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Abstract: I believe theological reflection on atonement depends on realizing that the New Testament authors drew their theological themes from divine revelation rather than from contemporary culture. I also believe that an adequate atonement theology will be like a multi-faceted jewel, taking into account all the themes developed in Scripture. I survey several current authors, assessing the adequacy of their theologies based on these two dimensions. 

Note: This is a draft of an article that is still in development. In particular, I hope to add a section on the Old Testament background of the propitiation concept and add review of a couple of other recent books on atonement. Please contact me at Gbreshears@Westernseminary.edu for any comments or to see how I'm doing on the final draft.

"The cross is crucial to Christianity." The bilingual play on words here (Latin crux, crucis, cross is the source of crucial) represents the Gospels with their focus on the death and resurrection of Christ, Acts proclamation of the cross centered gospel, and the Epistles' constant appeal to Christ's death and resurrection. "We preach Christ crucified" (1 Cor. 1:23) summarizes the entire gospel. Everything climaxes and hinges on the cross. Without it, Christianity reduces to another moralism, another spirituality, in the panoply of religions. 

But what does the cross represent? What truth does it manifest? What problem does it solve and how does it solve it? Does the cross tell us of God, humanity, or both? 

It seems to me that this is a good case study for theological method because the method one uses to formulate a theology of the cross will have significant impact on the theological outcome. As members of ETS, we have already agreed to inspired, inerrant Scripture. That eliminates many questions we would have to deal with in other venues. We confess together, Sacra Scriptura est verbum Dei. We receive as truth from God whatever the Bible teaches. While we still wrestle with what the Bible actually teaches in many areas, we are committed to its basic clarity and therefore the possibility of truth filled theology. 

I am committed to answering theological questions by looking first hand at many different positions, treating them as hypothesized answers, using them to understand more deeply the fundamental issues while seeing varying interpretations of key scriptural passages, being creative in proposing new hypotheses, and examining them to see which one accounts for the most scriptural data with the fewest difficulties.
 The Bible alone is the final authority for all matters of faith and life. What it teaches comes with divine authority. While this is augmented by existential viability (does it serve as a world view to answer life's deepest questions) and logical coherence, the Bible is the sole foundation. Parents, government, elders, Spirit, community, science, wisdom, experience, culture and tradition all have an authoritative place in the life of faith, but they are tested by Scripture, not vice versa. Scripture alone is the inerrant, infallible, inspired authoritative Word of God.

The source of theology is Scripture. Our knowledge of God and His ways comes solely through the Bible though it may be given concrete form in aspects of general revelation. The foundational norm of theology is scriptural correspondence, congruency and completeness. While its shape and proclamation is influenced by reason or culture (and all that involves), it must neither neglect nor distort the fullness of scriptural teaching.

Good theology is done in community of the Spirit in all times and places. Looking at theologizing done in different ages, different cultures, different theological traditions will help us see the richness of the Bible as well as detect the accretions and distortions of cultures and philosophies, including our own. 

So in the area of atonement, I want to ask which theory most faithfully and completely represents the full teaching of Scripture. I will argue that the best approach is a multi-faceted one rather than a single theme such as penal-substitution or triumph or example. There are a series of issues raised in the discussions of atonement.
 

