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JESUS UNFORSAKEN
“After so many centuries of transactional, retributive theology
and the propagation of toxic images of God, the temptation of
so many post-moderns who bear the wounds of religious PTSD
is to oversteer wildly into oncoming traffic. Said plainly, healthy
deconstruction has devolved into simply expunging Jesus from
spirituality. They’d rather be bereft of faith than continue in
spiritual slavery.
Enter Keith Giles. Against the dominant flow of exiles
toward a spiritual vacuum, Keith stubbornly anchors himself
and his image of God in Jesus—the true and wounded God
of the apostles. This Jesus reveals God as love and nothing else.
How? In the way he ascends his Cross-shaped throne, exposes
the myth of redemptive violence, and embodies God’s freedom
to forgive. If divine punishment is off the table, why did Jesus
die? Jesus Unforsaken reveals a more beautiful, alternative vision.”
– bradley jersak, dean of theology & culture, st. stephen’s
un i ve r s i t y ( new bru nsw ic k ) a nd co - au t ho r o f the 		
pastor: a crisis

“If you want to understand the atonement outside the confining
box of penal substitution, then this is the book for you.”
– mat th ew j. dist efa no , au t ho r o f from the blood of 		
abel a n d heretic!
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“Those of the Church Fathers who espoused universal salvation
were moved to do so not only from the conviction that this was
the testimony of scripture, but also from the radical notion that,
when we say that God is love or call him Father, we are not just
spouting pious nonsense, but are saying something both logically coherent and necessarily true. Keith Giles has no purpose
in these pages but to demonstrate how right they were.”
– david bentley hart, author of that all shall be saved

“Citing scripture, ancient Church leaders, and contemporary
biblical scholars, Keith Giles makes a compelling case against
hell. What makes this book especially winsome is the accessible
way Giles writes. The conversation is easy to follow and arguments compelling. This book is both an encyclopedic resource
and conversation starter!”
– th o ma s jay o o rd, au t ho r o f god can’t: how to believe
in god and love after tragedy, abuse, and other evils
a n d the uncontrolling love of god

“Jesus Undefeated reveals an early church corpus who, through
their common sense and sacred intuition, knew what we moderns seem to have so inexplicably forgotten. They corporately
knew God far too well to believe Him capable of ever creating
such a bone-torturing Hell...This lie needs to fry. And Keith, as

a master conceptual chef, does just that in his wonderful new
book which I heartily recommend.”
– r i c h a rd mu r r ay, au t ho r o f god versus evil: sculpting
an epic theology of god’s heroic goodness and the
question of hell

“Keith, in a very readable fashion and conversational tone, reexamines the idea of the afterlife and demythologizes the concept
of hell, all with a thorough application of the Bible, the Church
Fathers, and theologians. But what I like most about his work is
that it comes from a big heart motivated by love to include all.
And isn’t this the thrust of the gospel?”
– d av i d h ay wa rd, t he na k edpa sto r

“Keith Giles has crafted a deeply helpful and valuable gift that
would have saved me years.”
– w m. paul yo u ng , au t ho r o f the shack

“Anyone who cares what the New Testament says about ‘the End
Times’ owes it to themselves to read this insightful work.”
– g re g b oyd , au t ho r o f the my th of a christian nation

“[Keith] draws our attention to something more captivatingly
beautiful—the presence of Christ within us inviting us to participate in an adventure that is already happening.”
– a n d re r a b e, au t ho r, pu bl ic spea k er, philo s o phe r, and
r a d i c a l th e o lo g ia n

“[Jesus’s] message, once so counter-cultural, has been stifled, suffocated, and reduced to a tangled pile of knots on the floor of
the American political scene. I can think of no better place for a
Christian to begin sorting those out, and reclaiming a message
that is still other-worldly after all these years, than with Jesus
Untangled.”
– b e n ja mi n l. co rey, au t ho r o f undiluted: rediscovering
the radical message of jesus

“The best books about Jesus are the ones that are as challenging
as they are inspiring and as entertaining as they are informative.
Keith Giles nails it in Jesus Untangled. It’s a book about love, and
it’s a love extended to all the different tribal factions that all-toooften fight for Christian supremacy at the expense of Christ’s
teachings.”
– j o h n f ug e l s a n g , ho st o f " t el l m e every t hi ng", s iriu s
xm radio

“Keith Giles runs with that company of Christ-followers committed to proclaiming that Jesus Christ is the Word of God, our
final Authority for faith and practice...Fear not: Keith does not
throw the Bible under the bus. But he will dethrone biblical
literalism wherever it supplants the Lordship of the...Word of
God.”
– b r a d je r s a k, phd, au t ho r o f a more christlike god

“Keith Giles is a professional cow tipper, specializing in the sacred
variety. Having toppled the sacred cow of religious nationalism
in Jesus Untangled, he returns to the pasture in Jesus Unbound,

where he overturns what may have become our most sacred cow
of all—biblical inerrancy—along with the golden calf of biblicism that never lags far behind.”
– c h uc k mc knig ht, blo g g er at hippiehere t ic.co m

“In this book, Keith Giles presents us with the powerful example
of his own life as he has dared to live out the prophetic insights
he has discovered into the nature and mission of God’s culturechallenging community. Read and gain courage to risk following
his inspired and dynamic servant-leadership.”
– d r s cot t b artc hy, pro f esso r o f c hr ist ian o rigins
a n d th e h i sto ry o f rel ig io n in t he de part m e nt o f 		
h i s to ry, uc l a
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FOREWORD
“What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most
important thing about us.”
– a . w. to ze r

In case you haven’t heard, there is a growing debate in Christian
circles. This debate is at times more of a polite discussion, and
other times more of a hound howling heretic hunt. The focus of
it all is on the question of why Jesus died.
From the human vantage point, the answer is easy—the Bible
records that Jesus died because the religious leaders were threatened by the message of Jesus and appealed to the political powers for his execution. Whenever religion and politics get in bed
together, violence becomes their love child.
From the heavenly vantage point, the answer is both simple
and complex. Jesus said he was going to die for, among other
reasons, our freedom, our healing, and to establish the New
Covenant in his blood. The apostle Paul said Jesus died “for our
sins” and to accomplish our “justification”. But what does all this
mean? How does the crucifixion of Jesus achieve what we are
then invited to receive?
Since the Protestant Reformation, the dominant theory
has been that when Jesus took our sin upon and into himself,

