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The Doctrine of Substitution: 
Penal Substitutionary Atonement 

A. Introduction 
Thought Scenario: 

John is a young man you have seen at church a few times in the past month or so. He 

claims to be a Christian. You have also seen him in the community with his wife and young child 

and had multiple conversations with his whole family. One night, as you are driving by a local 

bar on your way home from an event, you notice that he is escorting a scantily-clad woman (who 

is not his wife) from the bar into his vehicle. 

The next day, after a night of restless thought, you feel an urging from the Spirit to talk to 

John. You call him up and meet him with some coffee at your place of worship. As you lovingly 

confront him, “John, I saw you last night as you were coming out of the bar.” The man puts his 

palms to his forehead and pushes his hair back, “I had a feeling you might have when I saw your 

name come up on my phone.” 

As you ask him questions, you find out the man was unfaithful to his wife, but the man 

seems to be sickeningly optimistic toward the end of your conversation. When you command 

him to repent, he smirks and says, “I know I sin, but didn’t Jesus die on the cross to show me that 

he loves me despite my sins?” 

 

1. How would you respond to John in this moment? 

 

2. What misunderstandings might John have? 

 

 

Objective: Through this study we will be able to define the doctrine of substitution, exegete 

examples of substitution in the old and new testaments, and identify the logical implications of 

the doctrine to apply to ours and others’ lives through soul-care. 
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Understanding Terms: Penal-Substitutionary-Atonement 

1. In our daily lives, in what contexts do we see the word “penal” or “penalty?” 

 

 

2. Where else do we see the word “Substitution” or “Substitute?” 

 

 

3. Outside of Sunday school, where might we see the word, “Atone?” 

 

 

Definition Statement: 

Substitution is the divine act of God the Father upholding and satisfying His holy justice by 

punishing the sins of the elect through the crucifixion of Jesus Christ on the cross-to the praise of 

His glorious grace. 

 

B. Substitution in the Old Testament: Looking Forward to Christ 

Genesis 3:1-21 

7 “Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig 
leaves together and made themselves loincloths.” 

1. How could you summarize what had happened prior to this passage? 

 

2. What is the progression of events in this verse? 

 

3. Since Adam and Eve had been naked since they were created, what might the phrase, 
“they knew that they were naked,” mean? 

 

4. This human tradition of covering ourselves has been ingrained into us by our sin-nature. 
What might be some ways that people continue in this tradition, metaphorically? 
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21 “And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed them.” 

5. What had God previously decreed would be the punishment of disobedience in chapter 2 
of Genesis? 

 

6. Who is the active participant within this passage? 

 

7. What can we infer happened to the animals whose skins were taken for a covering? 

 

8. In this verse, how is God satisfying both his own justice and extending grace to Adam 
and Eve? 

 

Summary: 

What we see, even within the first book of the bible, is a clear and profound illustration of the 
doctrine of substitution. Adam and Eve deserved to die for their sin, yet God actively sought 
them out, killed animals in their place in order to cover their sin and and restore His relationship 
with them. 

 

Genesis 22:1-14 

6 “And Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on Isaac his son. And he took 

in his hand the fire and the knife. So they went both of them together. 7 And Isaac said to his 

father Abraham, “My father!” And he said, “Here I am, my son.” He said, “Behold, the fire 

and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” 8 Abraham said, “God will provide 

for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” So they went both of them together.” 

13 “And Abraham lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him was a ram, caught in 

a thicket by his horns. And Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt 

offering instead of his son.” 

9. As Abraham was instructed to slaughter his own son, what do we learn about what he 
believed about God in this passage? 
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10. How does this passage relate to our definition of substitution? 

 

11. What correlations can you make from this passage to the substitution of Christ on the 
believer’s behalf? 

 

Summary: 

Abraham was instructed to kill his own son on Mount Moriah, Isaac was loaded up with the 
wood that his father would use to burn his carcass after the sacrifice, and in faith, Abraham 
followed God’s direction and believed that even if he should kill Isaac, God would raise him 
from the dead (Hebrews 11:17). In the midst of Abraham’s obedience God himself provided a 
sacrifice in the form of a ram caught in the thicket as a substitute for this sacrifice that He 
ordained. 

 

Isaiah 53:4-6 

“Surely he has borne our griefs 
    and carried our sorrows; 
yet we esteemed him stricken, 
    smitten by God, and afflicted. 
But he was pierced for our transgressions; 
    he was crushed for our iniquities; 
upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, 
    and with his wounds we are healed. 
All we like sheep have gone astray; 
    we have turned—every one—to his own way; 
and the Lord has laid on him 
    the iniquity of us all.” 
 

12. What verbs does Isaiah use to describe the suffering Servant’s relationship with the 
audience? 

 

13. What characteristics are attributed to the audience for whom the Servant suffers? 
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14. Who does the text say ordained the Servant to suffer? Does this mean that God is a 
“cosmic child-abuser?” See Genesis 50:20. 

 

15. Which parts of this passage from Isaiah support our definition of the doctrine of 
substitution? How do they relate? 

 

Summary: 

Centuries before the first advent of Christ, Isaiah prophesied that a servant of God would come 

to suffer as a substitute for the sins, iniquities, and transgressions of his people. All of these 

passages are just a foretaste of the intricately woven archetypes and shadows written ahead of 

time that point to the ultimate sacrifice, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ on the believer’s behalf. 