Justice is involved, but is it retributive justice or restorative justice? The work focuses on wrongdoing. Is the work for punishment or restoration of the wrong doer? Is judgment one that necessarily punishes or one that exposes the wrongness of sin by proclaiming, "I forgive you." Is the cross a product of God's wrath or appeasement of God's wrath or is it the inevitable result of human (and cosmic) sin? Do we frame things from a legal and judicial viewpoint or a relational and personal viewpoint? All agree Jesus is our representative. Is he our example for life? Is he our substitute in punishment? Similarly, all agree that in Jesus, God is identifying with us in our sin and suffering. All agree that Jesus dying on the cross is the supreme demonstration of God's love (John 1:18; 3:16; Rom. 5:8). Is he also the incarnation of God, propitiating God's wrath out of his love? Does Jesus willingly die to bear the sin of the world or the suffering of humanity? Is his sacrifice a punitive bearing of the guilt of sin to appease the wrath of God or an example of obedient, sacrificial self-giving? As Dale
 put it succinctly, is atonement first a matter of (1) Christ achieving our redemption by revealing God's love for us or is it (2) Christ revealing God's love for us by achieving our redemption? Is redemption ransom from indebtedness with a price paid to God or the devil or is redemption the setting free from enslavement? If there is a price, is it payment for God's offended honor or his violated justice and holiness? Is sin seen primarily in terms of guilt to God or defilement and depravity of humans, as resulting in divine wrath or alienation? In classic terms, is the atonement primarily subjective or objective? It is directed to Satan, human nature, human life, or God or some combination?
 Did the work of atonement finish with Jesus' cry, "It is finished!" or did it include physical death and bodily resurrection?

While I looked at many different atonement theologies to find with what themes and issues they wrestled, I also examined the Scripture to see what themes and issues it wrestled with. I watched particularly for those themes that the various theologies omitted or seemed to distort.

One group of themes is representation, identification and substitution. Another is sacrifice and propitiation. Another is obedience, example, and influence. Another is divine revelation. Another is triumph, rescue and redemption. The primary problem atonement resolves or remedies is that sin has broken the relationship between God and humanity with result that we are alienated from God, bound to sin, the devil and death, in need of rescue and reconciliation. Sin also places humans under God's wrath and curse that must be ended.

A critical question in atonement theology is the background of key terms and concepts. I believe the New Testament writers get their theology and terminology from divine revelation rather than from common use. That means the writers appeal to the Old Testament, drawing their pictures and concepts from it rather than from the contemporary culture as they explain the cross.

The Bible regularly presents the cross in terms of ransom, redemption and triumph. Is this term from the Greco-Roman slave market? If so, then it pictures the so-called ransom to Satan theory: God paying the price of the death of Christ to Satan in order to purchase his children from his ownership. While price is a scriptural theme, payment to Satan is not. I believe no one in evangelical theology who would say so. C. S. Lewis comes closest in The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe.

But if the writers appeal to the Old Testament, redemption has quite a different meaning. YHWH explains to Moses:

God also said to Moses, "I am YHWH. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob as God Almighty, but by my name YHWH I did not make myself known to them. I also established my covenant with them to give them the land of Canaan, where they lived as aliens. Moreover, I have heard the groaning of the Israelites, whom the Egyptians are enslaving, and I have remembered my covenant. "Therefore, say to the Israelites: 'I am YHWH, and I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. I will free you from being slaves to them, and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment. I will take you as my own people, and I will be your God. Then you will know that I am YHWH, your God, who brought you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. And I will bring you to the land I swore with uplifted hand to give to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob. I will give it to you as a possession. I am YHWH.'"  (Exodus 6:2-8 as promised in 3:7-10)

Following the destruction of Pharaoh and the rescue of the people, Moses and the Israelites sang a song to YHWH:

I will sing to YHWH, for he is highly exalted. The horse and its rider he has hurled into the sea. YHWH is my strength and my song; he has become my salvation. He is my God, and I will praise him, my father's God, and I will exalt him. YHWH is a warrior; YHWH is his name. Pharaoh's chariots and his army he has hurled into the sea. The best of Pharaoh's officers are drowned in the Red Sea. The deep waters have covered them; they sank to the depths like a stone. Your right hand, O YHWH, was majestic in power. Your right hand, O YHWH, shattered the enemy. In the greatness of your majesty you threw down those who opposed you. You unleashed your burning anger; it consumed them like stubble. By the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up. The surging waters stood firm like a wall; the deep waters congealed in the heart of the sea. The enemy boasted, 'I will pursue, I will overtake them. I will divide the spoils; I will gorge myself on them. I will draw my sword and my hand will destroy them.' But you blew with your breath, and the sea covered them. They sank like lead in the mighty waters. Who among the gods is like you, O YHWH? Who is like you-- majestic in holiness, awesome in glory, working wonders? You stretched out your right hand and the earth swallowed them. In your unfailing love you will lead the people you have redeemed. In your strength you will guide them to your holy dwelling. The nations will hear and tremble; anguish will grip the people of Philistia. The chiefs of Edom will be terrified, the leaders of Moab will be seized with trembling, the people of Canaan will melt away; terror and dread will fall upon them. By the power of your arm they will be as still as a stone-- until your people pass by, O YHWH, until the people you bought pass by. You will bring them in and plant them on the mountain of your inheritance-- the place, O YHWH, you made for your dwelling, the sanctuary, O Lord, your hands established. YHWH will reign forever and ever. (Exodus 15:1-18)