14

JESUS UNFORSAKEN

God poured out the cup of his wrath onto Christ, which in
turn enabled God to forgive us all (or at least the elect). Hence,
through the death of Jesus, God’s justice was satisfied and his
mercy expressed.
But this Atonement theory is just that—a theory. And Keith
is one important voice among a growing movement of Christians
who question whether it is the most biblical and the most beautiful way of understanding what Jesus accomplished on the cross.
(Some Christians consider this one Atonement theory to be the
gospel itself, which is a category mistake of the highest order.)
I am with Keith on this journey, and I am cheering him on for
writing this helpful, important contribution to the discussion.
Christians agree that God works through the crucifixion
of Christ to give us eternal and abundant life. And yet, we do
not agree on how the crucifixion of Christ accomplishes this.
Thankfully, we are not reconciled to God by figuring out the
metaphysics of how the cross works. We are saved by God’s grace,
which we simply receive by faith, not by passing an atonement
theory theology exam. I’m writing this foreword during the last
weeks of 2020, while we wait for a vaccine for the COVID-19
pandemic. Since I am a “high risk” person, I will be happy to
trust the scientists who develop the vaccines and get one of them
as soon as they are available—even though I won’t have a sweet
clue how it works. Thankfully, knowing how something works
and trusting that it does indeed work are not the same thing.
Having said that, there is so much we can learn about who
God is, about how God loves, and about who we are and can
become, when we study the nature of the Atonement. We study
the Atonement, not under pressure to get it right “or else”, but to
appreciate and celebrate the salvation we have already received.
Reading this book should be joyful, encouraging, and freeing.
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The Atonement (literally, At-One-Ment) is short form for
God clearing away anything that stands between us and God’s
own heart—our fears, our failures, and our religion—so that we
can be one with God. I can’t think of anything more meaningful
for us to spend our time investigating.
When some religious leaders couldn’t understand why Jesus
hung out with sinners and religious rejects, he said they should
“go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For
I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners” (Matthew
9:12-13; see also Matthew 12:1-7). If you want to understand
my subversive spirituality, says Jesus, go back into the Scriptures
and focus on figuring out the meaning of this one verse—Hosea
6:6—which reads in full: “For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and
acknowledgment of God rather than burnt offerings.” Jesus is
giving us important instructions. If you really want to understand me and the God I am showing you, says Jesus, go and learn
what this means. And that’s what Keith Giles is helping us all do
together in this excellent book.
Notice that in Hosea 6:6 God doesn’t say, “I desire mercy
along with sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God along with
burnt offerings.” No, the Bible says God wants one and not the
other, relationship rather than ritual.
When the prophet Nathan confronted King David with
the extent of his own sin, Nathan also introduced David to the
extent of God’s mercy. David was in denial about his twin evils
of rape and murder, but when Nathan challenged him directly,
David’s eyes were opened and he immediately repented saying
“I have sinned against the LORD.” And what was Nathan’s
response to David’s remorse? “The LORD has taken away your
sin” (2 Samuel 12:13).
There were still real-world consequences for David because of
his sin, but God’s forgiveness for him was immediate, complete,
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and, please notice, sans sacrifice. Nathan never instructed David,
and David never offered, to make a sacrifice, since both of them
would have been aware of this sobering fact: the Bible says there
is no sacrifice you can make to get forgiveness for these most
serious of sins.
The Torah, the law of Moses, prescribed sacrifices primarily
for unintentional sins (Leviticus 4-5) and some lesser intentional
sins (Leviticus 6). But for the most severe sins like murder, adultery, and rape, the prescribed response was not sacrifice—it was
the death penalty! If there was any hope for David to receive
God’s forgiveness, he knew it would have to be granted outside
of the religious institution of animal sacrifice. For someone who
committed the most serious of sins, their only hope was to cast
themselves directly upon God’s mercy and to invite God’s forgiveness, apart from the shedding of blood. This explains why, in
his great Psalm of repentance for his sin, David writes:
“Have mercy on me, O God,
according to your unfailing love;
according to your great compassion
blot out my transgressions.
Wash away all my iniquity
and cleanse me from my sin.
You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it;
you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings.
My sacrifice, O God, is a broken spirit;
a broken and contrite heart
you, God, will not despise.” (Psalm 51:1-2, 16–17)
David knew that God doesn’t need blood to enable him to
forgive—David’s life depended on this truth! David knew what
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you will discover in the pages ahead: God is love, and love keeps
no record of wrongs.
So, with the insight of David and the encouragement of Jesus
to go and learn what it means that God has always desired mercy
and not sacrifice, I commend to you this insightful and important book. Let’s “go and learn” together about the heart of God,
our identity as the beloved of God, and about what was really
happening on the cross of Christ.
Faith, Hope, & Love,
– Bruxy Cavey
Pastor of The Meeting House and author of The End of Religion
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PREFACE
There’s a reason why this book is the sixth title in the “Jesus
Un” series. Because, out of all the other topics I’ve covered thus
far, this one is the most difficult to explain. You see, Christians
already believe they understand the cross, salvation and the
atonement. They’ve heard countless sermons about it. They’re
told exactly why Jesus had to die, and how they should respond
to his sacrifice, and what it all means many, many times before.
The problem, as I see it, is that almost everything we’ve been
told about the cross from the pulpit, as well as from television
and radio preachers, is completely backwards from what the
scriptures actually teach.
Of course, to convince people of
ALMOST EVERYTHING
this is nearly impossible. As long as
WE’VE BEEN TOLD ABOUT
THE CROSS FROM THE
someone believes that they know the
P U L P I T, A S W E L L A S F R O M
truth, there’s really no point in tryTELEVISION AND RADIO
ing to convince them otherwise. You
P R E A C H E R S , I S C O M P L E T E LY
can’t teach people who already think
BACKWARDS FROM
they know everything.
WHAT THE SCRIPTURES
So, why am I trying to do the
A C T U A L LY T E A C H .
impossible? What is the point of
writing a book about the cross and the atonement when I already
know that most people won’t bother to read it or take my ideas
seriously?
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Well, first of all, I am writing this book because I sincerely
believe the Body of Christ needs to see what the atonement and
the cross are really all about. Secondly, I believe that if we can at
least try to see things through new eyes we might begin to experience an even deeper connection with Christ than we’ve ever
imagined possible. Finally, I believe that the Holy Spirit has the
power to open our understanding and reveal the truth to those
who sincerely hunger and thirst for it.
I should also add that I believe the time is ripe for this revelation and renewal of the Christian faith. People are leaving the
Evangelical church by the millions. Hundreds of thousands of
people are rejecting the doctrines they were raised to believe and
asking better questions about who God is and why they feel so
far away from the One whose name was “Emmanuel” (God with
us).
So, even though I’ve been accused of being a pessimist at
heart, I have to admit that—at least in this case—I am becoming more and more of an optimist in terms of the potential for
spiritual revolution and renewal in this day and age.
Simply put, I believe the Spirit of God is on the move like
never before in my lifetime. The unease and unrest of the people
in the pews is an indication that this stirring is underway. The
kindling is dry. The branches are broken. The coming revolution
is already being fanned into flame.
Not that I see myself, or this book, as the spark required to
set things ablaze. Far from it. There are hundreds—maybe thousands—of others out there who are teaching, speaking, writing,
blogging, and podcasting the radical message of this unforsaken
Jesus. I’m just one voice among many other voices who all sing
this song of God’s amazing, inspiring and beautiful love.
Some of those voices have helped me to craft this book. For
that, I am eternally grateful. We all need to recognize how much
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we need one another. We cannot possibly do this alone. And the
great news is that we are not alone. We are one with Christ, and
in the Father, and filled with the Spirit, and connected to one
another in ways we haven’t even begun to comprehend.
That’s partly why I believe this book is so important. Because
for many of you, this book may be the first time you really begin
to develop a deeper understanding of what the cross is all about
and what it says about who you are, and who God is.
Before we get into it much
THE CROSS IS ABOUT
deeper, let me say this: The cross is
MUCH MORE THAN YOUR
about much more than your salvaS A LV AT I O N . I T ’ S A B O U T
SO MUCH MORE THAN THE
tion. It’s about so much more than
SHEDDING OF BLOOD FOR
the shedding of blood for the forTHE FORGIVENESS OF SINS.
giveness of sins.
In this book, we’ll take a good hard look at the story we’ve all
been told about the cross. We’ll challenge more than one of our
assumptions about why Jesus had to die and what happened that
day on the old rugged cross of Calvary.
By the end of this book, if I’ve done what I set out to do, you
will have a better understanding of the cross, the atonement, the
Gospel, the Trinity, the Incarnation and salvation itself.
You may even be asked to consider some ideas that are new
to you. You might feel compelled to reject certain beliefs you’ve
held onto for a very long time.
Better yet, you may even find yourself smiling once you realize that God is better than you thought, and the Gospel is better
news than you ever dared to imagine.
Thank you for being brave enough to embark on this journey with me. Now, let’s take up our cross, set our eyes towards
Jerusalem, and prepare to enter through the narrow gate that
leads to freedom, grace and truth.
I’ll be here beside you every step of the way.

INTRODUCTION

THE GOSPEL UNTWISTED
“Now, before I became a Christian, I was under the impression that
the first thing Christians had to believe was one particular theory as
to what the point of his [Christ’s] dying was. According to that theory, God wanted to punish Man for having deserted and joined the
Great Rebel [Satan], but Christ volunteered to be punished instead
and so God let us off. Now, I admit that even this theory does not
seem quite so immoral and silly as it used to, but that is not the
point that I want to make. What I came later to see is that neither
this theory, nor any other, is Christianity. The central belief is that
Christ’s death has somehow put us right with God and given us a
fresh start. Theories as to how it did this are another matter.”
– c . s . l ew i s 1

For some Christians, the Gospel and the Atonement are one
and the same. In fact, when asked to explain the Gospel, many
Christians today will turn to 1 Corinthians 15 and quote the
Apostle Paul where he says:
“Now, brothers and sisters, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you
have taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved, if you
hold firmly to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you

24

JESUS UNFORSAKEN

have believed in vain. For what I received I passed on to you as
of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to
the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the
third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to
Cephas, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more
than five hundred of the brothers and sisters at the same time,
most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep.
Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last
of all he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.” (1
Corinthians 15:1–8)

Now, there are a few problems with taking this verse as our
definition of the Gospel. First of all, it’s not the Gospel that Jesus
preached. Second, it’s not the Gospel message we find in the
first four books of the New Testament which are known as “The
Gospels” and are individually titled “Matthew, Mark, Luke,”
and “John.” To be honest, this paragraph from Paul’s epistle to
the Corinthians isn’t even the Gospel that Paul himself preached.
(We’ll get back to that in just a minute, I promise).
So, what’s going on here?
Let’s start by taking a look at the Gospel that Jesus preached.
To find this, we need to turn to the Gospels mentioned above.
If we do, here’s what we find spoken from the mouth of Jesus
concerning the Gospel:
“I must preach the good news of the kingdom of God to the other
towns also, because that is why I was sent.” (Luke 4:43, emphasis mine)

Before we get too far down the road, it might be good to
point out that the “good news” Jesus is talking about is the
Gospel. That’s what the word “Gospel” means: “Good News,” so
as we read these next few verses please keep this in mind.
“The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God is at hand.
Repent and believe the good news! ” (Mark 1:15, emphasis mine)
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“Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their
synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom and healing
every disease and sickness.” (Matthew 9:35, emphasis mine)
“Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues,
preaching the good news of the kingdom.” (Matthew 4:23,
emphasis mine)
“And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole
world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.”
(Matthew 24:14, emphasis mine)

In fact, Jesus spoke almost exclusively about the Kingdom of
God. His parables almost always start with the phrase: “To what
shall I compare the Kingdom of God? The Kingdom of God is
like…” and then he would tell a parable about a man who finds
a treasure in a field, or a man who seeks for precious pearls, or
a woman who loses a coin, or a shepherd who seeks for his lost
sheep.
Nearly everything Jesus does and says is to emphasize something about the Gospel of the Kingdom:
“The kingdom of God has come upon you.” (Matthew 12:28,
emphasis mine)
“For indeed, the kingdom of God is within you.” (Luke 17:21,
emphasis mine)
“After his suffering, he [Jesus] presented himself to them and
gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to
them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of
God.” (Acts 1:3, emphasis mine)

So, the Gospel message that Jesus proclaimed was all about
the “Good News” of the Kingdom of God, or the Gospel of the
Kingdom.
What was so good about this news of the Kingdom of God?
Well, it may help to understand that the Jewish people in the
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First Century were longing for a Messiah to come and establish
the Kingdom of God in Jerusalem.
We might more properly say that they were looking for a
Messiah who would come to “reestablish” the Kingdom of God
in Jerusalem. Because what they wanted very desperately was for
God to send them a warrior who would form an army and rally
the people to violently overthrow the Roman Empire and set
them free from this oppressive pagan state.
As you can imagine, when they started to believe that Jesus
could be this Messiah it was very exciting stuff. They couldn’t
wait for the revolution to begin and for the regime change to
take place in their lifetime. There was just one little problem:
Jesus wasn’t that kind of Messiah, and the Kingdom he was
announcing wasn’t that sort of Kingdom.
Yes, Jesus was absolutely looking
YES, JESUS WAS
to bring a regime change to his peoA B S O L U T E LY L O O K I N G T O
ple, but it was one that would take
BRING A REGIME CHANGE
place on the throne of their hearts.
TO HIS PEOPLE, BUT IT
WAS ONE THAT WOULD TAKE
The Good News of the Kingdom
PLACE ON THE THRONE
that Jesus proclaimed was simOF THEIR HEARTS.
ply this: The freedom they longed
for was within their reach. The opportunity to live in the very
presence of Almighty God as their victorious ruler was already
possible. All they had to do was to change their way of thinking and follow this Messiah who urged them to overcome evil
with good, bless the ones who cursed them, pray for those who
deceitfully used them, and love the ones whom they called their
worst enemies.
You can see why it didn’t go over so well.
When Jesus said, “The Kingdom of God is at hand!”, the
people felt the rush of adrenaline and saw visions of waving banners drenched in Roman blood.
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They were looking for a temporal physical kingdom. Jesus was
talking about an internal eternal spiritual kingdom that would
take root inside of them if they were willing to follow his path.
We have a similar problem today. When we read verses where
Jesus talks about the Kingdom of God, we hear “The place we
go after we die.” In other words, we’ve been conditioned to think
“Heaven” when we hear “The Kingdom of God,” but that’s
not what Jesus was talking about either. The Gospel that Jesus
preached is not about getting us into heaven after we die, it’s
about getting heaven into us before we die.
In other words, Jesus wants us to recognize that our accessibility into the actual living presence of the Creator of the Universe
is wide open, right now. We do not need to wait until after we
die to experience this awesome connection with God. It’s possible to have this amazing connection with God here and now.
Now, if this is the Gospel that Jesus preached, then why
doesn’t it sound like what the Apostle Paul talked about in 1
Corinthians? Did Paul preach a different Gospel than Jesus?
Not at all. Just look at these verses where Paul tells us the
Gospel he preached. See if you notice anything familiar about
his Gospel message:
“I [Paul] have gone [among you] preaching the kingdom of God”
(Acts 20:25, emphasis mine)
“We must go through many tribulations to enter the kingdom of
God.” (Acts 14:22, emphasis mine)
“For the kingdom of God is…righteousness and peace and joy in
the Holy Spirit.” (Romans 14:17, emphasis mine)
“For the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power.” (1
Corinthians 4:20, emphasis mine)
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“Paul entered the synagogue and spoke boldly there for three
months, arguing persuasively about the kingdom of God.” (Acts
19:8, emphasis mine)
“He [Paul] witnessed to them from morning till evening,
explaining about the kingdom of God, and from the Law of Moses
and from the Prophets he tried to persuade them about Jesus.”
(Acts 28:23, emphasis mine)
“He [Paul] proclaimed the kingdom of God and taught about the
Lord Jesus Christ—with all boldness and without hindrance!”
(Acts 28:31, emphasis mine)
“Now I [Paul] know that none of you among whom I have
gone about preaching the kingdom will ever see me again.” (Acts
29:25, emphasis mine)

