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Prolegomenon to Theories 
of the Atonement | BY NORMAN H. YOUNG

I
t is well known that ten eyewitnesses will give ten variant versions of
the same event. It is equally true that if one were to ask ten experts—
whether they be economists, educators, or theologians—what they
considered was the central truth of their discipline, one would again

receive ten disparate answers. Explanations of the meaning of the cross
are just as diverse. The dividing point is immediate depending on whether
one sees Jesus’ death as primarily directed toward God, humanity, or the
devil. From then on the divisions within these three broad categories mul-
tiply without end. The distinctions are often very subtle, and one needs
patience and discipline to sort them out.1

This article has a more modest intention. It simply wishes to empha-
size the biblical data with which any interpretation of the significance of
the cross must engage. For a theory to deserve our serious attention, it
must endeavor to include all aspects of the various images that the New
Testament uses to proclaim the cross. However, the biblical data are con-
siderable and variegated, and to embrace them all in one metaphor is
impossible. What follows outlines the biblical expressions that any inter-
pretation of the cross must attempt to incorporate.

First and foremost, the death of Christ as a saving event is the initiative
of God and is not dependent on human activity.2 Of course “wicked
hands” nailed him to the cross (Acts 2:23), but “God sent his only Son into
the world” (1 John 4:9) to save the world (John 3:17). God “gave his only
Son” (John 3:16), and Jesus also came “to give his life a ransom for many”
(Mark 10:45).3 God “did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us
all” (Rom. 8:32 NKJV). God “put forward [Christ Jesus] as a sacrifice of
atonement” (Rom. 3:25). God “reconciled us to himself through Christ” (2
Cor. 5:18). It takes humility and courage in any disagreement for either of
the parties involved to take the first step towards reconciliation. God was
clearly the wronged party in the dispute with humanity; yet he took the
first step towards resolving it and thus followed his own counsel (see
Mark 11:25). 

Second, and intimately related to the first, the cross issues from God’s
love for humanity. “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son”
(John 3:16). “God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners
Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). “And the life I now live in the flesh I live
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by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and
gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20). “Christ loved
us and gave himself up for us” (Eph. 5:2). God
“loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning
sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:10). It is
important to note that these texts tell us that
God’s (or the Son’s) love preceded the cross-
event and was not procured by it.

Third, God’s redemptive act in Christ is
centered in the cross. All the great redemptive
words in the New Testament are attached to
the cross, not to the incarnation, and not even
to the resurrection as such. We were “justified
by his blood” (Rom. 5:9). “We were reconciled
to God through the death of his Son” (Rom.
5:10). We “were bought with a price” (1 Cor.
6:20; 7:23; 2 Pet. 2:1). Christ “has nullified the
law of commandments with its decrees . . . so
that he might reconcile both groups [Jew and
Gentile] to God in one body through the
cross” (Eph. 2:16).4 “God was pleased to rec-
oncile to himself all things…by making peace
through the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:20).
“Christ, having been offered once to bear the
sins of many, will appear a second time” (Heb.
9:28). We were set apart (sanctified) “by his
own blood” (Heb. 13:12). We “were ransomed
. . . with the precious blood of Christ” (1 Pet.
1:18). “He himself bore our sins in his body on
the cross” (1 Pet. 2:24). “He freed us from our
sins by his blood” (Rev. 1:5).

Every redemptive metaphor used in the
New Testament, from forgiveness (Matt.
26:28; Eph. 1:7; Heb. 9:22) to salvation (1
Cor. 1:18), is attached to the cross. It is
beyond dispute that the cross is the saving
event in the apostolic writings.

Fourth, the death of Christ is universal in its
scope. Many make the mistake here of think-
ing that if the atonement is completed on the
cross, then either all of humanity or the elect
alone must be destined for God’s coming king-
dom. The alternative is then seen to be
between Calvinism’s limited atonement for the
predestined elect and Universalism’s ultimate
salvation of everyone. This is to ignore the fact

that even in human experience forgiveness has
the objective of restoring a relationship or at
least of ending hostility. We cannot isolate
God’s forgiveness from fellowship with him.
We are lost not because we are not forgiven,
but because we refuse the fellowship and the
walk with God that forgiveness opens up to us.

A number of texts affirm the universal scope
of the cross: “Here is the Lamb of God who
takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29).
“God did not send the Son into the world to
condemn the world, but in order that the
world might be saved through him” (John
3:17). “We know that this is truly the Savior of
the world” (John 4:17; 1 John 4:14). “And I,
when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw
all people to myself” (John 12:32). “Therefore,
just as one man's trespass led to condemnation
for all, so one man’s act of righteousness leads
to justification and life for all” (Rom 5:18). “In
Christ God was reconciling the world to him-
self, not counting their trespasses against them”
(2 Cor. 5:19). “He is the atoning sacrifice for
our sins, and not for ours only but also for the
sins of the whole world” (1 John 2:2).