This picture of redemption and bringing out is most succinctly presented in Moses' great summary in Deuteronomy 7:8: "But it was because YHWH loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt."

From this background, redemption means freeing the people from enslavement, from bondage to a hostile power (Pharaoh-Satan). Redemption is based on the destruction of that evil power rather than a price paid to Pharaoh (Satan). In fact in the central case of Pharaoh, there is no price paid at all.

There are other places where redemption does involve price. The redemption of the first born, both animal and human, must be redeemed by a sacrifice because they belong to God (Ex. 13:12-16; Num. 3:12-13; 8:16-17; 18:15-16). An ox that repeatedly gores someone to death merits death for the owner. But his life may be redeemed by payment of a sacrifice price (Ex. 21:28-30). But the price is paid to the offended party or the rightful owner, not one who has stolen the enslaved one. So if a price is involved in atonement, that price is paid to God, the offended one, not Satan, the enemy. 

So in the New Testament redemption is often taken to mean ransom by payment of a price. But on examination of the texts
 one usually does not find price mentioned or necessary for understanding the text. The exceptions are Mark 10:45 (lu,tron) and 1 Tim. 2:6 (avnti,lutron) where Jesus gives his life as a ransom for many. There it is in context of the sin offering and death as consequence of sin. In all the others redemption is freeing from bondage rather than paying a price.

The appeal to the Greek slave market leads us to focus on the price paid to free the slave. But appeal to the Old Testament background leads to the idea of bringing out from bondage and pretty much excludes the idea of price from this specific concept. While price is present in the New Testament, I think it more related to propitiation and sacrifice than to redemption or ransom.

Taking redemption in this direction leads us to look at triumph. This theme is found throughout the New Testament but neglected in many treatments of atonement. Jesus proclaims his triumph over the world (John 16:33) and joined the disciples in celebration their successful mission of the seventy by declaring, "I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven." (Luke 10:18). In the book of Revelation, the angel declares, 

"See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals."  Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, (Rev. 5:5-6)

The one who is slain is the one who has triumphed. Far from being a defeat, his death is the event that defeats the demonic powers.

Of course this triumph is not limited to the cross as Luke 4 and the demonic deliverance in Jesus' ministry make clear. Similarly, the triumph is carried forward by the apostles (Rom. 8:37-39; 1 John 5:4; Rev. 3:20-21; 12:11). While the definitive work is done at the cross, its application is continued in salvation history.
 This does not negate the fact that decisive victory is one facet of Christ's work on the cross.

The central text for Christ's triumph at the cross is Colossians 2:8-15. The Colossians have come from a pagan context characterized by the worship of many gods. Paul centers his preaching on supremacy of Christ. Rather than being one power among the many gods, Paul declares that Jesus created all the other gods, whether thrones, powers, rulers or authorities, whereever they fit in the angelic hierarchies (Col. 1:16-17). As the Colossian Christians feel the pull to turn back to these gods for help, Paul tells them it would be returning to captivity (2:8). It is Jesus Christ who is the full incarnation of deity (2:9). Fullness comes in him and him alone, who is head over every demonic power and authority (2:10). That fullness comes through identification with his death, burial and resurrection (2:11-12), through the work of the cross and the return to life. That identification gives people dead in their sinfulness the very life of Christ (2:13).

That identification with Christ's atoning work results in forgiveness of all sin because his work canceled the debt of our sin. It took away the very code that made sin sin by nailing it to the cross.
 

