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Introduction

T

here is an old proverb from the Indian subcontinent which
(in various forms) tells a story of six blind men who cannot
comprehend what an elephant is. They are taken to an elephant in order that they might use their sense of touch to discover
what it is. The first is led to the elephant’s trunk, and, placing his
hand on it, he recoils violently. “An elephant is a type of snake!” he
cries. The second is led to the elephant’s tusk. Once he places his
hand on it, he jumps away. “An elephant has the largest and sharpest teeth in the world, and must devour humans!” The third blind
man is led to the tail and, placing his hand on it, says to the others,
“I do not know what you are talking about. An elephant is clearly
just like a cow—so what is there to be afraid of?” The fourth and
fifth are led to the side and leg of the elephant, respectively. The
fourth, touching the hard and slightly muddy side of the elephant,
declares that an elephant is like a wall, and the fifth, touching its
leg, is convinced it is a tree. Finally, the sixth blind man, a brave
and patient soul, is taken to the side of the elephant and, placing
his hand on it, gently works his way around the majestic creature.
“Only when you put all of these parts together,” he remarks to his
companions, “will you ever understand the whole. This creature is
neither snake, nor man-eater, nor cow, nor indeed a wall or tree.
xi
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This creature is an elephant, and it is beautiful and unlike anything
else I have ever known. Now I know what an elephant is.”
When we see only in part, we find it hard to comprehend the
whole. We jump to conclusions based on our limited exposure.
And when we are not patient to see the whole, we sometimes get
things dreadfully and disproportionately wrong. For a long time,
in the puzzles section on a Saturday morning, the newspaper I read
in the UK used to enlarge a small section of a photograph, and the
challenge was to guess what the whole of the object was. It was much
harder than one might imagine. Seeing only a part of something out
of proportion distorts our imagined sense of what that object is. We
fail to see it properly because of the limits placed on our exposure
to the whole. We cannot grasp, from the part we see, what the whole
is. And our minds confuse the part we see for the whole, limiting
that whole to our limited experience.
As Christians, we do this with regard to salvation all the time. We
all too often hold too narrow a view of all that God’s salvific grace
has done for us. We all too often limit the sphere of God’s saving
act. Our theological imaginations cannot comprehend the majestic
mercy of the Lord and all that the Lord has done for us. Our minds
cannot grasp what our God has done for us and for the creation
God loves. And rather than behold and recognize the overwhelming
and blinding light of God’s saving work—a light that beats back
our gaze—we look so often instead at just one area of the darkness
which the light has illuminated, confusing that area of illumination
with the light itself.
Yet what right have we ever to limit the friendliness of the holy
God toward the creation? What right have we, knowing what God
has done for us, ever to place limits on what God does in saving
the world God created and loves in merciful grace? Every breath we
take, we take because of the Lord’s mercy and grace. Every moment
that the creation is sustained is because of God’s patient reconciling and redeeming desire. Every flap of a butterfly’s wings, every
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blossom of a flower, every spring of water which bubbles over is
because God loves and saves the creation which God made for God’s
glory. Isn’t that what the story of Noah and the glimpse of every
rainbow remind us of? God saves and desires to bring salvation to
the creation. God is the God of salvation, and God is constant and
faithful to Godself.1
And when we speak of the God who is the God of salvation, we
do well to remember that God in God’s saving grace is the God of
majesty, of glory, of unending plenitude. Just as God’s life is one of
immeasurable and unimaginable vastness, so too is God’s salvation.
As creatures within the creation, when we behold and know God, we
stand as if we are on one side of a prism, seeing the refracted light in
what is to us a spectrum of difference. We describe divine attributes
and characteristics as if they were discrete colors that stand almost
in contrast to each other. So we think of God as holy, and then as
glorious, and then as all-powerful, and then as loving, and so forth.
We treat aspects of the divine life as if they were parts, and all too
often we are unsure of how they relate to one another. But to do so
is spontaneously to fall into some form of polytheism (confusing
the attributes of the one God with a manifold pantheon) or the
ancient heresy of partialism (dividing God into parts). However, we
need to remember at every point that, in the words of the ancient
Hebrew prayer, the Lord our God, the Lord is one (Deut. 6:4). God
is in Godself that perfect light, and it is only the limitations of our
creaturely minds that divide God’s attributes like the colors of the
spectrum of light through a prism. It is not that we are to think of
God as holy, and then as glorious, and then as all-powerful, and
then as loving, and so forth. We are to think of God who in holiness
is glorious and all-powerful and loving and so forth, and in glory
is holy and all-powerful and loving, and so on and so on of all of
God’s life and ways.