So, the Gospel that Paul preached and the Gospel that Jesus
preached are exactly the same. They both preached the Good
News of the Kingdom.
For that matter, Philip and the other Apostles also taught the
Good News of the Kingdom. As we read in Acts:
“But when they believed Philip as he proclaimed the good news
of the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were
baptized, both men and women.” (Acts 8:12, emphasis mine)

We could also look at other verses throughout the New
Testament where the Apostles continued to preach and speak
and teach about the very same Kingdom of God that Jesus
revealed to them.2
Make no mistake: The Gospel that Jesus preached, and the
Gospel that Paul and the other Apostles preached was one and
the same—The Kingdom of God is within you!
So, what’s going on in 1 Corinthians 15:1–8? Does Paul get
it mixed up? Let’s take another look:
“Now, brothers and sisters, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you
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have taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved, if you hold
firmly to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have
believed in vain.” (1 Corinthians 15:1–2)

What we should notice here is that Paul reminds them of the
Gospel he preached to them. He doesn’t elaborate on the specifics of that message, but as we’ve already seen above, there are at
least eight different verses where Paul tells us exactly what the
Gospel message was: The Gospel of the Kingdom.
Now, this is where it might be a little tricky for some people.
After reminding the Corinthians of the Gospel he preached to
them, he then turns to another topic: the crucifixion, burial and
resurrection of Christ:
“For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance:
that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that
he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according
to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, and then to
the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred
of the brothers and sisters at the same time, most of whom are
still living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to
James, then to all the apostles, and last of all he appeared to me
also, as to one abnormally born.” (1 Corinthians 15:3–8)

If we keep in mind that Paul’s Gospel message was the very
same one that Jesus preached, then this isn’t too difficult to manage. Paul reminds them of the Gospel of the Kingdom, and then
turns to emphasize the importance of Christ’s suffering, death
and resurrection.
So, if Jesus defined the Gospel, and if Paul also taught the
same Gospel of the Kingdom, then what are we to make of the
crucifixion of Christ? What is the significance of the cross? What
are we to make of Penal Substitutionary Atonement Theory?
That’s what we’ll be covering in our upcoming chapters.
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CHAPTER 1

THEORIES OF THE ATONEMENT
“[Penal Substitutionary Atonement] is rather like a bank issuing
itself credit to pay off a debt it owes itself using a currency it has
minted for the occasion and certifying its value wholly on the basis
of the very credit it is issuing to itself.”
– d av i d b e n t l ey ha rt

To fully understand Penal Substitutionary Atonement Theory,
we should first examine the various other theories of the atonement that came before it.
Here are the main atonement theories developed over the last
1500 years:
• Recapitulation Theory [Origen, 100–165 ad]
• Ransom Theory [Irenaeus, 130–202 ad]
• Christus Victor [Similar to the Ransom Theory]
• Satisfaction Theory [Anselm, 1095 ad]
• Moral Influence Theory [Abelard, 1079–1142 ad]
• Moral Example [Faustus Socinus, 1539–1604 ad]
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• Penal Substitution Theory [John Calvin, 1500s ad]
Briefly, these theories of the atonement are summarized as
follows:

RECAPITULATION THEORY
In this view of the atonement, Christ is the new Adam who
succeeds where Adam failed. Christ undoes the wrong that
Adam did and, because of his union with humanity through
the Incarnation leads all humanity into eternal life and initiates
spiritual transformation.
“Through man’s disobedience the process of the evolution of the
human race went wrong, and the course of its wrongness could
neither be halted nor reversed by any human means. But in
Jesus Christ the whole course of human evolution was perfectly
carried out and realised in obedience to the purpose of God.”1

RANSOM THEORY
As one of the earliest theories for the Atonement, this view is
often held alongside the theory of Moral Influence and is concerned more with the actual death of Jesus Christ. This theory
originates from the writings of both Origen and Irenaeus and
teaches that Jesus died as a ransom—paid either to Satan, or to
God the Father—to satisfy the debt on the souls of the human
race which was inherited from Adam’s original sin.

CHRISTUS VICTOR THEORY
Christus Victor emphasizes the triumph of Christ over the evil
powers of the world, through which he rescues his people and
establishes a new relationship between God and mankind.
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“In one form or another, [the Christus Victor] view seems to
have dominated the atonement theology of the early church for
the first millennium (thus the label ‘classic view’).”2

In this view, the Cross was about the victory over darkness.
“For he [God] has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and
brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we
have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” (Colossians 1:13–14)
“When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision
of your flesh, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us
all our sins, having canceled the charge of our legal indebtedness, which stood against us and condemned us; he has taken it
away, nailing it to the cross. And having disarmed the powers and
authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over
them by the cross.” (Colossians 2:13–15, emphasis mine)

The Cross was also Christ’s victory over Death, and the fear of Death.
“Since the children have flesh and blood, [Christ] too shared in
their humanity so that by his death he might break the power of
him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free
those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of
death.” (Hebrews 2:14–15)

SATISFACTION THEORY [ANSELM, 1095 ad ]
This theory suggests that Christ redeemed humanity by offering
satisfaction for humankind’s disobedience. However, the word
“satisfaction” does not speak of gratification but instead means “to
make restitution” by making a suitable offering which satisfies the
insult which mankind inflicted on God’s Holy justice and honor.

MORAL INFLUENCE THEORY [ABELARD, 1079–1142 ad ]
Developed specifically as an alternative to Anselm’s satisfaction theory of atonement by Abelard, this theory focused on
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changing man’s perception of God as a loving Father, not an
offended tyrant. According to Abelard, “Jesus died as the demonstration of God’s love,”3 which was intended to change the
hearts and minds of people and turn them back to God.
Abelard not only “rejected the idea of Jesus’ death as a ransom
paid to the devil,” which turned the Devil into a rival god, but
also objected to the idea that Jesus’ death was a “debt paid to
God’s honor” and Anselm’s emphasis on God’s judgment rather
than on God’s love.4

MORAL EXAMPLE [FAUSTUS SOCINUS, 1539–1604 ad ]
According to Socinus, Jesus’ death offers us a perfect example of
self-sacrificial dedication to God.
Although there is some close overlap between Moral Influence
and Moral Example, Theologian Wayne Grudem points out
their differences by noting:
“Whereas the moral influence theory says that Christ’s death
teaches us how much God loves us, the example theory says that
Christ’s death teaches us how we should live.”5

Author Michael Green also summarizes this view by saying:
“The simplest and most obvious understanding of the cross is to
see it as the supreme example... This is a favourite theme in the
early Fathers... It can scarcely be denied that much of the second
century understanding of the cross was frankly exemplarist.”6

PENAL SUBSTITUTION THEORY [JOHN CALVIN, 1500s ad]
This view of the atonement, which originates from John Calvin
during the Reformation period, says that Jesus died to satisfy
God’s wrath against our sins and was punished (penal) in the
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place of sinners (substitution) in order to satisfy the justice of
God and the legal demand of God to punish sin.
In the light of Jesus’ death God can now forgive the sinner
because Jesus Christ has been punished in the place of the sinner; in this way meeting the retributive requirements of God’s
justice.
“His [Jesus’] death was now [in the Reformation period],
moreover, for the first time viewed as a vicarious punishment,
inflicted by God on Him instead of on us.”7

This theory of the Atonement contrasts with Anselm’s
Satisfaction Theory in that God is not satisfied with a debt of
justice being paid by Jesus, but that God is satisfied with punishing Jesus in the place of mankind.8