If Paul had stopped there, we would be in the more common substitution-sacrifice-expiation sort of explanation of atonement. But he makes a vitally important connection: the removal of sin disarms the demons. It was sin that put us into the dominion of darkness in the first place. Jesus, through the work of the cross, disarmed the demonic powers and authorities. The cross at first appeared to defeat the divine one. But the death that overcame sin also overcame the powers. Far from being a defeat, it was a triumph that made a public spectacle of the powers.

Paul lays the foundation for his development of this theme in the first chapter of the book. People have been rescued from the dominion of darkness and transferred to the kingdom of the beloved son. This is redemption through the forgiveness of sins (Col. 1:13-14).

In Ephesians he appeals to the triumph of Christ over the hostile powers, this time associated with the resurrection and ascension to the right hand of God that places him far above every rule, authority, power and dominion, every title of supposed authority in this age and the next. All such powers lie humiliated under his feet while he reigns as anointed head of the church. In Philippians 2:9-11 Paul finalizes the picture to include the coming day when at his appearing every knee will bow, every tongue will confess his supremacy. While it does not specifically mention the demonic powers, it seems likely they are included in the universal "every."

The triumph there will be complete only in the eschaton. The cross provides the decisive victory but the application will not be complete until the Lamb becomes the Lion (Rev. 5:6-8) and treads the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. Then the enemies will be destroyed and triumph will be complete (Rev. 19).

I cut my theological teeth on Louis Berkhof's Systematic Theology.
 He declares the penal subsititutionary as the biblical doctrine. The atonement is objective, directed to the offended God in order to propitiate and reconcile him to offending sinners. All this is done in a covenantal system where Jesus takes to himself the divine wrath and punishment merited by the guilt of human sin that was imputed to Jesus. While Berkhof argued the moving cause of the atonement was in the combination of God's love and justice, the development focused far more on divine righteousness and holiness expressed in divine law and covenant than on love or relationship. Though atonement is objective, it makes no change whatsoever in the inner being of God, only a change in relationship when judicial wrath is satisfied.
 The power of the finished work of the cross means that its extent is limited to the elect. God purposed to "actually and certainly save the elect and the elect only."
 Since his purposes are always efficacious, his intention can only be to die for the elect. If his intent were universal, salvation would also have to be universal.

My questions about this approach to atonement sprang from his distortion of the biblical teaching on the extent of the atonement. For example, 1 Timothy 2:5-6 declares clearly, "Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all." Berkhof's attempts to limit all to all kinds of people (i.e., only the elect from all places, times and races) distorts the context's use of "all" to include unsaved people in the first two verses of the chapter. He insisted the atonement actually accomplished redemption and propitiation, leading to the inference that any universal atonement would necessitate universal salvation. But examining the passages he cited brought me to the conclusion that he overstated the biblical affirmation. 

I also saw Berkhof's argument seemed to be crafted as a theological puzzle to be pieced together logically. Things could be affirmed only if and as they could be explained rationally. This seemed to be the case in his responses to the objections to substitution as well as his inference of limited atonement. It seemed to me that things could be true if and only if they could be explained rationally. 

I believe many things that I cannot explain satisfactorily. They range from my wife's love to human personality to the computer I use constantly. Good theology affirms and confesses all that Bible teaches but stops explaining where Bible stops. Good theology never limits itself to what can be explained and is always hesitant when it tries to explain what the Bible does not.

Finally, I looked in vain for development of such themes as triumph over the powers and authorities, a major biblical theme. I missed any positive exposition of exemplary obedience or revelation of God's love at the cross. Such omission suggests serious inadequacy of the theological development.

A survey of contemporary theologies reveals some different approaches. Wayne Grudem
 focuses his work strongly in Jesus' suffering in our place the penalty that the Father would have visited on us. Therefore it is an objective work, the Son providing payment to the Father in our place. The weight of his treatment is on the Son bearing the fury of the wrath of God, the Father. So "Jesus became the object of the intense hatred of sin and vengeance against sin which God patiently stored up since the beginning of the world."
 