The purpose of sin is to disrupt, to divorce,
and to divide from God (and from each
other), but the purpose of the atonement is to
restore, to reconcile, and to reunite us with
God (and with each other). We can neither
create nor destroy God’s forgiving mercy, but
we can certainly frustrate its purpose by
declining the “life [that] is hidden with Christ
in God” (Col. 3:3).

Fifth, there is finality and a non-repeatable
aspect to the atoning death of Christ on the
cross. This is what the Puritans referred to as
the “finished work of Christ.” “For our paschal
lamb, Christ, has been sacrificed” (1 Cor. 5:7).
God “forgave us all our trespasses, erasing the
record that stood against us with its legal
demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the
cross” (Col. 2:13–14). “When he had made
purification for sins, he sat down at the right
hand of the Majesty on high” (Heb. 1:3). “But
when Christ had offered for all time a single
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sacrifice for sins, ‘he sat down at the right
hand of God’” (Heb. 10:11); “for by a single
offering he has perfected for all time those
who are sanctified” (Heb. 10:14). Christ has
“abolished death and brought life and immor-
tality to light through the gospel” (2 Tim.
1:10). The finished work of Christ is a reality
in him, but only in him. To share in the bene-
fit of his finished work one must be in Christ
through an active and living faith.

Sixth, the cross confronts and resolves the
problem of human sin. “For this is my blood of
the covenant, which is poured out for many for
the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:28). “Since all
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God;
they are now justified by his grace as a gift,
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus,
whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atone-
ment by his blood” (Rom. 3:23–25). “Christ
died for our sins in accordance with the scrip-
tures” (1 Cor. 15:3). “Who gave himself for our
sins to set us free from the present evil age”
(Gal. 1:4). “So that he might be a merciful and
faithful high priest in the service of God, to
make a sacrifice of atonement for the sins of
the people” (Heb. 2:17). “He has appeared
once for all at the end of the age to remove sin
by the sacrifice of himself” (Heb. 9:26).

The cross destroys sin’s disruptive power

and its ability to separate us from God. But
notice that God’s forgiveness or reconciliation
precedes our repentance (Rom. 2:4). Repen-
tance is how we accept God’s forgiveness and
enter into fellowship with him through what
he has already done for us in Christ, that is,
removed or taken away our sin (John 1:29).
Whenever a debt is forgiven, the one remit-
ting the debt bears the cost. God’s remission
of human sin meant that he absorbed the cost
himself. The cross then is more the conse-
quence or expression of God’s forgiveness
rather than its cause or prerequisite.5

Seventh, Christ through the cross acted in
some inexpressible way for our sakes or even
in our stead. Many see this as “the sweetest
exchange,” though others see it more as an
“interchange.”6 “Christ redeemed us from the
curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—
for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who
hangs on a tree’” (Gal. 3:13). “For our sake he
made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that
in him we might become the righteousness of
God” (2 Cor. 5:21).7 “For you know the gener-
ous act of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though
he was rich, yet for your sakes he became
poor, so that by his poverty you might
become rich” (2 Cor. 8:9). “For Christ also suf-
fered for sins once for all, the righteous for the
unrighteous, in order to bring you to God” (1
Pet. 3:18).

The exchange is certainly sweet. He was
cursed that we might be blessed. He was made
sin that we might be declared righteous.8 He
became poor that we might become rich (that
is, rich in grace, rich in mercy, and rich in
kindness as he is). Notice, however, that Paul
did not say God cursed Jesus, despite the Old
Testament text that he quotes in part saying,
“anyone hung on a tree is under God’s curse”
(Deut 21:23). Nowhere does the New Testa-
ment say that God’s wrath was upon Jesus.9

We must be careful that we do not make this
seventh point contradict the second one.10

Eighth, the exchange incorporates the
believer into the experience of the cross. The
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idea of “substitution” must not be construed to
mean that Jesus suffered for us so as to leave us
standing idly by totally uninvolved—“in fact,
we suffer with him” (Rom. 8:17). “If any want
to become my followers, let them deny them-
selves and take up their cross and follow me”
(Mark 8:34). “Do you not know that all of us
who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were
baptized into his death?” (Rom. 6:3). “We have
been united with him in a death like his” (verse
5). “We have died with Christ” (verse 8). “For
the love of Christ urges us on, because we are
convinced that one has died for all; therefore
all have died” (2 Cor. 5:14). “I have been cruci-
fied with Christ” (Gal. 2:19). “I want to know
Christ and…the sharing of his sufferings by
becoming like him in his death” (Phil. 3:10).

The believer’s participation in the death of
Christ implies a moral or ethical life as the
appropriate response to grace. Putting on the
Lord Jesus Christ is not some mystical experi-
ence but a practical demand to live honorably,
giving no thought to the flesh that it might
gratify its desires (Rom. 13:13–14). The Chris-
tian’s “sharing in the blood of Christ” (1 Cor.
10:16) is a call to make the humiliation of the
cross the benchmark of their daily lives.