This is true of God’s salvation. God is no less majestic, no less
glorious, no less all-powerful, no less all-knowing, no less patient,
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no less loving, no less the God of unending and immeasurable
plenitude in salvation than in any other aspect of God’s life and
ways. A former colleague of mine used to describe to students the
unending majesty of God’s life in the following way. He would tell
them to imagine Monet’s Water Lilies in the Musée de l’Orangerie.
These comprise eight enormous panels depicting the lilies in his
water-garden. They cover over two hundred square meters. They are
breathtaking, and one can get lost in each one of the enormous panels. If we imagine the scale of this artwork to be God, all of creation
across all of time would comprise just one single brushstroke. And
all that we could glimpse of God would be the brushstrokes around
our own. God’s plenitude is beyond all our wildest imaginings. And
that is as true of God’s salvation as it is of any other of the ways or
life of God. After all, God is one.
So often in the life of faith and in the life of the church we fail
to grasp the immensity and plenitude of God. And the poverty of
our theological imaginations so often can lead us to be the unrejoicing older brother captured in our sense of our relationship
with the Father and unable to see the depth and breadth of the
Father’s love and mercy toward all his children (Luke 15:25–32).
We fail to grasp the intense aliveness of God who is at work in all
creation, bringing it to the redemption for which God created it.
We place limits on God’s desire for the restoration of all things. We
do not see the grandeur of all that God is doing to save the creation God loves. We do not understand the magnitude of the great
cost that God paid and the lavish riches that this salvation offers
in so unbelievably many ways. St. Paul reminds us of the power
of God’s salvation in those amazing words of unending comfort:
“For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor
rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor
height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom.
8:38–39).
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Should this surprise us? Would God, indeed, have paid so great
a price if the returns were as impoverished as we so often think?
Yes, God would have done all this for just one of us. But there is
not just one of us; there is the whole of creation. Yes, God puts us
right with Godself. But we live in relation not just to God but to all
the creation God has brought into being. Yes, our sin is blotted out.
But our lives are also abundantly new.
We need once again—afresh and anew—to be captured by the
height and depth and breadth of God’s salvation. We need to be
inspired once more by all that God has done, is doing, and will do
for us. We need to lift our voices once more with Welsh hymn writer
William Rees (1802–83), whose hymn “Here Is Love” casts a vision
of the unending vastness of saving grace:
Here is love, vast as the ocean,
loving-kindness as the flood,
when the Prince of Life, our Ransom,
shed for us His precious blood.
Who His love will not remember?
Who can cease to sing His praise?
He can never be forgotten
throughout heav’n’s eternal days.
On the mount of crucifixion
fountains opened deep and wide;
through the floodgates of God’s mercy
flowed a vast and gracious tide.
Grace and love, like mighty rivers,
poured incessant from above,
and heav’n’s peace and perfect justice
kissed a guilty world in love.
In Thy truth Thou dost direct me
by Thy Spirit through Thy Word;
and Thy grace my need is meeting
as I trust in Thee, my Lord.
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Of Thy fullness Thou art pouring
Thy great love and pow’r on me,
without measure, full and boundless,
drawing out my heart to Thee.2

William Rees glimpsed something of the vast enormity of all that
God has done for creation in Jesus Christ. He saw the powerful
tide of salvation in whose movements we swim. He knew the cost
and the power of all that the life, death, and resurrection of Christ
achieved for the creation.
The intention of this book is to help us glimpse something more
of the breadth of salvation. It seeks to look at the breadth of the
ways that we can understand salvation, the breadth of what salvation does in the realities of ordinary creaturely life, the breadth of
scope that salvation has, and the breadth of response to the saving
grace of God.
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1
The Breadth of the Cross

I

n Liverpool, where I come from originally, there is a restaurant
which might sound disgusting but which I love. It is a hot buffet
restaurant which serves all kinds of foods—Indian, Chinese,
Thai, Italian, British, Mexican, barbecue. Whenever I go, I always
feel somewhat disappointed by how boring so many of the other
diners are. Some have a little bit of lasagna and a couple of pieces of
garlic bread and a salad with Italian dressing. Some are eating just
one variety of curry with rice and naan. But this place is a buffet!