No one can miss the point that the penal aspect is the heart of the doctrine. Propitiation is defended strongly. There is brief mention of sacrifice, reconciliation to fellowship with God and redemption from sin and Satan. The other theories are refuted with brief mention of the truth of Jesus as example for our life. The section ends with a lengthy refutation of the descent into hell in the Apostle's Creed. He concludes with a defense of particular atonement, much of which is response to objections to the view. It feels to me like he has already decided the position on logical grounds (how can those for whom Christ has made atonement go to hell?) and then sets out to explain the difficult passages, an approach I find singularly unconvincing.

Millard Erickson also appeals to penal-substitutionary as the basic meaning of the atonement
 but he focuses more on substitution developed in the areas of sacrifice, propitiation and reconciliation. But the penal aspect is rather less emphasized than in Berkhof. 

Happily, Erickson adds exposition of Christ's work as example, demonstration of God's love and justice, and triumph over evil as valid insights, which make sense only if substitution is true.
 I concur with this combination but wonder if he is a bit more cautious than need be to affirm the legitimacy of these facets. It is almost like he feels himself on a slippery slope and needs to hang on tightly to the guardrails.

He gives up the logical puzzle feel of Berkhof and makes attempts to be more faithful to the biblical text. That leads him to abandon definite atonement in favor of a universal provision in the objective atonement of Christ and a limited application by the free, sovereign choice of the electing God.
 This is followed by a discussion of the impact of Christ's work in areas other than sin, areas such as physical and emotional healing but ties this more to the work of Christ in general than to the cross.

Lewis and Demarest have leveled the field significantly. Rather than arguing a central theme as Packer, Berkhof and Erickson do, they develop atonement as a "multi-faceted diamond"
 where in the just and loving divine initiative, the sinless Christ died spiritually and physically in our place as a substitutionary sacrifice, provided (1) forgiveness of guilt, (2) freedom from enslaving addiction to sin, flesh and law, (3) victory over evil spirits, (4) propitiation and (5) reconciliation to God and other humans. They extend this to the resurrection work of Christ in order to counteract every dimension of sin, legal, experiential, relational and cosmic. They also argue for universal objective provision with subjective application to a more limited group of those whom the Father sovereignly chooses for salvation.

I find the multifaceted jewel approach more satisfactory although like Erickson everything hinges on the divine initiative and on the substitution of the God-man as mediator between God and man. This still fits clearly in the more objective side of atonement thinking.

Grenz gives us a much briefer treatment and one with a rather different approach.
 After a succinct survey of the development of the doctrine in history that ends by noting that Calvin's conception of the atonement as penal has captured the evangelical world. Atonement centered on Christ's payment to God's wrath with its sentence against sin.

He develops several biblical themes including (1) example of a perfectly obedient life for God and for the sake of others, (2) revealer of the eternal essence of God as divine community and of his intent that we live life-in-community, (3) redemption from wickedness and emptiness for God a people out of every nation, (3) expiation directed to human sin not God's wrath enabling God to forgive our sin and declare us righteous, (4) reconciliation of humans to God and even more significantly to each other in community and to the entire creation. 

One can hardly miss the shift from the objective directedness of Grudem, Erickson and Lewis/Demarest to a much more subjective directedness. He specifically denies any split between the Father and Son, even for a brief moment on the cross. The sacrifice covers sin rather than placating God although it has the result that his condemnation need not fall on us, our bondage to the powers of sin, the devil and death is broken. Jesus is our substitute, doing for us what we could not do for ourselves though exactly what that thing we cannot do isn't clarified. Surprisingly he briefly mentions objective atonement, the reconciliation of God to humanity
 because atonement covers the sin that evokes God's displeasure (not wrath). 

Consistent with his theme, the primary intent and result of Jesus' life and death and resurrection is to foster community. His self-giving which covers sin reverses God's condemnatory verdict against us. It dethroned the powers of sin and the devil that keep us from God and others. It makes it possible for us to enter into the eschatological community of God. 