 

C. Substitution in the New Testament: Christ and the Apostle’s Ministry 

 

Mark 10:42-45 

And Jesus called them to him and said to them, “You know that those who are considered 

rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. But 

it shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, 

and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man came not 

to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

 

16. What words does Christ use to describe his own purpose for coming the earth? 

 

17. What connotations does the word “ransomed” carry? 

 

18. “Ransom” -Λύτρον-  “Lytron” is the word used when slaves were purchased into 
freedom. How does this word, coupled with Christ “giving his life” shed light on Christ 
as the believer’s substitute? 
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2 Corinthians 5:20b-21 

“We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be 

sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” 

19. Who does the “he” refer to in verse 21? Who does the “him” refer to? 

 

20. In what ways was Christ “made to be sin?” 

 

 

Galatians 3:10-14 

“For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed be everyone 

who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.” Now it is 

evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for “The righteous shall live by faith.” 

But the law is not of faith, rather “The one who does them shall live by them.” Christ 

redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is 

everyone who is hanged on a tree”— so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might 

come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith.” 

21. What does this passage tell us about our state before God? 

  

22. In what ways does Paul describe how Christ became a substitute for us? 

 

 

1 Peter 2:22-24 

“He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. When he was reviled, he did not 

revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to 

him who judges justly. He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to 

sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.” 
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1 Peter 3:18 

“For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring 

us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit…” 

23. In these texts, what does Peter say Christ did on our behalf, or as a substitute for those 
who would believe? 

  

24. According to these passages, what is the purpose of Christ being our great Substitute? 

 

 

Summary: 

Christ prophesied that through his own death he would “ransom” to himself many people, 

because he bore the punishment for our sins in his body on the cross, the righteous God-man in 

the place of those sinners who place their faith and trust in Him. 

 

D. Questions from Counselees:  

Counseling Scenario #1: “I just can’t forgive myself…” 

Jenna is a young mother of two who has recently been divorced. Her two sons are 3 years old 

and 1 year old, respectively. She comes to church one Sunday, and you invite her to lunch after 

the service and she agrees. After conversing with her a while, you ask her where she is at in her 

spiritual walk with God. As she answers she talks about her recent divorce, and she points out 

her many unwise choices that have caused her life to be a wreck in the past months. “I married 

this man even though I knew he wasn’t a believer, but even though we have two beautiful 

children together, I just can’t forgive myself for the stupid choices I’ve made which have 

compromised my beliefs. I feel like I’m failing as a mother.” 

25. How would you try to get to the root of Jenna’s issues? 

 

26. How would a right view of the doctrine of substitution help to correct her thinking? 
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Counseling Scenario #2: “Relational problems within the congregation.” 

Jim is an older congregant at your church, one of the establishing members. He hasn’t missed a 

Sunday church service since 1987. He parks in the same spot, attends the same Sunday school, 

and sits in the same section of pews in the worship center that he has since he helped to start the 

church. One Sunday, a family relatively new to church who has recently gotten involved 

“accidentally” parked in “his” spot, and sat in “his” seat. As you are walking into church, you 

witness Jim introduce himself to the new family and then passive-aggressively suggest that they 

move seats. The new family reads the not-so-subtle hints and moves to a different section of the 

church. 

27. How could you lovingly address this issue with Jim? 

 

 

28. How does the doctrine of substitution apply, even to this menial situation? 

 

 

Counseling Scenario #3: “I can’t seem to love my wife…” 

Jack is a new-ish husband. He was married to his wife six years ago, which to him now seems 

like ages. Through the six years, the couple has tried to conceive, but so far haven’t been able to. 

This has caused some stress in their marriage. Jack laments, “It seems like nothing I do makes 

my wife happy. If I take out the trash, it’s too soon. If I cook dinner, it’s wasn’t what was 

planned. If I do the laundry, I don’t fold it the right way. Recently, I have given up doing 

anything for fear of criticism. I just can’t seem to love my wife.” 

29. People’s lives are often multifaceted and complex. How would you approach this 
situation? 

 

 

30. How does the doctrine of substitution apply to Jack’s situation? How does the doctrine of 
substitution work within Ephesians 5:25? 
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Revisiting our Thought Experiment: 

31. There are many issues with what this John has shown to the friend who confronted him. 
What do you think the root of his issues are? 

 

32. How would a right understanding of the doctrine of substitution change this man’s 
situation? 

 

E. Alternate Views of the Crucifixion: What should be thought of alternate 

views? 

Ransomed from Satan: 

When Adam and Eve fell, they were placed under the dominion of Satan. In order for sinful 

humanity to be able to be redeemed from the dominion of Satan, a ransom was paid to him 

through the sacrifice of Jesus. 

33. What scriptures might someone who subscribes to this theory use to support it? 

 

34. What are some major issues/problems with understanding of the atonement? 

 

 

Christus Victor: 

Similar to the Ransomed to Satan theory, this theory can be summarized that in the death, burial, 

and resurrection of Christ He conquered the dominion of sin, Satan, and evil, and through the 

victory subverted their power and established his own. 

35. What are some aspects that this theory might have some merit? 

 

36. What is ultimately missing from this theory? 
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Moral Influence: 

Jesus lived and died only as an example of how we should live and relate to one another. We 

should look at his great love for us and be motivated to love others. 

37. What aspects of this theory have merit? 

 

38. What is ultimately missing from this theory? 

 

 

 

 

 