Its joy is the wide variety of food on offer all at the same time. It is
not a place to hold back but a place to feast. And so I like to mix it
up a bit: Italian starters, Thai mains, maybe with a couple of sides
of Indian food. And there’s always space for a few spring rolls, isn’t
there? After all, what’s the point of a buffet like this in its feast-like
proportions if you don’t feast and feast on, savoring and delighting
in all of the variety?
When it comes to the events of saving grace which Scripture
records, so often we’re like those boring people who can only focus
on one thing—who only have one sort of food or one dish at a
buffet. We talk about sacrifice, or redemption, or substitution, or
1
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atonement, or love, or satisfaction, as if only one image were available, only one understanding were possible. Better, it seems, to be like
me at a buffet—and taste everything you possibly can: to feast on
God’s salvation in Jesus Christ. Why? Because the salvation achieved
in Jesus Christ, the richness of the events of his life, passion, and
resurrection, offers us a feast for our fallen humanity, which—when
it is explored in its depths—teaches us what it means to have the
deposit of salvation through the Holy Spirit today. There is a breadth
of imagery in the story of salvation, and we should feast on that
breadth. Scripture is not a textbook with a formula in it that reduces
everything to some great equation in the sky. Scripture is the record
of God’s saving grace through Jesus Christ—in anticipation in the
Old Testament and in recollection in the New.
As a systematic theologian, but most of all as a Christian preacher
and as a churchman, I can think of no topic that is more important
than the good news of Jesus Christ and of the loving and merciful
grace that is the divine origins and ends of his life, death, resurrection, ascension, and return, which is known to us in faith through
the self-giving of his Holy Spirit. But we so frequently confuse the
person of Jesus Christ and all Christ achieves with our understandings of how salvation took place. As Christians, we should never
forget that it is not our understanding of salvation which saves us
but the Savior himself. He is the good news. He is the one we are to
proclaim. He is our origin and our end, the Alpha and the Omega.
Salvation in Christ, Not in Models of Christ’s Atonement
Despite the magnitude of this most important message of all time,
so often within the church we have reduced the captivating, powerful, life-changing, history-shaping reality of the salvific work of
the God of the gospel to reductive, overly conceptualized, semi-
contractual, self-limiting models (interpretations and understandings) of the atonement. And we espouse our favorite of these as if
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there were only one, and—worse still—as if the model itself and not
Jesus Christ in his self-sacrificial life, death, resurrection, and ascension
is the basis of salvation.
What do I mean by this? I mean that when we try to explain and
describe the saving work of God, that work of description never
takes the place of the God who saves in Jesus Christ by the Spirit.
Our accounts of salvation are our best attempts at understanding
all that God has done for us. They offer us aids and assistance with
which to understand something of the breadth and plenitude of
the narrative of God’s salvation. But sometimes we have considered
these explanations, descriptions, and reflections (the models of the
atonement) and our knowledge of them salvific. We have failed to
see that they are not salvific; all they do is point to Christ, who is the
Savior. And at times we have used these models as a badge of our
Christianity (or our authentic kind of Christianity), claiming that
only we (and those who agree with us) have the right knowledge of
how salvation works, and therefore we alone are saved.
So we talk sometimes as if substitutionary atonement as a concept, or satisfaction as a model, or participation in Christ as a theological formula were the saving thing. But they are not. Salvation
comes from Jesus Christ himself in obedience to the Father’s saving
will and known to us through the Holy Spirit’s saving presence in
our lives. All that these reflections and models do is to try to understand that reality more deeply and to grasp components and aspects
of Scripture in what it tells us about our salvation. Furthermore,
when we place so much emphasis on the one model or understanding of salvation we like and look to, we limit the breadth of
the images and models of salvation God offers us in Scripture and
the capacity these have variously to capture our theological imaginations. And even then, with our focus on our preferred model, we
limit so often what we think the effects of salvation are—accounting
only for the activity of God in putting us right with Godself, not
considering the breadth of what God does, and failing to attend to
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the simultaneous restoration of our relationships on the horizontal
plane both within the church and within the world. And still, it
seems to me, we operate with our judgments about salvation as if
we were those who judge between the sheep and the goats, as if we
were able to see as God sees—to see the heart. We limit the breadth
of God’s salvific reach and its inherent surprises to those who are
like us, enacting that unholy puritanical judgmentalism that says,
“Only me and thee are saved, and I am not so sure about thee.” And
how we identify those who might be saved is through identifying a
response to faith similar to our own. Only those who have repented
in a certain way, or prayed the Jesus prayer, or are able to narrate the
exact moment of conversion, or can speak of the sacramental journey through baptism and confirmation—only those who accord to
our own mode of response to salvation—are those whom we see as
authentic beneficiaries of all that God has done in saving grace.