CONFUSING GOSPEL WITH ATONEMENT
For many, the Gospel is expressed exclusively in terms of the
Penal Substitutionary Atonement theory. This version of the
Gospel is based on sacrificial atonement mechanisms derived
from Old Covenant practices involving the death of an animal
on an altar in a temple at the hands of a High Priest to satisfy the
wrath of the Deity and result in the forgiveness of sins. Most of
us are very familiar with this concept. Especially if we have spent
any time in a Christian Sunday School, Bible study or Church
service. We have been told this version of the Gospel so many
times that we have come to accept that this mechanism is the
Gospel itself. Especially when we hear that Jesus came to fulfill
this sacrificial mandate ordained by God and that “without the
shedding of blood there is no remission of sins.” (see Hebrews 9:22)
So, what’s the problem? Why is this anything to argue about?
Well, as we’ve already seen, it really is not the Gospel that Jesus
proclaimed. So, if someone convinces us that the Gospel is
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something other than what Jesus told us it was, that should concern us. Why replace the Gospel of the Kingdom that Jesus says
he came to make known? Why reframe the Gospel as an atonement theory? What does this accomplish?
For one thing, if you manage to replace the Good News of
the Kingdom with an atonement theory, you’ve not only silenced
Jesus, you’ve also put everyone back under an Old Covenant sacrificial system which requires adherIF YOU MANAGE TO
ence to laws and observance of holiREPLACE THE GOOD
NEWS OF THE KINGDOM
ness codes. In short, you’ve undone
WITH AN ATONEMENT
the ministry of Christ and redefined
T H E O R Y, Y O U ’ V E N O T O N L Y
His Gospel.
SILENCED JESUS, YOU’VE
But, let’s not get ahead of ourALSO PUT EVERYONE BACK
selves. For a moment, let’s examine
UNDER AN OLD COVENANT
this atonement theory a little more
SACRIFICIAL SYSTEM WHICH
closely to see where it comes from
REQUIRES ADHERENCE TO
LAWS AND OBSERVANCE
and what it really says about God
OF HOLINESS CODES.
and about us.
The prevailing atonement theory in today’s Christian church—
at least in the Western world—is called Penal Substitutionary
Atonement. It is a theory among several other theories of the
atonement developed by Christian thinkers down through the
centuries. Each of these atonement theories draws from previous
theories and questions or corrects ideas from them to develop
new theories and ideas about what was happening when Jesus
died on the cross.
For nearly a millennium, the dominant view of the Christian
Church was the Christus Victor Theory.9 To this day, the Eastern
Orthodox Church still embraces this view as the only one it has
ever accepted regarding the atonement.
Now, let’s just take a moment to consider a few things
before we go any further: Christian thinkers down through the
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centuries have struggled to understand and to express the meaning of Christ’s death on the cross. They have developed theories, offered various perspectives, submitted different ideas and
worked hard to make sense of the crucifixion of Jesus. These
theories of the atonement of Christ suggest that his death was
a ransom, or a declaration of victory over sin and death, or an
example of love and humility for us to follow, or a violent murder
of an innocent man, or a final act of forgiveness for all mankind,
or the means by which God reconciled the world to Himself, or
a fulfillment of a sacrificial system that required blood to appease
the wrath of a Holy God.
Some of these theories work to complement or verify other
atonement theories. Other theories stand in stark contrast to
those that have gone before and demand we choose between
them. But there is one thing I think we can all agree on when it
comes to these atonement theories: none of them is the Gospel
that Jesus or the Apostles preached.
Now, they might be true, and they may or may not accurately
explain the crucifixion of Christ upon the cross, but an atonement theory is not the Gospel, and the Gospel is not an atonement theory.
Simply put, none of these atonement theories can be called
“The Gospel” because all of these theories were developed hundreds of years after the cross. Unless we maintain that the Gospel
message was never preached until 400 ad, or even later, we
have to admit that the Gospel was what Jesus said it was in the
Gospels of the New Testament, and what the Apostles preached
in the book of Acts.
We should also acknowledge that the mere existence of so
many different atonement theories down through the centuries
is evidence that the cross of Christ is not an easy thing to explain
or to comprehend. We are still struggling in many ways to wrap
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our minds around the cross and to make sense of what it really
means today.
We also need to admit that these atonement theories are quite
often built upon metaphors that are used to frame the cross as
a ransom that paid for our release from slavery, or as a sacrifice
that covers our sins, or as a punishment suffered on our behalf,
or perhaps as the means by which our sickness was healed. But,
as with all metaphors, the more you pursue them the faster they
begin to break down. For example, if the cross was a ransom
payment for our release from the slavery of sin, then who got
paid? What was the currency? If God paid the ransom to set
us free, does that mean God owed something to Satan, or to
Death, or to Lady Justice? If the cross was about removing our
sins, why couldn’t God just forgive us? If the cross is about healing us, couldn’t God heal us without first submitting Jesus to
crucifixion?
All of these theories suggest various metaphors for making
sense of the cross, and to a point they all work to illuminate one
aspect of what the cross may have accomplished, but in and of
themselves they do not adequately explain exactly what the crucifixion was and why it happened the way it did.
As Brad Jersak points out:
“God’s saving work through Jesus is so multi-faceted that
Christ and the apostles found it necessary and helpful to use
a constellation of metaphors to describe its benefits. Each metaphor serves to clarify, but can also obscure. Every metaphor
can extend our understanding, but can also be over-extended
such that we corner ourselves into error. So our theories about
the metaphors need to be held very lightly—no theory holds
a monopoly on the gospel, nor should it lay claim to actually
being the gospel.”10

As we make our way through this discussion, we will try to
answer some of these questions above. However, let’s try to keep
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in mind that these theories and metaphors are not the Gospel
itself. Whatever conclusions we draw from our study, our aim
should be to keep sight of who Jesus is and what His Gospel
message was all about. If our theory of the atonement contradicts Jesus or His Gospel, we should
IF OUR THEORY OF THE
be willing to reconsider our concluATONEMENT CONTRADICTS
sions and work hard to maintain our
JESUS OR HIS GOSPEL,
focus on Christ Himself.
WE SHOULD BE WILLING
TO RECONSIDER OUR
Since the prevailing atoneCONCLUSIONS AND WORK
ment theory in our day and age
HARD TO MAINTAIN OUR
is the one we’ve called the Penal
F O C U S O N C H R I S T H I M S E L F.
Substitutionary Atonement (or
PSA) theory, our goal here is to understand what it is, where it
came from, and ultimately, whether or not it is true.

UNDERSTANDING PSA THEORY
By definition, Penal Substitutionary Atonement argues that
Christ, by his own sacrificial choice, was punished, or penalized, in the place of sinners (substitution) in order to satisfy the
demands of justice so that God can justly forgive our sins.
As we’ve seen, this view was developed from ideas originated by St. Anselm around 1095 ad where he introduced his
Satisfaction theory of the Atonement. But it wasn’t until the
rise of the Christian Reformed movement in the 1500’s that the
theory of Penal Substitution was fully formed under the guiding
hand of John Calvin (1509–1564).
Calvin, who was trained as a lawyer, took the germ of
Anselm’s Satisfaction theory and redefined it to accommodate
criminal law terminology. Under this new PSA theory, God is
the judge, mankind has been found guilty of a crime (breaking
God’s Holy Law) and is deserving of an eternal punishment for
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this sin. Therefore, our only hope for escape from this punishment is for Jesus to become human and to suffer our penalty for
us, thereby satisfying God’s wrath and justice so that we can now
be forgiven, healed, restored, and ultimately become recipients
of God’s love, mercy and grace.
Another aspect of this theory is the assumption that God is
too Holy to look upon or tolerate our sinfulness, and that our
sins have separated us from God. Therefore, this sinfulness needs
to be dealt with and the only way to do so is to pay the penalty
required for breaking God’s perfect Law. This penalty is death.
Although quite often the penalty is expanded to include an eternity of conscious torment in a lake of fire. Either way, the price
is more than we can pay. Therefore, someone else—someone
perfect and sinless and spotless—must suffer the penalty in our
place in order to satisfy God’s wrath and set us free from this
penalty. This person, of course, is Jesus, God’s only begotten Son
whose death becomes a substitute for our death upon the cross.
To be fair, “the roots of the penal substitution view are discernible in the writings of John Calvin, though it was left to later
expositors to systematize and emphasize it in its more robust
forms.”11 But without Calvin’s rephrasing of Anselm’s satisfaction
theory into legal terminology, the doctrine of Penal Substitution
as we know it today would never have been developed.
So, while PSA theory shares some themes borrowed from
other atonement theories that have come before, it remains a
distinctly modern Protestant explanation of the atonement
which stands in contrast to both the Eastern Orthodox and the
Roman Catholic views of the atonement.
In fact, PSA theory is quite commonly considered to be the
entire Gospel message itself and belief in this version of the
Gospel is a required article of faith among many Evangelicals
today.
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In short, to deny PSA theory is to deny the Gospel (as they
understand it), and therefore anyone who dares to reject this
view is nothing less than a heretic, in spite of the fact that it
wasn’t developed until the 1500s.
Now, for those of us who have been raised to accept this
analogy as the Gospel itself, PSA may seem to make a lot of
sense. However, once we start to examine the theory of Penal
Substitution a bit more critically, we can begin to see numerous
flaws in it.
At face value, the doctrine of PSA seems to suggest that God
is primarily a judge who demands justice; a God whose Holiness
stands in opposition to our sinfulness; and a God whose wrath is
poured out on us because we have broken His Law.
But, if this atonement theory is true, then it seems to turn
verses like we find in John 3:16 upside down so that we start to
believe in the exact opposite of what it teaches.
Rather than believe that “God so loved the World”, we are
now taught to accept the notion that God was so filled with
wrath against this world of filthy sinners that He was compelled
to destroy us all. Rather than believe that God’s love motivated
the coming of Jesus, we’re asked to believe that it was in response
to God’s righteous anger against us. Does that sound right? Did
Jesus come to save us from our sins, as the scriptures suggest, or
did Jesus come to save us from His Father?
At some point we need to step back and recognize that the
Gospel of the PSA theory sounds quite foreign to what we read
in the actual Gospels of the New Testament.
In fact, for the first 1,000 years of Church history, nothing
at all like Calvin’s PSA theory was ever taught. As one scholar
has noted, after Calvin’s doctrine was formulated and began to
spread, the way Christians thought about the crucifixion was
forever changed:
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“His [Jesus’] death was now [in the Reformation period],
moreover, for the first time viewed as a vicarious punishment,
inflicted by God on Him instead of on us.”12

If one would embrace Calvinism’s PSA version of the Gospel,
then perhaps an updated version of John 3:16 would look something like this:
“For God was so filled with wrath against the world, that He
sent His only begotten son to suffer the punishment that we
all deserved. That if anyone would hope to escape eternal torment in the lake of fire, and would raise their hand and repeat
this prayer in their hearts, they might escape this justifiable
wrath of God against us all. For the
AT SOME POINT WE NEED TO
son was not sent into the world to
STEP BACK AND RECOGNIZE
forgive us of our sins, but to suffer
THAT THE GOSPEL OF THE
the righteous anger of the Father
PSA THEORY SOUNDS QUITE
and to receive punishment for us so
FOREIGN TO WHAT WE READ
that God can now extend to us His
IN THE ACTUAL GOSPELS
perfect love and forgiveness.” (John
O F T H E N E W T E S TA M E N T.
3:16, New PSA Version)

Does that make any sense to you? Hopefully, not. Perhaps
you can see just how much Calvin’s PSA theory twists the message of the true Gospel that Jesus proclaimed to us. Or perhaps
you need a little more convincing. Nevertheless, dispensing with
Calvin’s theory isn’t an easy thing to do. There are several elements of PSA that we need to examine and clarify before we can
move on. Some of the assumptions I want to challenge in this
book are:
• God requires blood sacrifice to forgive us.
• Punishment is God’s response to our sinfulness.
• God’s wrath is expressed in the death of Jesus.
• God is too Holy to look upon our sins.
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• Jesus’s death on the cross was as a substitute for us.
Let’s take these one at a time.

DOES GOD REQUIRE BLOOD SACRIFICE TO FORGIVE US?
The idea that God requires blood sacrifice in order to extend
forgiveness is such a core doctrine of the Christian church today
that to even think of challenging this notion could threaten
someone’s eternal security, or at least their good standing in the
local congregation.
The reflex response to this question is: Yes! God does require
blood sacrifice as a prerequisite for our forgiveness. But, how do
we know this? Most would automatically quote Hebrews 9:22
which says:
“In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed
with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no
forgiveness.”