Grenz affirms substitution, meaning that we need no longer bear condemnation and exclusion from God (exclusive substitution) as well as his full participation in death for our behalf, in order to transform that experience for us (inclusive substitution). This is a very different approach than the concept as developed by those holding the more objective approach where Jesus takes our penalty in our place. One misses the idea of transfer of guilt or of sacrificial payment of penalty. He covers sins rather than propitiates them. One also misses the total denial of objective direction found in the more liberal works where that is dismissed as a purely pagan notion.

Two newer books take this discussion further away from penal substitution. The first is Robert Webber's attempt to restate theology for a post-modern generation. 

Webber asserts, "There are three main areas of interpretation of the work of Christ in the Scripture and in history: His work is (1) a sacrifice which (2) won a victory over the powers of evil and (3) left us an example to follow."
 The early church focused on Christus Victor, the defeat of the powers but beginning with Constantine the focus switched from the world as evil to a world where a Christian society is being formed. In the medieval era thinking about the work of Christ switched to a sacrifice offered by Jesus as representative of humanity to God in satisfaction of His honor or holiness or justice. This era also saw the focus on Christ as example for us to follow as we progress toward perfection. In a post-modern society the realization of the reality of evil begs for a return to the centrality of Christ and his victory over the powers of evil. 

Webber's method is to work of the central themes of Christianity, the rule of faith, in each period of history in relation to the culture of the time.
 He argues for the return because "it is the truth that has the power to speak to a post-modern world" because the expression of that common era is simple and uncluttered, foundational and ecumenical, "bringing what is primary and essential to surface."
  His fundamental concern of the book "is to find points of contact between classical Christianity and postmodern thought."
 However, this method of bringing Christianity to culture to see what resonates between them seems that he falls into the trap of letting the current culture limit the thinking on atonement even as he calls for a return to full expression of Christianity.

He summarizes of the work of Christ for a post-modern culture: 

God is not an absent observer of the world, but in Jesus Christ God has participated in history and taken into himself our fallen condition. God himself has participated in our suffering and by his suffering on the cross has rendered suffering and death ineffective. His victory over the power of evil is now extended to the church by the power of the Holy Spirit whose special ministry is to "proceed" into our lives in the church and through the church to proceed into the world.

He selects this emphasis because it is "the message that will be most readily heard in the post-modern world.
 He uses as central theme this Christus Victor theme, "God of very God became incarnate with the specific purpose of entering history to recover God's creation through victorious defeat of the powers of evil"
 to articulate the ancient message for today.

While we can appreciate his focus on God at work, entering fully into the fallen human sphere and participating in our suffering to defeat the power of evil, we have to wonder about the missing themes. He reminds us of the error of "dealing with specific aspects of the Christian faith in isolation from the whole"
 but it seems to me essential threads are missing from his tapestry. Where is personal sin against God? Where is the work of Christ as our substitute? Where is the wrath of God against sin? He correctly refuses to "place the overcoming of evil in the hands of an ecologically sensitive humanity, but in Jesus Christ who defeats the power of evil by his death and resurrection."
 What are the evil powers the incarnate Christ triumphed over? I don't find the focus on the demonic powers, the pagan gods that so dominated the ancient world and much of ours as well. Sacrifice is stated as a central theme of the work of Christ, but I look in vain for any articulation of that theme. Neither does he have time or sympathy for propitiation leading to forgiveness. He focuses on Christ's triumph over unspecified powers, a very limited exposition.

I find myself drawn to Webber's concern to express the message of the cross effectively for our day and even more in his zeal to rid proclamation of the culturally biased misrepresentations of past generations. But I find that his representation shaped by contemporary culture. As culture becomes source and norm of theology, it mitigates or contaminates the biblical Christianity. I concur with Tidball:

Our preaching of the cross will often be necessarily counter-cultural and must faithfully represent the revelation of our God rather than gratify the fashions of society. Our task is not to mirror our culture but to convert it, and the cross calls us to do that in the most radical of ways.
 