Now, before people get overly anxious about what on earth it is
that I am saying, let me be clear about what I am not saying. I am
not saying that interpretations and models of the atonement are
unhelpful or unnecessary. I am not saying there might not be some
understandings and models that more helpfully indicate the narrative of Scripture than do others, or that it might not be through
a particular one that we view the others. I am not saying that salvation does not concern the reconciliation of God and humanity in
the person and work of Jesus Christ (quite the contrary!). I am not
saying that faith in the gospel is unimportant or that a response to
God’s grace is not profoundly important. And I am most firmly not
saying that some unlovely principle of universality can be applied
in any kind of way that undermines the urgency of the gospel and
the reality of divine judgment.
What I am saying is this: salvation is only in Christ, only through
grace, only by faith (solus Christus, sola gratia, sola fidei, as the
Reformers would have it). We must put the person of Christ and
the grace of the God of the gospel and the beautiful breadth of
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Scripture’s account of this grace which we know in faith back at
the heart of our accounts of salvation. We do well to broaden our
minds to the vast horizons of salvation of that particular life, death,
resurrection, and ascension of Christ for creation. So, rather than
reducing our accounts of Christ’s salvific life and work to some essence captured in an overly formulized and one-dimensional model,
interpretation, understanding, or concept, in all our speech about
salvation we must point back to and describe the contours of the
saving life, work, and person of the Savior Jesus Christ, through
whom alone salvation comes. We need to be open to Scripture’s
richness and breadth. We need to put the Saving One right at the
heart of our accounts of salvation.
And this will interrupt us and wake us from our lazy and narrow
views of the God of the gospel. Indeed, any discussion of salvation
that we undertake should seek to proclaim the interruptive event of
God’s reconciling grace in Jesus Christ—an event that continues to
interrupt us, raise us from our comfort, even in the life of faith. At
the center of our understanding should be the Christ who is known
by the Spirit—the human life, death, and resurrection of the person
who is perfectly obedient to the Father and who, as the incarnate
God-human, mediates God’s grace perfectly to humanity. All too
often, our attempts at describing and understanding the concrete
drama of God’s reconciling grace fall prey to a mechanized overconceptualization, such that the human Jesus is eclipsed. The life and
humanity and narrative of Jesus known in the Gospels is subsumed
to some kind of conceptual framework. This understanding moves
beyond the level of description to the point where the understanding itself is considered to save. So, we are saved by substitutionary
atonement, or by the satisfaction of God’s honor, or by justification,
or by the victory of redemption. To this kind of understanding we
must say: No! We are saved by the God of salvation, the God of the
gospel, the God who is known to us supremely in Jesus Christ by the
Spirit. Jesus Christ is not the outworking of some understanding or
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model of salvation: Jesus Christ is our salvation! All that models or
interpretations can do is to point to him. He is not an illustration
of them; they are an illustration of him.
The focus on single models and understandings of salvation
with such heightened importance runs deeply contrary to classical, creedal Christianity. Technically speaking, there is no dogma
(no absolute, agreed theological statement by the church) of the
atonement as there is of the Trinity or of the person of Jesus Christ.
The ecumenical councils never settled—nor found it necessary to
consider—which model or understanding of the atonement was the
model or the understanding to which all Christians should adhere.
Instead, the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (of 381) narrates the
broad contours of the life of Jesus (the salvific events of his life) in
the context of the gracious incarnating of God’s Son in creation:
For us and for our salvation
he came down from heaven:
by the power of the Holy Spirit
he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary,
and was made man.
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;
he suffered death and was buried.