Case closed. There’s nothing more to say, is there? Plain as
day the Scripture clearly tells us: “…without the shedding of
blood there is no forgiveness of sins.”
But, what if there’s more to this verse (and this topic of blood
sacrifice) than meets the eye?
Turns out, there is. A lot more. To start with, that verse we
take this idea from is part of a much larger train of thought that
the author of Hebrews is in the process of developing. So, if we
pull back a little and look at the entire section as a whole, we
might start to notice that this passage is talking about what was
required under the Old Covenant Law. In fact, the entire book
of Hebrews is all about contrasting the Old Covenant Law with
the “better covenant”—the New Covenant—marked by mercy,
love and grace.
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Therefore, in chapter 8, the author of Hebrews is in the process of contrasting “what was wrong with the first covenant”
(Hebrews 8:7) with what we have now received under Christ
through the New Covenant. That’s why the actual quote, in context, says this:
”In fact, the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with
blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” (Hebrews 9:22, emphasis mine)

The point the author is making is about what was necessary
“under the Law” and, in context, is intended to be a critique, not
an affirmation, of that Old Covenant system.
Before we go much further, we should also stop and point out
that the Old Covenant isn’t of one mind or voice on the topic of
blood sacrifice. Moses says that God commanded His people to
offer blood sacrifices:
“[The Lord God said to Moses] Then you and the elders are to
go to the king of Egypt and say to him, ‘The Lord, the God of
the Hebrews, has met with us. Let us take a three-day journey
into the wilderness to offer sacrifices to the Lord our God.’”
(Exodus 3:18)
“‘Make an altar of earth for me and sacrifice on it your burnt
offerings and fellowship offerings, your sheep and goats and
your cattle. Wherever I cause my name to be honored, I will
come to you and bless you.” (Exodus 20:24)

In fact, it’s difficult to read through Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers or Deuteronomy and not come across dozens of references to sacrifices of all sorts and types being commanded
by God through Moses. The same holds true for the books
of Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings, Ezra,
Nehemiah, and others.
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However, when we come to Isaiah and Hosea and King
David in the Psalms, we uncover a very different perspective on
this question of animal sacrifices.
“I gave your ancestors no commands about burnt offerings or any
other kinds of sacrifices when I brought them out of Egypt. But I
did command them to obey me, so that I would be their God
and they would be my people. And I told them to live the way I
had commanded them, so that things would go well for them.”
(Jeremiah 7:22-23, emphasis mine)
“What shall I bring to the Lord, the God of heaven, when I come
to worship him? Shall I bring the best calves to burn as offerings to
him? Will the Lord be pleased if I bring him thousands of sheep or
endless streams of olive oil? Shall I offer him my first-born child to
pay for my sins? No, the Lord has told us what is good. What he
requires of us is this: to do what is just, to show constant love,
and to live in humble fellowship with our God.” (Micah 6:6-8,
emphasis mine)
“The multitude of your sacrifices—what are they to me?” says the
Lord. “I have more than enough of burnt offerings, of rams and
the fat of fattened animals; I have no pleasure in the blood of bulls
and lambs and goats. When you come to appear before me, who
has asked this of you, this trampling of my courts? Stop bringing meaningless offerings! Your incense is detestable to me. New
Moons, Sabbaths and convocations—I cannot bear your worthless assemblies. Your New Moon feasts and your appointed festivals I hate with all my being.They have become a burden to
me; I am weary of bearing them.” (Isaiah 1:11-14, emphasis
mine)
“Listen, my people, I am speaking: Israel, I am testifying against
you, I, God, your God. I am not rebuking you for your sacrifices;
your burnt offerings are always before me. I have no need for a
bull from your farm or for male goats from your pens; for all forest
creatures are mine already, as are the animals on a thousand hills; I
know all the birds in the mountains; whatever moves in the fields is
mine. If I were hungry, I would not tell you; for the world is mine,
and everything in it. Do I eat the flesh of bulls or drink the blood
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of goats? Offer thanksgiving as your sacrifice to God, pay your vows
to the Most High, and call on me when you are in trouble; I will
deliver you, and you will honor me.” (Psalm 50:7-15, emphasis
mine)13
“You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not
take pleasure in burnt offerings. My sacrifice, O God, is a broken
spirit; a broken and contrite heart you, God, will not despise.”
(Psalm 51:16-17, emphasis mine)
“For I desire mercy, not sacrifice, and acknowledgment of God
rather than burnt offerings.” (Hosea 6:6, emphasis mine)
“Sacrifices and grain offerings you don’t want; burnt offerings and
sin offerings you don’t demand. (Psalm 40:6, emphasis mine)

So, if we ask Moses whether or not God requires or demands
blood sacrifices we will hear an emphatic “Yes!”, but if we ask
Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah or David, we’ll hear a very different
response: “Not at all! God does not need, want or require sacrifices or burnt offerings from us.”
In fact, if we go back to Hebrews and read a reference to the
last verse quoted just above (Psalm 40:6) which provides even
more context for us to consider:
“For it is impossible for the blood
of bulls and goats to take away sins.
Consequently, when Christ came
into the world, he said, “Sacrifices
and offerings you have not desired,
but a body have you prepared for
me; in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have taken no pleasure.
Then I said, ‘Behold, I have come to
do your will, O God, as it is written of me in the scroll of the book.’”
When he said above, “You have neither desired nor taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and
burnt offerings and sin offerings” (these are offered according to

SO, IF WE ASK MOSES
WHETHER OR NOT GOD
REQUIRES OR DEMANDS
BLOOD SACRIFICES WE
WILL HEAR AN EMPHATIC
“YES!”, BUT IF WE ASK
HOSEA, ISAIAH, JEREMIAH
OR DAVID, WE’LL HEAR
A VERY DIFFERENT
RESPONSE: “NOT AT ALL!
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the law), then he added, “Behold, I have come to do your will.”
He does away with the first in order to establish the second. And
by that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the
body of Jesus Christ once for all.” (Hebrews 10:4-10)

So, if we break that down we’ll notice a few things:
• The blood sacrifices never took away anyone’s sins
• Christ affirms that God did not desire sacrifices and
offerings
• God doesn’t desire burnt or sin offerings at all
• Christ came to do God’s will
• That will was not about blood, or sacrifices or sin offerings
• The sacrifices and sin offerings were “offered according to
the Old Covenant law”
• That Old Covenant law was a defective covenant (See
Hebrews 8:7;13)
• Christ did away with the first covenant (the Old Covenant)
in order to establish the “better [new] covenant”
• When Christ submitted to the will of God, it was to fulfill
the Law and the Prophets [thereby making them obsolete
(Hebrews 8:13)
If we can follow this train of thought, then the next part
should be easier to understand.
Because we understand that God never wanted blood sacrifices, and that those sacrifices never took way anyone’s sins, we
can see that God’s will was about something else—something
not related to offering any sacrifices for sin—but about fulfilling
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the Old Covenant to establish the New Covenant. (We’ll talk
more about this very soon.)
So, our sanctification is established “through the offering
of the body of Jesus Christ once for all” (as it says in Hebrews
10:10 above), but we must be very careful not to slip back into
blood sacrifice mode here. The idea of the offering of the body
of Jesus Christ is not affirming the very notion we just spent so
much time unpacking in the verses above this.
The “offering of the body of Jesus” is not a picture of Jesus
being sacrificed to appease God’s wrath or fulfill God’s justice.
Instead, it is a picture of Christ’s obedience to the will of God—
which we remember is not about sacrifice.
As Hosea phrased it: God desires mercy, not sacrifice. Jesus
echoes this when he reminds the Pharisees: “Go and learn what
this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.” (Matthew 9:13)
Mercy here is expressed in the way we love one another. What
God requires of us is that we “Do justice, love mercy and walk
humbly with our God” (Micah 6:8). God does not want our sacrifice. God wants us to love one another as we have been loved.
So, the “offering of the body of Jesus” is best described in
Philippians 2 where the Apostle Paul shows us a clear picture of
just how much Jesus sacrificed in the Incarnation:
“[consider] Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of
God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped,
but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born
in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he
humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death,
even death on a cross.” (Philippians 2:5-8)

Jesus laid down his life for us by letting go of his glorified
status to “empty himself ” and by “taking the form of a servant”
he humbled himself even “to the point of death…on a cross.”
So, his “sacrifice” for us was in the manner in which he emptied
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himself and offered his entire life to us as one who “did not come
to be served, but to serve” all humanity. This was the “offering of
the body of Jesus” which is in view in Hebrews 10:10.
We also must understand that what is being communicated
in Philippians 2 above is that Christ Jesus let go of immortality to become enfleshed in mortality. The “offering of the body
of Jesus” is only possible because Jesus took on flesh, and that
meant becoming mortal. Therefore, death was always inevitable
in the equation of the incarnation. Once Jesus became human,
his death was guaranteed. One way or the other, Jesus was going
to die. The question for us then becomes: Was crucifixion the
only acceptable way for Jesus to die? Or would his death have
the same salvific significance either way? We’ll examine that
question in just a moment. For now,
THE “OFFERING OF THE
let’s finish the question about blood
B O D Y O F J E S U S ” I S O N LY
sacrifice as a requirement for our
POSSIBLE BECAUSE JESUS
forgiveness.
TOOK ON FLESH, AND
As we’ve seen so far, the Old
THAT MEANT BECOMING
MORTAL. THEREFORE, DEATH
Testament scriptures are not in
W A S A LW A Y S I N E V I TA B L E
agreement when it comes to the
I
N THE EQUATION OF
question of blood sacrifices for the
THE INCARNATION.
forgiveness of sins. Moses says yes.
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea and David say no. Jesus seems to agree
with them, especially when he quotes Hosea directly, affirming
that God desires mercy, not sacrifice. And here in the book of
Hebrews it would seem that this denial of the requirement for
blood sacrifice is also affirmed quite emphatically.
But there’s even more to consider before we make up our
minds completely.
For example, there are seven examples from the Old
Testament where God says that people’s sins are forgiven without
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the shedding of blood. In these passages below, forgiveness is
granted on the basis of:
• Application of oil (Leviticus 14:29)
• Burning flour (Leviticus 5:11–13)
• Burning incense (Numbers 16:41–50)
• Payment of money (Exodus 30:11–16)
• Gifts of jewelry (Numbers 31:48–54)
• The release of a live animal (a scapegoat) into the wilderness (Leviticus 16:10)
• Simple appeals to God through prayers (Exodus 32:30;
Psalm 32; 51; 103)
We also have a quite famous example in 2 Chronicles where
forgiveness was extended to the entire Nation of Israel based
solely on prayer and repentance:
“If my people who are called by my name humble themselves,
pray, seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will
hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land.”
(2 Chronicles 7:14)

