.)  “A God who does not forgive sins without atonement must not be loving.”

Answer: God’s love is never exercised apart from his other attributes (his unity/simplicity).  Therefore, his love must be holy and just.

3.) “The transfer of guilt or of righteousness is impossible.”

Answer: It is no more impossible than paying someone else’s debt.  Certainly, sin is personal; I sinned, not Jesus.  But sin is not simply an act but a status.  The guilt is ours, but Jesus accepts the penalty.

4.) “Expiation is a primitive idea.”

Answer: “No one person has the right to make his taste or feelings for the test of truth” (KV).

5.) “The sufferings of Christ, because finite in time, do not constitute a full satisfaction for the infinite demands of the law and the sins of all men.”

Answer: It is because of the infinite dignity of the sufferer, Jesus Christ, that his sufferings can satisfy divine justice.  Moreover, eternal suffering was not necessary to satisfy God’s justice but complete payment of the debt was.

At this point, it may be helpful to explore this further.  Our point: by virtue of his divine and human nature, Jesus was able to bear all the wrath of God against our sin and to bear it to the end.  Jesus pronounced on the cross “it is finished” (Jn. 19:30), knowing that he had paid the full penalty of our sin.  Since he made a complete payment on our behalf, “there is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1).  

In addition, Grudem asserts that “the fact that Christ suffered for a limited time rather than eternally shows that his suffering was a sufficient payment for sins” (578).  Hebrews 9:25-28 corroborates this: “he has appeared once for all at the end of the age to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. . . .Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.”  Therefore, Christ’s sacrificial death was final.  There is no longer any penalty for sin left to pay.  This is hugely significant for us!  No fear of condemnation or punishment.  

Why is the doctrine of penal substitution so important?

Significance of the doctrine of penal substitution 

1.) The doctrine of penal substitution confirms the biblical emphasis on the total depravity of man.  Man is unable to meet his own need.  And this is precisely why the cross is needed.

2.) This doctrine shows that there is no contradiction between God’s love and his justice, between his mercy and his hatred of sin.

3.) The doctrine of penal substitution demonstrates that salvation is by grace alone, particularly by the death of Christ.  Christ did not have to humiliate himself in flesh and then die a criminal’s death.  But he chose to do so, and that is his supreme act of love.

4.) This doctrine assures us of the solidity of our salvation.  Our salvation does not rest up on what we do (thank God!), but upon Christ’s finished work.

5.) Finally, the doctrine of penal substitution reminds us that our salvation is a costly one.  We were bought at an infinitely high price.  “This last point should prevent us from ever studying the doctrine of salvation in a cold, unappreciative manner.  This doctrine is related to life in the most intimate and important way possible, and our lives must reflect this doctrine.  We were bought with a price, and thus we are not our own.  This doctrine should encourage us to live as slaves to God” (KV).  

Reconciliation: turning away the wrath of God

What is reconciliation?

Reconciliation means to be brought out of a state of alienation into a state of peace and harmony with God.  The biblical terms (katallasso, katallage) indicate a change of attitude or relationship. 

Rom. 5:10 “For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.”

Rom. 11:15 “For if their rejection means the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance mean but life from the dead?”

2 Cor. 5:18-21 “All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. . . . For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”

Col. 1:21-22 “And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless and above reproach before him.”

Reconciliation is probably the best single term, which captures the objective effect of Christ’s work (2 Cor. 5:17-21).  But the question is: who is the object of Christ’s reconciling work?  Who needs to be reconciled to whom?  Whose enmity is removed?  God’s enmity against man, or man’s enmity against God?  

Vanhoozer suggests that the Scriptural answer is both—but the former, God’s enmity, is primary.  “The problem of sin is that of covenant alienation.  That is, as a result of sin, our covenantal relationship with God is ruptured so that we are at enmity with God, strangers and aliens to the promise of his presence, far removed from the blessedness of peace and life” (KV).  This leads us into the issue of propitiation.

Propitiation (Scriptural evidence, propitiation v. expiation)
Propitiation is the idea that it is God who must be reconciled to man.  Specifically, the term means the turning away of anger by an appropriate action.  The idea of propitiation necessarily involves the idea of God’s wrath.  So what do we think about God’s wrath?