On the third day he rose again
		 in accordance with the Scriptures;
he ascended into heaven
		 and is seated at the right hand of the Father.
He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,
and his kingdom will have no end.1

The Council of Chalcedon (in 451) added greater reflection
on the dogma of Christ’s person: Jesus Christ is one person (Jesus
Christ) in two natures (God and human)—the hypostatic union of
God and humanity in the one person Jesus Christ. Chalcedon, like
the previous councils, also states that the Son of God’s becoming
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human is “for our salvation.” But it never enshrined a conceptual
model in relation to the work of salvation. What am I saying in
pointing to this? I am saying this: when we confuse the effect of the
saving events of Christ’s life, death, and resurrection with adherence
to a particular conceptual model, interpretation, or understanding
as a shibboleth that ensures our salvation, we not only part company
with classical, creedal Christianity; we eclipse Jesus himself, the acknowledgment of whose lordship and resurrection brings to us the
benefits of the reconciliation of creation which he brought about
through his incarnation, life, death, resurrection, and ascension. But
does this mean that interpretations and understandings of salvation
have no place? Does it mean we do not need to love God with our
minds when we meditate on God’s saving grace? Not at all.
So What Do Theologies of the Atonement Do?
The very best interpretations and understandings of the atonement
are those which effectively paraphrase the atoning life and work of
Christ, known to us in Scripture, and point us back to the biblical
text and its language and—crucially—to the interruptive encounter
with the one about whom that language is concerned. In short, the
very best accounts of salvation make plain through their focus on
Scripture that salvation comes only in and through Christ.
John Calvin’s great theological work, Institutes of the Christian
Religion, does just this. In book 2, paragraph 16, Calvin, with light
but profound conceptuality, follows through the narrative arc of
the creed, using this as the means to reflect on the biblical account
of the saving life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus. In
chapter 17, there is a more conceptual set of reflections around the
concept of substitutionary atonement and Christ as the price of
human redemption (see below), but again with a profound sense
of the testimony of Scripture to the saving life and acts of Jesus
Christ. Indeed, for all of the seemingly speculative and abstract
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nature of the discussion, even Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae
follows a similar pattern, structuring the reflections on the shape of
the creed and the gospel narrative of the death, resurrection, and
ascension of Christ (see III.46–59). These are two of the greatest,
most famous, most influential theologians ever to live, and they
realized this: theologies of salvation are at their best when they lead
us back to the Saving One. They are at their best not when they
are overmechanized and overconceptualized but when they follow
the pattern of the creed and the gospel—that is, the pattern of the
life of Jesus—and point to him. Beyond that, they help to accent
the various accounts and images of the life and work of Jesus in
Scripture.
We live today in an age in which it seems like two options are
available with regard to the broader public outside the church (and,
worryingly, sometimes within the church) in relation to the cross.
On the one hand, there is the sense in which we have inoculated
ourselves to the reality of the event of the cross. We have taken away
from it the scandalizing and shocking nature of the story (1 Cor.
1:23). We have turned the cross instead into an item of decorative
jewelry, or we have covered the cross with flowers as I have seen
repeatedly in churches of late (with no story of the narrative of
getting to that point). I am sure we have all heard stories of people
going into jewelry shops and asking for a cross, only to be presented
with one to which the shopper (who really wanted a crucifix and
not a cross) replies, “No, I didn’t want one like that. I wanted one
with a little man on it.” We have lost all sense of the story of the
crucifixion—of the costly reality of all that God has done for us.
But equally, on the other hand, we focus so much on the brutality of the cross that we psychologize the brutal and torturous
punishment. We do this to such a degree that we focus not on the
good news of salvation but on the pain of the event in a guilt-
inducing reflection which turns us away from saving grace and back
on ourselves, our sin, and our guilt. We see this in everything from
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certain medieval, mystical meditations on the blood of Christ to
nineteenth-century pietistic hymns and their focus on the blood.
In popular culture, Mel Gibson’s film The Passion of the Christ,
with its focus on the death of Christ without any context of his life,
achieved much the same effect. Although the realism of the gore
and blood did much to save the cross from its saccharine imagery,
the divorce of the death of Christ (in all its brutality) from his life
also fails to recognize the full depths of Christ’s crucifixion. Such
focus almost turns the death of Christ into an animal sacrifice:
the person, his morality, the relationships he had, and the life he
lived come to have little significance and are rent asunder from his
death. We divorce the events of the passion, crucifixion, death, and
resurrection of Christ from the full significance of the incarnation
of the Son of God and the perfect, sanctifying obedience of the life
of the human Jesus of Nazareth.