There is no mention of blood sacrifice being offered in any of
these passages above. Forgiveness is granted because God is good
and responds to our failures with mercy.
As the Psalmist proclaims:
“[For God] does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us
according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens are above
the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the
east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions
from us.” (Ps. 103:10–12)
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So, sin offerings are not always required, and even where sacrifices are mentioned there are often exceptions made, as when
the poor are allowed to offer a grain offering if they cannot afford
to bring an animal to sacrifice—and forgiveness is still granted,
without any bloodshed.(See Leviticus 5:11–13)
Therefore, it would seem that our default understanding of
what is required for the forgiveness of sins is seriously in question. God most certainly does offer the forgiveness of sins without
the shedding of blood.
This should not surprise us. If we take a moment to think
about it, the sort of God who demands blood sacrifice in order
to forgive our sins looks a lot more like Baal or Molech than the
Abba Father revealed to us by Jesus.
So, where did this idea come from? How did we ever come
to believe that God—the true God of the Scriptures—was even
remotely like those pagan deities who required blood sacrifices
to be appeased?
The answer is found by going all the way back to the very
beginning when Abraham—the Father of the Jewish faith—first
heard the voice of God. Prior to this it’s very likely that Abraham
worshipped other gods. He was in his nineties by this time, so
he would’ve had a lifetime of idol worship experience to color
his ideas about this new God who had suddenly spoken to him.
Remember, this is was before Moses, before the Law, before
the Tabernacle or the Temple. God had not fully revealed
Himself in this way to anyone yet. So, Abraham didn’t have the
benefit of a Torah, or a Bible, or even a single one of the Ten
Commandments to guide him. All he knew was there was a God
who had spoken to him and promised to bless him and his seed
to come.
This is most likely why God tested Abraham regarding the
sacrifice of his own son. Such a thing would’ve been seen as
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normal to someone in Abraham’s day. The other gods that he
would’ve known about would often require the sacrifice of a
child to prove one’s loyalty and obedience. Why should this God
be any different?
But that was the point. This God was different. This God
wanted Abraham to know that He was not like all those other
gods who required human sacrifice.
Yet, somehow, Calvin’s doctrines
U N D E R T H I S P S A T H E O R Y,
have convinced Christians today
THE FATHER OF JESUS IS
that God does require a human
ONE WHO WILL NOT SETTLE
blood sacrifice, and that without the
FOR ANYTHING LESS THAN
shedding of blood He cannot—and
A VIRGIN, PURE, SPOTLESS
does not—forgive sins. Under this
HUMAN SACRIFICE—EVEN
PSA theory, the Father of Jesus is one
HIS OWN SON—IN ORDER
who will not settle for anything less
TO APPEASE HIS WRATH.
than a virgin, pure, spotless human
sacrifice—even His own son—in order to appease His wrath.
You might take some offense at the way I phrased that, but
if we compare the pagan volcano gods of the primitive world to
the God described by Calvin and his PSA theory of the atonement, we might see that this comparison is not far off.
PAGAN GOD

CALVIN’S GOD

Is angry

Full of wrath

Requires sacrifice

Demands the shedding of blood

Must be human

Humans deserve death for sins

Must be a virgin

Jesus was sinless [and a virgin]

Is appeased after the sacrifice

The death of Jesus turns away wrath
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This is another reason why the Penal Substitutionary
Atonement theory is so offensive: It portrays God as one who
looks more like Molech or Zeus than the Abba Father God
revealed through Christ.
This is also why it’s dangerous to call this “The Gospel”
because it is as far from the “Good News” message that Jesus
proclaimed as possible.
Not only is this atonement theory a distortion of the character of God, it’s also something totally foreign to the doctrines
of the early Christian church. As one Church Historian (H.N.
Oxenham) points out so emphatically:
“...we may pause to sum up briefly the main points of teaching on Christ’s work of redemption to be gathered from the
patristic literature of the first three centuries as a whole. And
first, as to what it does not contain. There is no trace, as we
have seen, of the notions of vicarious satisfaction, in the sense
of our sins being imputed to Christ and His obedience imputed
to us, which some of the Reformers made the very essence of
Christianity; or, again, of the kindred notion that God was
angry with His Son for our sakes, and inflicted on Him the
punishment due to us ; nor is Isaiah’s prophecy interpreted in
this sense, as afterwards by Luther; on the contrary, there is
much which expressly negates this line of thought. There is no
mention of the justice of God, in the forensic sense of the word;
the Incarnation is invariably exclusively ascribed to His love; the
term satisfaction does not occur in this connection at all, and
where Christ is said to suffer for us, huper (not anti) is the word
always used. It is not the payment of a debt, as in St. Anselm’s
Cur Deus Homo, but the restoration of our fallen nature, that
is prominent in the minds of these writers, as the main object of
the Incarnation. They always speak, with Scripture, of our being
reconciled to God, not of God being reconciled to us.”14

These are excellent points that we would do well to consider.
First, that the early Christians did not speak of our sins being
laid upon Christ, or of His obedience being credited to us, as
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Calvin suggests. Secondly, that the early Church never spoke of
God as one who poured out His wrath upon Christ; as if it was
Jesus who took the bullet meant for us and suffered the punishment we deserved.
Please take some time to meditate on these facts. The Christian
Church never thought this way for over 1,500 years. It wasn’t
until Calvin came along and imported his own ideas about God
as a Judge demanding justice in the Cosmic Courtroom that
these concepts were first introduced.
Prior to this, the Christian community saw God as a Father
who loved us and sent His Son as a messenger of reconciliation
who came not to change God’s mind about us, but to change
our minds about God.
Now, let’s take a look at the next tenet of Penal Substitution
Atonement theory.

IS PUNISHMENT GOD’S RESPONSE TO SIN?
Much like the idea above, many of us have an instinctive response
to this question that comes from years of sitting through sermons and Bible studies where the only answer anyone could ever
give to this would be “Yes!”
However, once we start to dig a little deeper, we might want
to reconsider our kneejerk response.
For example, Jesus told us that he only did what he saw the
Father doing, (John 5:19). So, if we look at Jesus we should be
able to get a pretty good idea what God would do in a similar
situation. (See John 14)
If we see Jesus showing compassion to the poor, for example,
we can safely conclude that God must also have compassion on
the poor, because Jesus is the clearest picture anyone could have
of who God is and what God is like.
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As the author of Hebrews affirms:
“He [Jesus] is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact
imprint of his nature..” (Hebrews 1:3)

So, when it comes to sin, Jesus has a very curious response.
Each and every time Jesus encounters a sinner he does something amazing: He forgives them!
Even if that person does not ask Jesus for forgiveness, Jesus
still forgives that person automatically. It’s true. In fact, I invite
you to read through the Gospels and underline all the times Jesus
tells someone “Your sins are forgiven.” Then, take note of how
quickly Jesus says this. If you do this, you’ll notice that Jesus usually forgives that person before they’ve even opened their mouth
to ask him anything at all.
Here’s the evidence we find when we look at Jesus: God
responds to our sinfulness with forgiveness. Because Jesus forgives everyone, all the time, therefore, God also forgives everyone, all the time.
How does Jesus respond to our sins? He forgives. Completely.
Automatically. One hundred percent.
Jesus never waited for anyone to repent. Jesus never asked
anyone to confess their sins first. Jesus never did anything but
forgive everyone he met; every single time.
Jesus even forgave those unbelievHERE’S THE EVIDENCE WE
ing pagan Roman soldiers who were
FIND WHEN WE LOOK AT
in the very process of murdering him
JESUS: GOD RESPONDS TO
by nailing him to the cross. If Jesus
OUR SINFULNESS WITH
could forgive people like this so freely,
FORGIVENESS. BECAUSE
JESUS FORGIVES EVERYONE,
who could ever be exempt?
A
LL THE TIME, THEREFORE,
What’s more, those Roman solGOD ALSO FORGIVES
diers never asked for forgiveness.
EVERYONE, ALL THE TIME.
They didn’t even believe that Jesus
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was the Messiah or the Son of God. Yet, Jesus forgives them
anyway.
As Paul the Apostle affirms:
“…that God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not
counting people’s sins against them.” (2 Corinthians 5:19)

So, God’s primary response to our sins is forgiveness, not
punishment. As the great Karl Barth once said:
“...we must not make this [the concept of punishment] a main
concept as in some of the older presentations of the doctrine
of the atonement (especially those which follow Anselm of
Canterbury), within the sense that by His [Christ’s] suffering
our punishment we are spared from suffering it ourselves, or
that in so doing He “satisfied” or offered satisfaction to the
wrath of God. The latter thought is quite foreign to the New
Testament.”15

And C.S. Lewis also weighed in on Penal Substitutionary
Atonement theory in Mere Christianity saying:
“[PSA theory is] the one about our being let off because Christ
had volunteered to bear a punishment instead of us. Now on
the face of it that is a very silly theory. If God was prepared to let
us off, why on earth did He not do so? And what possible point
could there be in punishing an innocent person? None at all
that I can see, if you are thinking of punishment in the policecourt sense. On the the other hand, if you think of a debt, there
is plenty of point in a person who has some assets paying it on
behalf of someone who has not.”16

But, what about those verses in the Bible that do mention
punishment? What about the scriptures that talk about the
wages of our sins being death? What about the “wrath of God”
that comes whenever people disobey His commands?
Great questions. Let’s answer those next.
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WHAT ABOUT THE WRATH OF GOD?
Thanks to the doctrine handed down to us from John Calvin in
the 1500s, most of us cannot imagine God any other way than
as a Judge who sits in the cosmic courtroom of Heaven passing
judgement upon all who break His Holy Law.
God’s wrath is so ingrained in us that we can hardly think of
God apart from it. Many Christian pastors and Bible Teachers
have even gone so far as to assure us that God is not only a God
of love, but also, and perhaps even more so, a God of wrath.
For example:
“A study of the concordance will show that there are more references in Scripture to the anger, fury, and wrath of God, than
there are to His love and tenderness. Because God is holy, He
hates all sin; And because He hates all sin, His anger burns
against the sinner.” (A.W. Pink, The Attributes of God, chapter
16.)
“The cliché, God hates the sin but love the sinner, is false on
the face of it and should be abandoned. Fourteen times in the
first fifty Psalms alone, we are told that God hates the sinner,
His wrath is on the liar, and so forth. In the Bible, the wrath
of God rests both on the sin and on the sinner.” (D.A. Carson,
The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God, Crossway Books, 2000,
pg.70.)
“God’s wrath arises from His intense, settled hatred of all sin
and is the tangible expression of His inflexible determination
to punish it. We might say God’s wrath is His justice in action,
rendering to everyone his just due, which, because of our sin,
is always judgment.” (Jerry Bridges, The Gospel For Real Life,
Navpress, 2002, pg. 52.)
“As God’s mercies are new every morning toward His people, so
His anger is new every morning against the wicked.” (Matthew
Henry)
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What is our response to all of this? Is it true that God is a
God of wrath?