“A conventional response is to say that ‘God loves the sinner but hates the sin.’  But sinners are called echthroi (“enemies”) in Rom. 5:10.  God hates not simply the actus of sin, the actual act, but the state of the sinner, his habitus, as well.  After all, hell is for persons, not for sinful acts” (KV).  

But most people, even orthodox Christians, are uncomfortable with this notion of God’s wrath—the idea of God being angry with me.  Modern theology gets around it by asserting that God is pure love and is already reconciled to man.  So the cross is simply the mediation of God’s forgiveness to mankind.  And it is man who needs to be reconciled to God.  

Unfortunately, for modern theologians and others uncomfortable with the notion of God’s wrath, the term “propitiation” (hilaskomai, hilasterion) is a biblical term and must be wrestled with.

But what does the word group “hilaskomai” mean?  

· In classical Greek, hilaskomai is almost always used in the sense of appeasing divine wrath, the meaning of our English word “propitiation.”  

· The LXX (Greek translation of the OT) uses the word “exhilaskomai” in the sense of appeasing God’s wrath in Zech. 7:2; 8:22; Mal. 1:9 (Demarest, 179).  

· But some scholars suggest (like C.H. Dodd) that in the OT and LXX, the writers gave a new meaning to hilaskomai, one that was devoid of divine wrath.  So some NT translations throw out the word “propitiation” entirely and substitute it with “expiation.”  

What’s the difference between expiation and propitiation?  And what’s the big deal anyway?  Expiation means the removal of guilt while propitiation means the turning away of anger.  

“The focus of propitiation is Godward—Christ’s sacrifice pays the penalty of sin so as to appease God’s wrath.  But the focus of expiation is humanward—Christ’s sacrifice removes the stain of sin and the sinner’s liability to suffer sin’s punishment” (Demarest, 180).  

“If we speak of Christ’s work wholly in terms of expiation, it means that there is some impersonal process by which the effects of sin are nullified.  But when we speak of propitiation we speak of a personal process—removing divine wrath” (KV).  

These are important distinctions because they are at the heart of salvation—what needed to happen for us to be saved, for us to be reconciled to God?  Is salvation an impersonal process or is it deeply personal to God?  

Let’s look at the biblical evidence for hilaskomai.  And I think we will get a better idea of what the Scriptures say about salvation and God’s wrath.  

Four NT instances of hilaskomai

Rom. 3:25 “[Christ Jesus] whom God put forward as a propitiation {hilasterion} by his blood, to be received by faith.  This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins” (ESV).  

The NIV translates “hilasterion” as “sacrifice of atonement” with a marginal substitute “the one who would turn aside divine wrath.”  The RSV has “an expiation” and NEB “the means of expiating sin by his sacrificial death.  

But the context of Romans argues for “propitiation.”  Paul speaks boldly about the wrath of God revealed against sinners (1:18) and the fact that all have sinned (3:23).  

Leon Morris (one of the key proponents of the propitiation camp, contra Dodd) even asserts that unless hilasterion means propitiation, Paul has put humanity under the wrath of God and left us there (The Atonement, 169, qtd in KV)
.

Heb. 2:17 “Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation {hilaskomai} for the sins of the people” (ESV).  

Again, the RSV and NEB translate hilaskomai with “to expiate.”  And the NIV has “make atonement for” with a marginal alternative “that he might turn aside God’s wrath.”  

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

Here, as in 1 Jn. 4:10, the NIV translates hilasmos with “atoning sacrifice” with another marginal substitute.  

But the context again implies the reality of the divine wrath.  Jesus is presented as an advocate willing to speak in our defense.  “Furthermore, in 1 Jn. 1:7 we read of Christ’s blood and in 2:1 of his righteousness.  Propitiation often occurs in the context of the righteousness of God and the blood of Christ.  Christ is our propitiation.  God averts his own wrath by taking it on himself” (KV).  

1 Jn. 4:10 “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation {hilasmos} for our sins” (ESV). 

The wrath of God (CH Dodd, Scriptural evidence)

Now that we have looked at the biblical evidence for hilasterion meaning propitiation,  let’s take a bird’s eye view of the Scriptures as a whole to see if the notion of divine wrath really is biblical.  

Why is this important?  Here, we return to the necessity of the cross.   If God’s nature really is the basis for the necessity of the cross, then we need to understand fully God’s character in order to grasp the significance of the cross for us.   Specifically, as it regards the wrath of God, we need to see how the wrath of God contributes to our understanding of the cross. 