In short, both approaches to the cross eclipse Jesus Christ. They
make him either a nice man whose life we follow because it makes
us feel warm and fuzzy, some cultural-historical-social memory, a
bit like the piece of decorative art we hang around our necks, an
object of our guilt and sin; or a brutalized and tortured piece of
meat without any deep sense of the profound depths of who this
one who is crucified is. We need never to forget: this one who in
obedience died this horrific death is the Lord of all the universe
through whom all things were made (John 1:3) and is the incarnate,
eternal Son coequal to the Father.
This same propensity is also found in the degree to which we have
displaced the particularity of the person and the events of the atonement with particular conceptual interpretations, understandings, and
models. We have become so attached to particular conceptual understandings that we think that acknowledging the model or interpretation is the basis for receiving the effects of salvation—not that they
exist to point us back to the one in whom, when we acknowledge he
is Lord and have faith in his resurrection, we are saved. And crucially,
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we impoverish our sense of the profound depth and breadth of that
salvation when we overfocus on one type of imagery, one model,
one interpretation or understanding. The very kaleidoscopic range of
the biblical images of salvation on which these interpretations and
models are based offers us a glimpse into the breadth of God’s purposes and grace in salvation. But in themselves the images, models,
understandings, and concepts of salvation are insufficient corporately
(never mind individually) to capture the magnitude, breadth, and
intensity of God’s saving grace in Jesus Christ.
The Range of Images in Scripture
Any reflection on Scripture must rise to a sense of the breadth of
imagery of salvation. We need to try—as best as possible this side of
the heaven-and-earth divide—to capture something of all that God
has done for God’s creation in its fallenness. That Scripture does not
consistently use only one image of God’s reconciling, saving, and
redeeming grace in salvation is in itself significant for our reflections
on salvation. The breadth of biblical imagery cannot be reduced
to one single conceptual model, interpretation, or formula. Let us
look to some of these images to gain a sense of their overwhelming
variety and breadth.
Redemption
Chief among the images of salvation in Scripture is that of redemption. This is the term that is generally used to render the
Hebrew padah and ga’al (Pss. 74:2; 77:15). These are translated as
apolytrosis in the Greek of the Septuagint (the Greek translation
of the Hebrew Bible), and this is the term also used in the New
Testament. Redemption is most often associated with the idea of
purchase, of buying back; it is a term still used today in a pawnshop when the customer pawns a precious item to the owner of the
shop and can buy back the item for a redemption fee. The imagery
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associated with this understanding in the Bible is closely related to
the account of God’s saving work in the exodus: through the Passover, a costly act, the Hebrew people are redeemed from bondage
to a new status of freedom and liberation (e.g., Deut. 7:8; 9:26).
But how are we to understand this in terms of Christian salvation
today? Of course, there is the question of who or what it is that we
are purchased back from. Are we bought back from God’s wrath at
our sinfulness? Or from the very sin itself and the bondage it incurs?
Or from the personification of sin and the agency and rule of the
devil? All of these are possible or included in Scripture. And then
there is the question of how we are purchased. This is perhaps easier
to settle in Scripture: clearly there is a great cost which is paid—a
cost we know as we read the story of Christ’s passion. This is the
cost of all that God does for us on earth in God’s Son—everything
from the hurt of an illegitimate birth, to being outcast, to suffering
humiliation, to the cross and its torturous death. Related to this is
the question of who it is that redeems us. Here we would surely want
to say that God is the agent of our redemption supremely in God’s
own incarnate self-giving in Jesus Christ. But stopping at this point
does not go far enough. There remains the question, To what are we
redeemed? We are redeemed to a new status, to the status of adopted
children of God, or to the status of those who now belong not to
sin and death and the devil but to the God who has purchased us as
God’s own, to the status of an heir to the kingdom of heaven. Even
just redemption alone as an image uncovers a breadth of aspects to
God’s saving grace in our lives.
However, we cannot stop here. This breadth of images and understandings associated with the idea of redemption alone does not
fully capture the meaning to which the idea of redemption points.