IS GOD’S WRATH EXPRESSED IN THE DEATH OF JESUS?
The Wrath of God is a key pillar in Calvin’s PSA Theory. God’s
wrath is His righteous anger against not just “sin” itself, but
against “sinners”, too.
Make no mistake, according to those who embrace PSA, God
does not “hate the sin and love the sinner.” He hates them both.
“The moment you take your first step through the gates of hell,
the only thing you will hear is all of creation standing to its feet
and applauding and praising God because God has rid the earth
of you. That’s how not good you are.” (Paul Washer)
“God does not punish innocent children for the sins of guilty
parents. There are no innocent children” (John Piper)
“Some of you, God hates you. Some of you, God is sick of you.
God is frustrated with you. God is wearied by you. God has suffered long enough with you. He doesn’t think you’re cute. He
doesn’t think it’s funny.” (Mark Driscoll)

To those who believe in PSA theory, the wrath of God has
become synonymous with God’s character. God is a wrathful
God. Not merely a God of Love, but equally so a God whose
wrath defines Him and drives everything He does.
Of course, there are no verses that say “God is wrath”, but
there are verses that affirm “God is Love”, for example:
“Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is
love.” (1 John 4:8)

Other verses promise us that “God’s anger [wrath] is for a
moment, but His favor [love] endures forever.” (See Psalm 30:5;
136:1)
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What many of us seem to have missed is the subversive way
that the scriptures often speak about the Wrath of God.
So, if we ever read any verses that talk about the wrath of
God, or the judgment of God, or anything else, we need to
always filter that through the understanding that God is love.
That means the wrath of God is always understood through the
realization that God is love. Another way to phrase it might be
to say: “The wrath of the God who is love,” or “The wrath of a
loving God.”
My friend Steve Kline shared his thoughts on this as he was
inspired by something he noticed in Psalm 18:25-27 which says:
“With the merciful you show yourself merciful; with the blameless you show yourself blameless; with the purified you show
yourself pure; and with the crooked you make yourself seem
tortuous.” (Psalm 18:25–27)

Here’s what Steve took from this passage:
“The conception among most Christians is that God is angry
with us and that if we don’t repent then He will pour out His
wrath on us…Yes, we have sinned horribly against God. We
denied him…For that, we must repent if we want to enter the
kingdom of God, the kingdom of heaven, eternal life.
“…But, for those that don’t repent, is it God’s wrath that will
be poured out on them? Or, is it the lies and the violence of
the unrepentant themselves that will come back on their own
head? Throughout the Bible, we see that the pit the wicked dug
they themselves fall into. Or, the snare that evil people set they
get caught in themselves. And, in the depictions of Satan (for
example, Goliath and Haman), he is almost always killed with
his own weapon.”
“The repentant have become merciful, blameless, and purified.
And, to the repentant God shows Himself as such. But, to the
unrepentant, the crooked (in Psalm 18), God makes Himself
seem tortuous. It seems to them like God is vengeful, spiteful,
and vindictive, pouring His wrath out on them. However, in
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reality, it is their own lies and violence that are coming back on
their own heads.”17

I believe this is a key insight—from the Scriptures—that we
need to take seriously. The wrath of God is quite often something experienced as the fruit of one’s own actions rather than
as the direct action of God against the unrighteous. Or perhaps
even more along the lines of the sowing and reaping principle
outlined several times throughout scripture.
So, our perception of God as a God of Wrath might say more
about us than about God. If we are wrathful, then we may experience God as being wrathful. But, if we are loving and merciful,
God may show Himself to us as love and mercy.

THE WRATH
As David Bentlely Hart clarifies, the phrase “Wrath of God” in
our English Bibles may not exactly belong there:
“In the Rabbinic tradition, the concept of “ire” or “wrath” is
simply a metaphor for God’s Holiness within the experience
of correction. It is certainly not an emotional attribute of God.
God is not one who has a mutable psychological personality.
Augustine himself points out that God doesn’t get angry. He
never suggests that. Nonetheless, we must be careful because
the term ‘wrath of God’ is not alien to the New Testament,
but it shows up in our translations more often than it should.
Paul will sometimes speak of “The Wrath” and some translators will
render that “The Wrath of God”, when it’s clear that he means “The
Wrath of the Law”, as if the wrath has a somewhat cosmic power
set in motion by the Law, probably under angelic governance.
So, “the wrath of God” is more plentifully present in the [English]
translations than it is in the original Greek. It is the wrath of the
Law that only has the power to condemn as set off against the mercy
of God [in Christ].” (emphasis mine)18
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This point is quite significant if you understand to what
lengths Paul often goes to contrast the Old Covenant (the Law)
with the New Covenant (Life in Christ).
So, it’s very likely that when we read “the wrath of God”,
especially in the New Testament, we should probably recognize
that Paul may be referring to the Law of Sin and Death as it pales
in comparison to the New Covenant promise of life, grace and
mercy through Jesus Christ.
For example, Paul speaks in 2 Corinthians 3:7 of “the ministry that brought death, which was engraved on letters of stone”
which clearly refers to the 10 Commandments and the Law of
Moses. Then he turns to contrast this with the ministry of Christ:
“If the ministry that condemns men [the Old Covenant] is
glorious, how much more glorious is the ministry that brings
righteousness! [the New Covenant] For what was glorious [the
Old] has no glory now in comparison with the surpassing glory.
And if what was fading away [the Old] came with glory, how
much greater is the glory of that which lasts! [the New]” (2
Corinthians 3:7–11)

The point here seems to be more about how the Law carries
condemnation. “The wrath” here is not from God. It seems that
it is only referenced in terms of the fruit of sin and the death it
produces in us apart from Christ.19

THE WRATH OF THE BABY LAMB
One of my favorite examples of how the New Testament subverts this idea of the wrath of God is when we are told about
the “Wrath of the Lamb” in Revelation. As my friend Richard
Murray notes:
“Jesus is the Lamb of God. So He, by extension, is the wrath
of God personified [in Revelation 6:16]. But here is the thing:
Lambs have no wrath. So, the term is an oxymoron. It’s an
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image clash where wrath itself is deconstructed by the jarring
contradiction of two incompatible terms. This then allows
divine wrath to be conceptually recast as the restorative and
curative energies of God.
“So let’s look at both God’s birth statement and death statement
regarding Jesus as the revelation of ‘the wrath of God.’
“Here is the divine wrath statement given by angelic pronouncement at His birth: ‘Peace on earth, goodwill to man.’
(Luke 2:14)
“Hmmm. And here is His bookend statement on the issue of
wrath at His death: ‘Forgive them Father, for they know not
what they do.’ (Luke 23:34)
“Hmmm. The ‘wrath of the Lamb’ is now revealed: Peace, goodwill, and forgiveness toward all men!”

This same oxymoron is further exemplified in David Bentley
Hart’s translation of the New Testament where he notes that the
“Lamb” in Revelation 5:6 is more accurately rendered as “the
suckling lamb”, which is the equivalent of a kitten or a newborn
puppy.
As Hart puts it:
“Not arnos or arnen—a ‘lamb’—but an arnion—literally, a ‘little lamb’ or ‘lambkin’, a term most properly applied to a lamb
that is still nursing.”

So, this image of Christ as the “suckling lamb” or “newborn
lambkin” further challenges the notion that the “wrath of the
Lamb” is anything other than an intentionally jarring mashup of
clashing ideas that should lead us to rethink our notions of the
Wrath of God.
Are you terrified at the notion of enraging a kitten? Do you
tremble at the thought of falling under the fearsome wrath of
a puppy? Of course not. Yet, this is exactly why John uses such
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unexpected language in Revelation; to emphasize the ridiculousness of the notion that anyone should ever fear the Wrath of
the Baby Lamb. Lambs have no wrath. This is the very point he
wants us to understand.20
Simply put: God is love. God is not wrath. God is not judgment. God is exactly like Jesus who freely forgives us and heals
us. His love endures forever. And it’s the kindness of God that
leads us all to repentance.
ARE YOU TERRIFIED AT
If wrath and vengeance were truly
THE NOTION OF ENRAGING
attributes of God’s character and
A KITTEN? DO YOU
reflections of His Divine Nature,
TREMBLE AT THE THOUGHT
then we might expect to see these
OF FALLING UNDER THE
listed alongside the other Fruits of
FEARSOME WRATH OF A
the Spirit found in the Scriptures.
P U P P Y ? O F C O U R S E N O T.
After all, the Fruit of the Spirit is
simply a reflection of the nature and character of God imparted
to us by the Holy Spirit as we abide in Christ. These attributes—
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, gentleness and self-control—
are Divine attributes.
We bear these fruits because we are being transformed by the
Spirit of God into people who reflect the image and nature of
God as revealed in Christ.
Wrath is not an attribute of God’s nature. Vengeance is not
a reflection of God’s heart. What we see in the Suckling Lamb
is the true face of God who is not wrathful, but loving and
merciful.21

PUNISHMENT REEXAMINED
When the scriptures speak about punishment for our sins, it’s
not always so clear what is meant if we rely solely upon our modern English translations to guide us. Quite often the translators
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are trying a little too hard to push the scriptures into alignment
with certain doctrines that the publishers want to promote.
There are numerous examples of these kinds of translation
errors and biases in my previous book, Jesus Unbound: Liberating
the Word of God from the Bible, but our concern here is specifically how translators may have worded those verses that deal with
punishment and sin in relation to Christ and His crucifixion.
The early Patristic Church Fathers who lived in the golden
season of Church history prior to the rise of Constantine took
a very different view of the Atonement than modern PSAinfluenced Christians do today.
Many of our English Bibles tend to include the word
“Propitiation” in Romans 3:23–25 as we see here in the New
American Standard translation:
“…For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being
justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption which
is in Christ Jesus; whom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His blood through faith.” (emphasis mine)

This term (Propitiation) suggests the need for restitution or
appeasement. But as author Brad Jersak points out, there is a
better, and more accurate way, of understanding those passages:
“Propitiation” is how some translators have rendered the Greek
word “Hilasterion”, but it is very difficult word to translate into
English because when we do we seem to keep trying to import
ideas of appeasing wrath, which is a rather pagan way of viewing God and sacrifice. So, this is why we sometimes translate
“Hilasterion” as “Propitiation” and that’s a very odd choice
of words because it’s about wrath-appeasement…Did God’s
wrath need appeasement? Is that what we see in the Parable
of the Prodigal Son?…some translators translate Hilasterion as
“Expiation” which is more about the removal of our sin or our
guilt, or perhaps making amends for things and setting things
right again. But that doesn’t quite say it either.
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“In the Septuagint—the Greek translation of the Old
Testament—we find this word “Hilasterion” too and it always
describes it in this way; as a Mercy Seat like we find on the Ark
of the Covenant. So, the cross becomes the Mercy Seat where
God and humanity are reconciled. How? As God forgives—
rather than punishing—our sins. When we pour out our wrath
on God’s Son, instead of taking vengeance on us, He hears His
Son’s prayer “Father, forgive them for they know not what they
do.’”22