So what do we believe about God’s character and how does this effect our understanding of the cross of Christ?  Is God just loving or loving and just?  

This is a very important question, because for centuries the idea of the wrath of God (as an aspect of God’s justice) has been practically dismissed.  

Schleiermacher disliked the idea of God experiencing wrath so much that he suggested that the story of Jesus cleansing the temple in holy anger did not actually take place but that Jesus only threatened to do so!  A little odd, I think.  

But this is not that different from some of our own evangelical theologians and even many of our own assumptions about God and our apparent discomfort with the notion of a wrathful God.  

So what do we do with the wrath of God?

· Wrath of God in the OT

In the OT there are about 580 references to God’s wrath.  The only thing that roused God’s wrath was sin (especially idolatry).  How then would one get around this only to obvious notion of God’s wrath?  

Dodd claims that the phrase is a kind of shorthand, describing an impersonal process in which sin is followed by disaster.  Sin is the cause; disaster is the effect.  According to Dodd, then, “God’s wrath” refers to an inevitable impersonal process, whereas “God’s mercy” refers to the personal relation between God and his people.  

But Vanhoozer contradicts Dodd and asserts that “the wrath of God refers to a personal process.  ‘When disaster comes to a city, has not the Lord caused it?’ (Amos 5:9).  ‘I am about to pour out my wrath on you and spend my anger against you . . . Then you will know that it is I the Lord who strikes the blow’ (Ezek. 7:8-9).  Disaster follows sin because there is a personal process at work, a hatred of sin. . . . The mechanical offering of animal blood does not deter God’s anger; rather, God’s patience deters his anger.  Isa. 48:9 ‘For my own name’s sake I delay my wrath’.” (KV).  

· Wrath of God in the NT

Dodd disposes of God’s wrath in the NT and states that any anger as an attitude of God in the OT is replaced by an all-embracing love in the NT.  He explains away the phrase “God’s wrath” in the NT the same way he does so for the OT, namely, by suggesting that it is a description of the inevitable process of cause and effect in a moral universe.  

Leon Morris notes that the notion of divine wrath is present in the NT in the term “orge” which refers to a settled opposition to evil
.  


Matt. 3:7 John the Baptist warns the people of “the coming wrath.”


Lk. 21:23 Jesus also spoke of “wrath against this people.”

Rom. 1:18  “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth.”

“The conclusion we must draw is that part of the human predicament involves being under the wrath of God—this is an ingredient in our status before him as sinners.  Accordingly, our doctrine of salvation must take this into account as well.  The concept of propitiation does this in a way that the notion of reconciliation alone does not” (KV).  

So now that we see that the wrath of God is biblical, how then do we understand the notion of God’s wrath?  A couple remarks are necessary.

· God’s Simplicity/ Unity

We need to remember one all-important attribute of God: his simplicity, namely the idea that God’s whole being includes all of his attributes, thus we cannot and should not set one of his attributes in opposition to another.  In other words, everything that God is and does is qualified by everything else that God is and does, and so we cannot look at the wrath of God in opposition or outside of the rest of God’s character.  

So then how can we understand the wrath of God in the context of the rest of God’s character?  Again this is important, because God’s wrath, understood as an aspect of God’s justice or righteousness, is what necessitates Christ’s work on the cross.

Understood within the context of his character, God’s wrath is not an irrational passion or a sinful response.  God is righteous, so he cannot do anything unworthy of himself, even in his anger.  

“Wrath is not an attribute of God, but righteousness is.  Wrath is not a part of God’s essence but is rather the way in which God relates to sin.  Wrath is thus an external relation of God to that which opposes God and God’s will. . . .The last thing to say is that righteous indignation is a virtue.  Our desensitized culture may not appreciate this virtue.  It is hard for many of us to get worked up over anything unless it impinges on us directly.  What we must say of God’s wrath, as of God’s love, is that it is the opposite of indifference.  That is why Adam could not have been given a second chance” (KV).    

Salvation takes account of God’s wrath with regard to sin and evil.   If there is no divine wrath, why should we even be concerned to expiate sin?  What would happen if sin were not expiated?  Nothing. 