The other recent book on atonement from evangelical writers is by Joel Green & Mark Baker.
 Here we see a very different approach. Where Webber just ignores substitution and propitiation and barely mentions sacrifice, Green & Baker attack the penal substitution model. They see it fundamentally flawed because it views atonement through the lens of a nineteenth century, individualistic legal framework of criminal justice. This model "distorts biblical words and phrases to the point that they are no longer recognizable in their biblical contexts."
 The God of wrath and vindictive punishment does not match up with the God revealed in the Bible and in Christ. It divides Father and Son, ending up with the Son saving us from the vengeful, vindictive, punishing, wrathful Father. This model makes the grave error of focusing on assuaging God's anger or winning God's merciful attention.
 They see this model as the divine child abuse model,
 a distant policeman, a divine sadist, a mean father inflicting terrible punishment on Jesus, the supreme masochist.

While they generally affirm the use of contemporary culture to express the meaning of atonement, they argue proponents of the penal substitutionary model have uncritically adopted the legal model of the criminal justice system and end up with a framework that is alien to the world of the Bible. They have so inculturated the atonement that it has totally lost its scandalous character and become quite comfortable for contemporary people. Westerners are so caught up in determination of fault, assignment of blame, attribution of guilt and meting out punishment that we distort biblical revelation with this foreign framework. They see autobiographical justice, individuals who transgress and must be individually punished. Individuals are to blame and individuals must bear the punishment in terms of legal retribution.
 Sin and redemption focus on legal transgression and guilt with corresponding suffering under punishment rather than on on degradation, rejection and humiliation as an example for us to follow.

Further, by presenting the penal substitutionary model as the only model of atonement, and exporting it to other cultures, they have made atonement unintelligible to most peoples of the world. Guilt, which so dominates the thinking of the west, is a non-issue in much of the world. 

The method of the New Testament writers was to interpret atonement by drawing on images and metaphors from the contemporary world so it would be easily intelligible to the people of the era.
 Good theologians today will use the same method, but must be careful not to do so uncritically lest they distort the truth of the atonement and lose the scandal of the cross. Worse, yet, they place the scandal in the wrong place and lose biblical fidelity. So the New Testament authors borrow from the spheres of the law court (justification), commerce (redemption), relationship (reconciliation), worship (sacrifice), and battleground (triumph).
 These images are all drawn from the public life of the ancient Mediterranean world rather than from divine revelation.

That's a critical point of contention. 

Sin does not draw God's wrath, but shows that wrath at work. Wrath can be attributed to God only in a metaphorical way. Speaking of God's anger comes from the limitations of language that leaves us no more suitable word. But we must have nothing to do with "an emotion laden God who strikes out in frustration or vengeance against we who are implicated in sin. Sinful activity is the result of God's letting us go our own way - and this <letting us go our own way' constitutes God's wrath."
 The only truth in this metaphorical language comes when God leaves us to our lusts, our degrading passions, our debasement. Rather than an angry deity requiring mollification, God in love reaches out to people. If they resist his love, they experience his righteousness and love as condemnation. 

This picture of atonement has moved from the completely objective, God-oriented approach of Berkhof and Grudem to a wholly subjective approach. No hint remains of the death of Christ having impact on God. Themes like sacrifice are mentioned, but one simply cannot fit Green & Baker with the Old Testament approach where the sacrifice is a pleasing aroma to God, an offering that results in people being forgiven. This sort of statement appears dozens of times in the Old Testament.

An example is Leviticus 4:13-20

"'If the whole Israelite community sins unintentionally and does what is forbidden in any of the LORD's commands, even though the community is unaware of the matter, they are guilty. When they become aware of the sin they committed, the assembly must bring a young bull as a sin offering and present it before the Tent of Meeting. The elders of the community are to lay their hands on the bull's head before the LORD, and the bull shall be slaughtered before the LORD. Then the anointed priest is to take some of the bull's blood into the Tent of Meeting. He shall dip his finger into the blood and sprinkle it before the LORD seven times in front of the curtain. He is to put some of the blood on the horns of the altar that is before the LORD in the Tent of Meeting. The rest of the blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. He shall remove all the fat from it and burn it on the altar, and do with this bull just as he did with the bull for the sin offering. In this way the priest will make atonement for them, and they will be forgiven.