Ninth, although it is the cross that is the
center of God’s redemptive act, the New Testa-
ment associates the crucifixion closely with the
resurrection. If Jesus remained in the grave, his
death would be a tragic martyrdom, but not an
atonement for sin.11 “This man, handed over to
you according to the definite plan and fore-
knowledge of God, you crucified and killed by
the hands of those outside the law. But God
raised him up, having freed him from death,
because it was impossible for him to be held in
its power” (Acts 2:23–24). “It will be reckoned
to us who believe in him who raised Jesus our
Lord from the dead, who was handed over to
death for our trespasses and was raised for our
justification” (Rom. 4:24–25).12 “It is Christ
Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at
the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes
for us” (Rom. 8:34). “He died for all, so that

those who live might live no longer for them-
selves, but for him who died and was raised for
them” (2 Cor. 5:15). The resurrection is the
Father’s vindication of the Son—the divine
approval of the saving power of his death.

Tenth, the experience of the cross (and the
resurrection) demands a corresponding ethical
life. “Therefore we have been buried with him
by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ
was raised from the dead by the glory of the
Father, so we too might walk in newness of
life” (Rom. 6:4). “We know that our old self
was crucified with him so that the body of sin
might be destroyed, and we might no longer
be enslaved to sin” (Rom. 6:6). “Those who
belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh
with its passions and desires. If we live by the
Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit” (Gal.
5:24–25). “May I never boast of anything
except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by
which the world has been crucified to me, and
I to the world” (Gal. 6:14). “You have died, and
your life is hidden with Christ in God…Put to
death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly:
fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and
greed” (Col. 3:3, 5). “He it is who gave himself
for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity
and purify for himself a people of his own who
are zealous for good deeds” (Titus 2:14).
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The fact that Paul uses the crucial events of
the gospel, that is, the crucifixion and the res-
urrection of Jesus, as images to describe the
believer’s life, demonstrates that although
Christ’s cross and the Christian’s conduct are
distinct, they are never detached from one
another.13 “For by grace you have been saved
through faith, and this is not your own doing;
it is the gift of God— not the result of works,
so that no one may boast. For we are what he
has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of
life (Eph. 2:8–10, italics added). The gospel
brings us into the awesome privilege of having
“fellowship…with the Father” (1 John 1:3).
Once we receive forgiveness (or reconcilia-
tion) we are brought into a relationship with
God. We should also recall that “righteous-
ness” in Hebrew thought is a relational con-
cept.14 Healthy relationships—whether with
parents, spouse, friends or children—always
impact on behavior.15 We may not be the per-
fect spouse, friend or parent, but love will
always constrain us to act with genuine care
for each other.

Likewise in our fellowship with God, “the
love of Christ urges us on” (2 Cor. 5:14).
However, as with all relationships, our behav-
ior issues from the gift of fellowship with God;
it never earns it. Friendship and love by their
very nature are un-earnable. No matter how
long or faithful we have been in a friendship,
the relationship remains an undeserved gift
from the other. We enter it and respond to it
appropriately and gratefully. “Whoever says, ‘I
abide in him,’ ought to walk just as he walked” 
(1 John 2:6).

Behind every sincere gift is the giver. When
we receive the gift of the gospel, we receive
the Giver. “As you therefore have received
Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your
lives in him” (Col. 2:6). Such a life is not an
optional extra (“Would you like fries with
that?”), but an essential consequence of believ-
ing in the gospel. We ever stand in need of
grace, but we are also constantly challenged to

live the life of grace. “And he died for all, so
that those who live might live no longer for
themselves, but for him who died and was
raised for them” (2 Cor. 5:15).

Relationships are reciprocal; there is a
mutual giving and receiving (never “taking”).
What can we give God in response to his
“indescribable gift” (2 Cor. 9:15)? Like the
Corinthians, who “gave themselves first to the
Lord” (2 Cor. 8:5), we give ourselves to him
“as a living sacrifice” (Rom. 12:1). “We know
love by this, that he laid down his life for us—
and we ought to lay down our lives for one
another,” “since God loved us so much, we
also ought to love one another” (1 John 3:16;
4:11). And love is an active, doing noun, and
not simply a feeling.

So which theory of the atonement embraces
all of the ten criteria listed above? None of
them do. They all have their strengths and
their weaknesses. Atonement theories tend to
emphasize several aspects of the biblical data,
but fail to integrate them all into a single
frame. Perhaps attempts to do so are misdirect-
ed in the first place. Indeed, just as opposing
guy ropes hold a tower upright, so the New
Testament’s contrasting metaphors prevent us
from distorting the meaning of the atonement.
The truth of the gospel is so profound and sub-
lime that we must learn to think of several dis-
parate pictures at the same time in order to
retain a balanced view of the extraordinary
“mystery of the gospel” (Eph. 6:19)—the love
of God revealed in the cross.16 n
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