“It is difficult to resist the impression that the claim that God does not need to be propitiated arises from the contemporary cultural climate.  We do not like the idea of God’s wrath any more than the concept of death.  But with one as with the other, if we do not accept them we are denying reality and the very core of the Gospel” (KV).  

The divine love

After all this discussion on the wrath of God, it appears that the real question turns on the nature of the divine love.  How does God love us?  Must love be devoid of wrath in order to be love?

According to Morris, the divine love is not indifferent to the moral purity or impurity of the beloved ones.  The divine love is a purifying fire.  Many modern theologians are so sure of God’s love that they believe there is no such thing as divine wrath.  But this is faulty reasoning.  

Love is not the opposite of wrath.  Morris suggests that the opposite of love is hate.  Even better, Vanhoozer suggests that the opposite of love is indifference, not caring.  But God is not indifferent to us and what we do.  That is why he can both love us and be angry with us.  “We might even say that God’s wrath is his love expressing indignation against every bit of evil in the beloved” (KV)
.  

Putting it all together

The cross of Christ then deals with the three aspects of sin: our status (situation), habitus (inner change) and actus (behavior).  Specifically, the cross of Christ changes our status, and makes possible a change in our inner being and in our behavior.  

Vanhoozer wraps things up well:

“What we have through the blood of Christ is a new covenant.  The significance of the covenant notion, again, is that it combines the legal [penal substitution] and the relational [reconciliation].  A covenant is a binding (legal!) commitment between persons that preserves the overall integrity of their relationship.  

The point to remember is that the legal is there for the sake of the relational.  Legal connections without personal relations are empty; personal relations without legal connections are formless.  

Like creation itself, the atonement responds both to the threat of emptiness and formlessness in the relation between man and God.  Thanks to the death of Christ, we have a rightly formed and full relationship with God” (KV).  

So now what?

What are the practical implications of the cross of Christ for us?

· Realize that Christ died for you.  

Gal. 2:20b “the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me”

“These words, ‘who loved me,’ are filled with faith. . . . He who was completely God gave everything He was, gave Himself for me—for me, I say, a miserable and accursed sinner.  I am revived by this ‘giving’ of the Son of God unto death, and I apply it to myself” (Martin Luther, as qtd in Demarest 194).

· Recognize that his death is final.

1 Pet. 3:18 “Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. (cf. Heb. 7:27; 9:25-28; 10:10-12, 14)

Heb. 10:18 “there is no longer any sacrifice for sin”

“Christ’s death definitively accomplished salvation, although its benefits continue to be applied to repentant sinners until Christ’ returns” (195).

“The uniqueness of Christ’s atoning work is as invincible as the uniqueness of his divine person and his threefold office.  Divine love could do no more for you and me than it did on the cross of Calvary” (196).

· Allow the cross its transforming work.

The cross of Christ (i.e., our salvation) ought to affect in a vital way the believer’s character and behavior.

1. Christ’s cross engenders a life of humility.

Phil. 2:5-8 “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross!”

2. Christ’s cross stimulates a life of holiness.

Col. 1:22-23a (cf. 1 Cor. 6:18-20; Gal. 5:24) “But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation—if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel.”

3. Christ’s cross motivates a life of love and compassion.

Eph. 5:1-2 “Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”

1 John 3:16, 18 (cf. John 15:12-13; 13:1) “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.  And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. . . . Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.”

4. Christ’s cross impels us to a life of peace-making.

Col. 1:19-20 “For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.”

Heb. 12:14 “Make every effort to live in peace with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord.”

5. Christ’s cross urges believers to a life of patient endurance.

1 Pet. 2:20-21 (cf. 4:1) “. . . But if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God.  To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.”

Heb. 12:2-3 “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.”

6. Christ’s cross extends the promise of a life of victory.

1 John 5:4-5 “for everyone born of God overcomes the world.  This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith.  Who is it that overcomes the world?  Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.”

7. Christ’s cross motivates us to a life unselfishly lived for Christ and his kingdom.

2 Cor. 5:14-15 “For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died.  And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.”

· Embrace Christ as your prophet, priest and king.

Jesus Christ continues to minister to us as our prophet, priest and king.  

1) As our prophet, Christ continues to make God, the Father known to us.  In his earthly ministry, Jesus made the Father known (Jn. 1:18).  He presently communicates the Father’s words, will and wisdom to his people (Col. 2:3). 