How can on get by the fact that guilt because of sin committed forms the basis for what happens? How can one get by the fact that the penalty associated is death? How can one get by the fact of substitutionary death of the bull that is identified with the people through laying on of hands? The blood, attesting the fact of death is taken to the altar, not to purify it, but to make atonement so they will be forgiven?

It is also true that many sacrifices have expiatory impact, especially ones that are made because of ceremonial uncleanness. This dimension must not be overlooked in the discussions of sacrifice as do many of those holding a primarily objective view. But the God-directedness of the sin offering cannot be bypassed if one is to keep biblical fidelity.

If the New Testament pictures draw from the Old Testament, then terms like sacrifice carry the meanings they had there. Topics like guilt, penalty, substitutionary death leading to forgiveness must be in the symbols of sacrifice in the New Testament.

The concept of the wrath of God cannot be reduced to abandoning people to their depravity with any sort of biblical fidelity. One reads Deuteronomy 29:22-29

Your children who follow you in later generations and foreigners who come from distant lands will see the calamities that have fallen on the land and the diseases with which YHWH has afflicted it. The whole land will be a burning waste of salt and sulfur-- nothing planted, nothing sprouting, no vegetation growing on it. It will be like the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Admah and Zeboiim, which YHWH overthrew in fierce anger. All the nations will ask: "Why has YHWH done this to this land? Why this fierce, burning anger?" And the answer will be: "It is because this people abandoned the covenant of YHWH, the God of their fathers, the covenant he made with them when he brought them out of Egypt. They went off and worshiped other gods and bowed down to them, gods they did not know, gods he had not given them. Therefore YHWH's anger burned against this land, so that he brought on it all the curses written in this book. In furious anger and in great wrath YHWH uprooted them from their land and thrust them into another land, as it is now." The secret things belong to YHWH our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.

Here YHWH responds to the sin of abandoning the covenant, the sin of idolatry, by afflicting the land with calamities and diseases in his fierce burning anger. He brings curses in furious anger and great wrath, uproots them from the land and thrusts them out. In the prophets we find similar statements. The song of the vineyard in Isaiah 5 sounds a very similar note.

The New Testament echoes these sorts of statements with terms like wrath, condemnation, and punishment. John 3:36 speaks of the wrath of God abiding on those who reject the Son as the Israelites rejected YHWH. The book of Revelation has equally strong statements about the wrath of the God and the Lamb.

It baffles me how one can profess biblical fidelity and ignore such statements as Webber does. Green & Baker not only ignore them, they denounce them as terrible distortions.

But it also baffles me how others can reduce the atonement to a purely penal substitutionary transaction. While I think the case for the biblical legitimacy of that theme is overwhelming, how can one get by the triumph theme so clearly developed in Colossians? How can one get by the theme that Christ's obedient self-sacrifice is an example for us? Paul's point in the great Christological song is stated in Philippians 2:5, "Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus." In 1 Peter 2:19-25 the apostle appeals to the death of Christ as a pattern for suffering believers in his day. To be sure the substitutionary theme is strong in both passages, but we must not overlook the other themes.

In Revelation 5:5-10 we see how John combines many themes as facets of a jewel. 

Then one of the elders said to me, "Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals." Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth. He came and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne. And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb. Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. And they sang a new song: "You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation. You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth."

We see triumph, Jesus as conquering Lion in accord with messianic promise. The seven horns, eyes and spirits remind of us of the Danielic heavenly Son of Man who comes with kingdom. He is the slain Lamb with all the sacrificial connotations involved. His blood purchased people from every people group, making them to be kingdom and community to God. It combines the cross work with the resurrection, exaltation and return. It combines objective work to God with subjective impact on humans, individual and in community.

Such theological reflection bids us to go and do likewise. We must reflect continually on the Cross, exploring its depths and dimension, all its levels and facets, or we will lose its sufficiency, lose its power to define us as Christians. 
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