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Alternate Views of the Atonement: 
What effect does viewing the Atonement rightly have? 

A. Introduction 
Thought Scenario: 
 
Jane is a young lady who has just graduated with a degree from a college in the city you reside 
in. Throughout her time at the college, she came to faith at your church and recently she has been 
preparing to move to a new city where she will be pursuing a career until the Lord’s plans direct 
otherwise. She comes to you and and inquires about a church that she is interested in attending, 
“I’m looking for a great church in the area I will be living in, and I’m curious if you could give 
me some direction about if this one would be a good one.” After she asks you to check it out, you 
go to the church’s website to check their statement of beliefs. You read the following concerning 
the atonement: 
 
“We believe in the mystery of salvation through Jesus Christ. God became human in Jesus of 
Nazareth; and his life, death and resurrection demonstrates God's redeeming love.” 
 

1. What about this brief statement can be unapologetically affirmed?  
 
 
 

2.  What advice would you give Jane about this church? What other information would help 
you in helping Jane be discerning about this church she is looking at? 

 
 
 
*Doctrinal statements can be misleading in a number of ways: they sometimes affirm certain 
correct beliefs, but emphasize different ones. There is a lot that can also be gleaned from what a 
beliefs statement doesn’t say or what it fails to emphasize-especially about the atonement. 
 
 
Objective: This study is meant to compare and contrast the orthodox, efficacious view of the 
atonement (Penal Substitution) with leading incomplete and ineffective views of the atonement. 
Through this, the believer should be equipped to identify gaps in institutional statements and 
teachings and counsel people while utilizing the doctrine of the penal substitutionary atonement. 
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B.Satisfaction Theory: 
Illustration: 
You walk into church one Sunday, and you see a father walk in with his young son who is 
probably around six years old. This son is at an age where he can say and do a lot, whether it 
pleases his father or not, and tries to push the boundaries all of the time. After a little while in 
church, the son purposefully dips his finger in his dad’s coffee and flicks it on his dad’s shirt 
making a giant stain. Afterwards, the boy snickers and then runs away. When the father finds the 
son, he disciplines him, saying, “Your actions have embarrassed me in front of the whole 
congregation. You will be grounded from all electronics for today because I have been so 
dishonored!” 
 

3. Obviously, this response is slightly ridiculous, but what caused the father to be upset in 
this scenario? 
 
 

4. Did the father expect the boy to misbehave? How might have his reaction been different 
if he assumed the boy would misbehave? 

 
Summary: 
“The satisfaction theory, championed chiefly by Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109), supports 
the idea that Christ’s death made a satisfaction to the Father for sin. However, taking a cue from 
the paradigm of feudalism that characterized society at that time, Anselm focused more on the 
notion of making satisfaction for God’s wounded honor than on the appeasement of his righteous 
wrath.” -Biblical Doctrine, p. 536 
 

5. Anselm’s theory focuses on humanity’s offense against God, but what implications are 
cast upon God’s attributes if humans can “wound his honor?” 
 

 
6. It is true that, because of sin, humanity has failed to give God the honor he’s due, but 

what other characteristics of sin are missing from Anselm’s theory of the atonement? 
 

 
 
*While it’s true that when we sin we don’t honor God as we should, it should be noted that not 
only are sinners debtors to his fame and honor, but we are also law-breakers, and enemies of his 
until we are transformed by the Spirit of God into his sons and daughters through our union with 
Christ. 
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C. Moral Influence Theory: 
Illustration: 
Say that you are walking on a path at the Grand Canyon with your family. Your family is 
enjoying the sights and outdoor experiences, and trying not to get vertigo from looking down the 
steep cliffs and beautiful stone ledges. Throughout this time, you lovingly serve your family by 
giving them the water they need, snacks, and you even carry the younger members on your back 
for part of the journey. On your way out of the canyon, your family members start bickering 
about what they want to eat for dinner, even after just experiencing the beauty of God’s creation. 
No matter what you say, they won’t stop. Finally, you shout at them, “Guys! Please stop 
fighting! As I served you on the way down, you should serve one another. I want you to love and 
serve each other so much that I will jump off this ledge to show you that your fighting isn’t 
worth it.” As you jump off the cliff, you shout back at your family “Treat each other more kindly 
on your way back!” and you plummet to your death. 
 

7.  In this scenario what would your death absolutely accomplish? 
 
 
Summary: 
Created in response and dissention to Anselm’s “Satisfaction” theory of the atonement in the late 
11th and early 12 centuries, proponents of the “Moral Influence” theory believe that God is 
completely free, even of his own justice, and that no payment or punishment for sin is required 
for Him to be able to forgive sinners. In this view, instead of transactional payment for sin, God 
sent Christ to die on the cross to show a broken and fallen humanity the scope of his love for 
them as an example. Proponents of this view also believe that the cross was used as an 
experience by which God can truly relate to (or understand empathetically) the sufferings of 
humans on earth. 
 