2) As our priest, Christ empathizes with us in our weakness (Heb. 4:15) and intercedes on our behalf (Heb. 9:24).  Through Jesus Christ as our heavenly priest, we have immediate access to the throne of God (Heb. 4:16).  We can confidently look to Jesus Christ as our divine advocate and intercessor.

3) As our king, Christ is our eternal defender and protector.  He equips us with power and allows us to be victorious over the enemy.  We owe our king complete loyalty and allegiance.

� This outline is taken from Bruce Demarest’s “The Cross and Salvation.”  I would recommend this book as a fairly comprehensive look at the doctrine of salvation from the perspective of evangelical theology.  


� Kevin Vanhoozer is one of the most gifted thinkers and teachers I have had the privilege of learning from.  Most of this theological training is a gleaning of his comprehensive and thoughtful notes on soteriology recorded from a class he offered at Trinity International University.  In my writing, I have attempted to quote him directly as often as possible so as to give credit to his thoughts.   Still, I am indebted to his  lucid thought process and worshipful insights, two things that unfortunately are difficult to cite.


� From here on, I will reference Kevin Vanhoozer by the shorthand KV.  


� Most of these questions are taken from Demarest (148).  I like the way he poses them, especially how he intimates the significance of these issues within the question itself.


� “Modern theology errs in Christology in three broad ways: first, it can neglect one or more of the aspects of Christ’s work, one or more of his ‘offices.’  Secondly, it can have difficulty accounting for the necessity of the Cross.  And lastly, it may try to explain away or discard any notion of the historical reality of the resurrection.  Our thesis: in one way or another, certain aspects of the Gospel narratives are lost, forgotten, or rejected.  Note: the danger with many of the modern theological options is not that doctrine is rejected outright, but that it is reinterpreted.  The [above] three examples manifest more than one of these dangers” (KV).


� For example, “much popular pietism sees Jesus as the perfect sacrifice that washed away our sins, that is, our guilt before God.  Salvation on this view tends to be associated mainly with the past and with the individual.  The present and corporate implications of salvation tend to get lost” (KV).


� “The English word ‘atonement’ originally meant the condition of being ‘at one’ after two parties had been estranged from one another.  Soon a secondary meaning emerged: ‘atonement’ denoted the means, an act or a payment, through which harmony was restored.  The term occurs only once in the KJV of the NT (Rom. 5:11) where it translates the Greek katallage (literally ‘downing the otherness’), elsewhere rendered ‘reconcilication’ (cf. 2 Cor. 5:18f)” (KV).  As a theological construction, Grudem defines atonement as “the work Christ did in his life and death to earn our salvation” (ST, 568).  


� Interestingly, this is the most apparent response of the NT to the question of “why did Christ have to die?”  It recurs especially in Paul under the category of justification.  But the notion was already present in Luke 18:9-14 in the parable of the Pharisee and the tax-collector.


� Wayne Grudem delineates the pain of the cross into four kinds of pain: physical pain and death, the pain of bearing sin, the pain of abandonment (by his friends and moreover by his heavenly Father), the pain of bearing the wrath of God (ST, 572-77).  We’ll return to this last one later in our discussion.  


� Aulen thinks this view is too preoccupied with the forensic idea of sin as a transgression of the law.  


� “In modern theology the concept of appeasing an angry God has fallen on hard times.  It is commonly said that only man needs to be reconciled to God and that God, being pure love, is already reconciled to his creation” (KV).  


� If you are interested in the history of theology, Demarest offers a pretty good summary of the history of the doctrine of penal substitution (The Cross and Salvation, 158-66).


� In Lev. 1:4 the priest lays his hands on a male sheep and so transfers the sins of the sinner onto the animal (an expiatory sacrifice).  Expiation is the cancellation of sin, removing sin from God’s sight.  Jesus’ death accomplished this, and his death is viewed as the ultimate sacrifice in the NT (Heb. 8-10; Eph. 5:2).  


� Bruce Demarest also offers a very convincing argument for “propitiation” in his interpretation of Rom. 3:21-26 (178-79).


� The other NT term for wrath is thymos, which refers to a passionate outburst.


� Vanhoozer offers one more interesting note: “Because God’s love is a holy love, it may be that hell is after all a severe mercy.  In hell, one can survive—in a horrible, deformed way of course—but this is something that sinners cannot do in God’s holy presence.”  
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