So, if we can agree that God is not like the volcano god who
demands appeasement or sacrifice in order to satisfy His wrath
and extend forgiveness to us, then perhaps we can begin to see
how the term “Hilasterion” is better understood as being an
extension of God’s love and mercy to everyone.
Taking another look at that passage in Romans above, we
may also begin to see what the verse is really saying to us about
how a loving Father responds to our sins if we read the entire
passage in context, paying close attention to the very end of that
verse:
“…For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being
justified as a gift by His grace through the redemption which
is in Christ Jesus; whom God displayed publicly as an atonement in His blood through faith. This was to demonstrate His
righteousness, because in the forbearance of God He passed over the
sins previously committed…” (Romans 3:23–25, emphasis mine)

Again, the entire point here is that God, through Christ,
offered an atonement leading to reconciliation in order to demonstrate His righteousness and to forgive our sins once and for
all. This is not a picture of an angry, wrathful God who demands
restitution or appeasement before anyone can be forgiven. Far
from it! It is a picture of a loving God who goes out of His way to
extend mercy to us through Christ so that we can be reconciled
to God and be set free from our sins.
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There is no wrath here. Nor is there any wrath in God’s
heart towards His children, only love, mercy, forgiveness and
reconciliation.
“Herein is love: not that we loved God, but rather that God
loved us and sent his Son as an atonement for our sins.” (1 John
4:10)

The atonement we see in the cross of Christ is not about
wrath. It’s about love.
To put a final point on the issue, let’s listen to what French
Jesuit theologian and biblical scholar Stanislas Lyonnet has to
say about the use of the term Hilasterion in 1 John:
“When St. John in two different places alludes first to the heavenly intercession of Christ before the Father (1 John 2.2), and
then to the work accomplished here below by His death and
resurrection (1 Jn 4.10), he declares that [Christ] is or that the
Father has made Him a hilasmos for our sins.’ This term certainly carries the same meaning which it always has in O.T.
Greek (Vulgate Ps 130.4) and which the Latin word propitiatio
also always conveys in the liturgy: through Christ and in Christ,
the Father achieves the plan of His eternal love (1 Jn 4.8) in
‘showing Himself propitious,’ that is in ‘pardoning’ men, by an
efficacious pardon which really destroys sins, which ‘purifies’
man and communicates to him God’s own life (1 Jn 4.9).”23

As we can see, the entire thing is entirely based on the notion
of a Father who “loved us and sent his Son as atonement for our
sins.” (1 John 4:10)
We’ll continue to unpack this notion of the “Wrath of God”
in more detail very soon. For now, let’s look at the nature of
God’s response to our sin.
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RETRIBUTION OR RESTORATION?
There are a few passages that deal with how God punishes our
sins, but what we see if we look closely is that God’s correction
is always about restoration and never about exacting retribution.
Here are a few examples:
“For [God] will be like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap. He
will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver.” (Malachi 3:2–3)

The fire and the soap are both about purification, not punishment. The refiner’s fire is what purifies the gold and silver,
removing the impurities to reveal the pure value of the metal,
and launderer’s soap is about cleansing us to restore us to our
original goodness.
“For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already
laid, which is Jesus Christ. If anyone builds on this foundation
using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, their work
will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to
light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each person’s work. If what has been built survives, the
builder will receive a reward. If it is burned up, the builder will
suffer loss but yet will be saved—even though only as one escaping through the flames.” (1 Corinthians 3:11–15)

Here, Paul affirms that the purpose and nature of God’s fire
judgment is all about revealing the righteousness of Christ in us.
However, even if one has no righteousness of Christ in himself at
all—if everything is consumed in the fire because there is nothing of Christ to be revealed—salvation will still be the result
of that process “as one escaping through the flames.” In other
words, the person will not be consumed or burned by the fire of
God’s judgment. Salvation is the result, no matter what condition the person was in before they entered that fire.
As Jesus affirms, “Everyone will be salted with fire” (Mark
9:49), so this fire of judgement is something everyone will
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experience, but the purpose of that fire—once again—is to
purify, restore and transform us into the image of Christ.
I believe our best picture of how God responds to our sinfulness is outlined for us in Hebrews 12:5–12:
“And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you as
sons? “My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord,
nor be weary when reproved by him. For the Lord disciplines the
one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives.” It is for
discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons.
For what son is there whom his father does not discipline? If you
are left without discipline, in which all have participated, then
you are illegitimate children and not sons. Besides this, we have
had earthly fathers who disciplined us and we respected them.
Shall we not much more be subject to the Father of spirits and
live? For they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best
to them, but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his
holiness. For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than
pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to
those who have been trained by it.” (emphasis mine)

Here, we see a beautiful explanation of how God approaches
discipline and correction with an end result in mind—“that
we may share His holiness” and enjoy “the peaceful fruit of
righteousness.”
In other words, God’s discipline and correction is always for
our good; it is always intended to restore us and renew us into
the image of Christ.
Now, let’s look at the next pillar of Calvin’s Penal
Substitutionary Atonement Theory.

IS GOD TOO HOLY TO LOOK UPON OUR SINS?
The idea that God’s Holiness separates us from Himself is another
popular teaching in pulpits where Calvin’s theology has taken
root. In fact, this notion is so widely accepted in Christianity
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today that this bedrock assumption is what forms the basis for
many other doctrines and teachings.
The way many Christians evangelize begins with this idea.
We tell unbelievers that their sinfulness separates them from
God because He is Holy and, therefore, they cannot survive in
His presence, and conversely that God cannot tolerate our offensive presence due to our sinfulness.
This same notion of God’s Holiness is what drives our concepts of Eternal Torment for those who deny Christ. God has
no choice but to toss them into the Lake of Fire prepared for
the Devil and his angles because their sinfulness and His perfect
Holiness can never coexist together.
IN OTHER WORDS,
But is this what the Bible says
GOD’S DISCIPLINE AND
about God’s Holiness? Do the scripC O R R E C T I O N I S A LW A Y S F O R
O U R G O O D ; I T I S A LW A Y S
tures affirm this notion that our sins
INTENDED TO RESTORE
prevent us from being in God’s presUS AND RENEW US INTO
ence? Is God really too Holy to look
T H E I M A G E O F C H R I S T.
upon our sins?
If we start to search for verses that affirm this idea, we suddenly find ourselves floundering for the evidence. Instead, what
we see is that all throughout the Bible, God does indeed look at
mankind.
For example, just read these verses about how much God
looks at people in their sins:
“For the eyes of the Lord run to and fro throughout the whole
earth, to give strong support to those whose heart is blameless
toward him.” (2 Chronicles16:9)
“Does not [God] see my ways and number all my steps?” (Job
31:4)
“For my eyes are on all their ways. They are not hidden from
me, nor is their iniquity concealed from my eyes.” (Jeremiah
16:17)
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“These…are the eyes of the Lord, which range through the
whole earth.” (Zechariah 4:10)
“And there is no creature hidden from His sight, but all things
are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him with whom we have
to do.” (Hebrews 4:13)

So much for the notion that God is too Holy to look upon
our sins. But, this shouldn’t really surprise us. Just imagine what
would happen if God wasn’t able to look at sin? That would
mean that God could never see anything on the Earth at all. God
would, in effect, become blinded by our sinfulness, and His own
Holiness.
It turns out that this doctrine that God is too holy to look
upon sin is based on one single verse of scripture in the Old
Testament that says:
“Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate
wrongdoing.” (Habbukuk 1:13)

But if we keep reading that same chapter what we notice is
that Habbukuk wraps up that statement by essentially asking:
“So, why do you?”
In other words, the question is asked assumptively, but then
the question itself is cast into doubt as the prophet observes that
God does indeed look on evil after all.
Another verse that is often used to support this idea that God
is too holy to look upon our sins is found in Isaiah where we
read:
“But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your
sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear.”
(Isaiah 59:2)

Once again, if we simply keep reading we will come across
this verse that says:
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“The Lord looked and was displeased that there was no justice.
He saw that there was no one, he was appalled that there was
no one to intervene; so his own arm achieved salvation for him,
and his own righteousness sustained him.” (v. 16)
“As for me, this is my covenant with them,” says the Lord. “My
Spirit, who is on you, will not depart from you…” (v. 21)

So, here, in the very same chapter of Isaiah, we read that God
does see us, even in our sins, and then we are told that, in spite of
this, “[His] Spirit…will not depart”.
That’s an emphatic promise that, in spite of our sins, God
says His Spirit will not be taken away from us, and in fact, this
passage affirms that His Spirit remains on His people—even
though they have sinned.
As always, we want to look at Jesus for the final word. He
was the “exact representation of the Father” (Hebrews 1:3) and
“the only one who has ever seen God” and he “came to reveal the
Father to us.” (See John 1:18)
WHAT DO WE NOTICE ABOUT
What do we notice about Jesus?
JESUS? DOES HE, AS GOD
Does He, as God in the flesh, avert
IN THE FLESH, AVERT HIS
his gaze when surrounded by sinGAZE WHEN SURROUNDED
ners? Not at all. Instead, those
BY SINNERS? NOT AT ALL.
sinners are his closest friends. He
INSTEAD, THOSE SINNERS
spends so much time with them that
ARE HIS CLOSEST FRIENDS.
the religious elite—who, by the way,
were too holy to spend time with sinners—criticized him for it
and called him a “friend of sinners” as an insult to His character.
(See Matt. 11:19)
So, is God really “too holy to look on our sin”?
Absolutely not! God’s posture towards you is not disgust.
God is not repulsed by your sins. God loves you. This is the
dominant theme of the Gospels and the overwhelming message
of Jesus: “For God so loved the World” (John 3:16)

72

JESUS UNFORSAKEN

So, you were created by love—because God is love—in the
image of God—who is Love—which means you are loved. And,
since nothing will ever separate you from His love (Romans
8:31–39), you will never know what it’s like to not be loved by
God, or to be separated from God’s love.
Your eternal destiny is only to always and forever know more
and more of God’s endless love for you.
Our final question to answer regarding PSA theory is about
Jesus substitutionary death for us upon the cross. This one might
take a little longer to dig into, so let’s do that in our next chapter.
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