8.  If God is completely free of his own justice, what implications does that create about His 
nature? (Think about his attributes and how this would impact how they work.) 

 
  

9. What aspect of this theory of the atonement can orthodox Christians confirm and support 
biblically? (John 3:16, 15:13, 1 John 3:16) What important biblical concepts are missing? 

 
 
*In the moral example theory, the death of Christ was pointless, God’s immutability and justice 
are denied, and the power for change is found in ourselves as we look to Christ only as an 
example. It is clear that this is no atonement because no atoning for sins is needed! 
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D. Ransom Theory: 
Illustration: 
In 1957, three years after the decision of Brown v. Board of Education which desegregated 
schools, the Little Rock school district decided to integrate schools, despite the resistance from 
Governor Orville Faubus. As the school district prepared to send nine African-American students 
to a local school, the Governor activated Arkansas National Guard members to retain the 
segregated nature of the school. Upon hearing about this, President Eisenhower summoned 
Faubus for a meeting, which did nothing to change Faubus’ mind. Eisenhower then sent troops 
from the 101st airborne division to enforce integration, and he federalized the National Guard 
soldiers that were being used by governor Faubus and gave them reassignments. Ultimately, the 
nine students attended the school they were sent to. 
 

10.  In this situation, Governor Faubus was trying to enforce an agenda that was 
unconstitutional. What did it take in order for this situation to be resolved? 
 
 

11. What did Eisenhower have to do personally in order to overthrow the overreach of the 
Arkansas state government? 

 
 
Summary: 
In the “Ransom Theory” of the atonement, proponents believe that Satan had humanity held 
captive to sin, evil, and death. In this view, God had to hand Jesus over as a ransom payment 
to Satan in order to purchase the souls of those who were held captive. Through his resurrection 
he also “stuck it to the man” by triumphing over Satan and dismantling his power. Modern 
adaptations of this theory called “Christus Victor” claim that the chief end of the atonement was 
Christ conquering the cosmic forces of darkness, Satan, and evil in general. 
 

12. If Christ’s death was a payment to Satan, what does that say about Christ’s relationship to 
Satan?  
 
 

13. It’s true that through Christ’s life, death, burial and resurrection a ransom was paid to 
purchase believers out of their slavery to sin and death (Matthew 20:28, Mark 10:45, 1 
Timothy 2:6, 1 Peter 1:18, Revelation 5:9), and that Christ disarmed rulers and authorities 
(Col. 2:15) but who does Romans 5:9 say we’re saved from? 
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E. Penal Substitution: 
Summary: 
Much like the satisfaction theory of atonement, the penal substitutionary atonement of Christ 
focuses on sinful humanity’s debt against God, but in the penal substitution, the sacrifice of 
Christ effectively and definitively satisfies God’s holy wrath against sin. The life Christ lived is 
lived in the believer’s place. The wrath Christ experienced on the cross, he experienced on behalf 
of, or in the place of, those who would believe. His resurrection is the guarantee of the 
resurrection of those who would believe. In this way, God’s holy wrath is satisfied, believers are 
reconciled, and God remains “both just, and the justifier” of those who have faith in Jesus.  
 
In conclusion, Kevin DeYoung notes: 
“Is there more than one thing to say about the atonement? Absolutely. Are there a variety of 
implications and applications that can be drawn from the cross of Christ? Of course. But none 
of them make sense if Christ did not die in our place to assuage the wrath of God. Penal 
substitution is not a theory–one suggested idea that may or may not be true. Penal 
substitutionary atonement is the hope of sinners, the heart of the gospel, and the good news 
without which all other news regarding the cross is null and void.” -Kevin DeYoung 
 
For Further Reading: 
DeYoung, Kevin. “Substitution is Not a ‘Theory’ of the Atonement” - The Gospel Coalition 
Riccardi, Mike. “Theories of the Atonement: What happened at the cross?” - The Cripplegate 
MacArthur and Mayhue, “Biblical Doctrine” p. 486-683 (emphasis on 536-39) 
 
 

F. Conclusion 
Revisiting our Thought Scenario: 
 

14. After interacting with these different views of the atonement, how would you counsel 
Jane as she tries to choose a church that’s right for her? 
 
 

15. Let’s say that after you talk to her about the nature of the church she is wanting to attend 
and caution her away from it, she says, “I have gone for a couple weeks, and I really felt 
some good connections with some younger people there. I really like their community.” 
How would you counsel her? 

 