Indeed, the Hebrew word ga’al has a resonance that we sometimes
miss. It involves undertaking the part of a kinsperson in saving: if we
are redeemed in this sense, we get out of trouble crucially through
the action of a member of our own family who, for example, pays
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off a debt. When used in regard to redemption in Christ, this word
indicates that Christ undertakes this action as a near kinsperson—as
one of us, as our brother, as the one who is human as well as divine,
as the one who takes our place, as the one who loves us as his own
family, his own people. In other words, redemption as an image
seeks to capture something of the incarnate Christ: it points back
to him in whom alone salvation takes place. It points to him who
is the Word who became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace
and truth.
Peace through a Savior and Mediator
Another aspect of the language of salvation is the very word salvation or peace—hoshia or shalom. We find this concept throughout
Scripture, especially in the book of Judges (e.g., 3:7–11). This peace,
this salvation, is the end of a cycle that is repeated throughout the
Hebrew Bible: Israel does wrong; God is angry; Israel is sold into the
hands of enemies; Israel cries out to the Lord; God raises a savior;
through the savior’s acts, Israel now has shalom (peace, prosperity,
salvation).
The agents of salvation, whether they be judges, kings, or prophets, serve as mediators between God and humanity. Moses himself,
indeed, mediates with God and says that if God is willing to forgive
Israel, Moses is prepared to be blotted out of God’s book (Exod.
32:31–34). He is prepared to be damned himself for the sake of the
Hebrew people he loves. Moses displays a two-directional mediatorial saving life: Godward in sympathy with God, and humanward in
sympathy with humans. There is an ascent on the part of the human:
Moses climbs up the mountain to meet with God. But there is also
a descent on the part of God: God descends to meet with Moses in
the cloud. Indeed, this idea of salvation through a mediator is at
the very heart of the Reformers’ advocacy of justification by grace
through faith in Paul’s theology. For all that this interpretation of
Paul is now highly disputed (not least in the reminder many scholars
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have given us to the focus on the significance of righteousness in
Paul), for the Reformers of the sixteenth century the mediating work
of God as God-human in the one person of Jesus Christ is at the
core of their accounts of salvation and what it means for Christ to
die for us. It is worthy of note that “for” is in general the rendering
of the word hyper in the Greek, and that hyper (even taking account
of the different Greek cases with which it is used) is almost as broad
in its meaning as the English word for. The exception to this form
of the phrase is in 1 Timothy, where the Greek term anti (which
means “instead of ”) is used.
But what does it mean to say that Jesus dies “for” (hyper) us?
Looking at the word hyper in context helps, and it also reveals the
breadth of meaning. So, for example, in Romans 5:8–10 Paul writes,
“But God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us. Much more surely then, now that we have
been justified by his blood, we will be saved through him from the
wrath of God. For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to
God through the death of his Son, much more surely, having been
reconciled, will we be saved by his life.” Thus, in verse 8 we are
told that Christ died “for us.” This is explained in verse 9 in more
forensic language: we are justified by his blood (with its potential
ideas of sacrifice) and saved from God’s wrath. In this way, there is
some sense of the “courtroom” context, which tends (in Protestant
soteriologies at least) to unfold in a declarative interpretation of
the saving event. But in verse 10 this imagery is augmented and
supplemented with a more personal account: we are reconciled to
God and now saved by life, which means the account is no longer
just forensic, since it is life (and seemingly our relationship to that
life) and not blood that saves.
Sacrifice
This idea of salvific mediation also gives rise to the idea of salvation through sacrifice. This is a theme not only in the redolent
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imagery in the Gospels, as they speak of Christ against the background of the temple, but also in Paul (Rom. 3:21–26; Gal. 3:13;
2 Cor. 5:21). Perhaps we see this language most powerfully in Romans 3:21–26:
But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested by the law and the prophets, the righteousness
of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there
is no distinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory
of God; they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the
redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a
sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through faith. He did
this to show his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he
had passed over the sins previously committed; it was to prove at
the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the
one who has faith in Jesus.

In this account there is a stacking up of imagery and themes and
concepts to help us understand what this sacrifice means. Even in
the account of Jesus’s death as a sacrifice, there is a compounding
of conceptual imagery to help explain this—image upon image,
symbol upon symbol, theme upon theme. Let’s look at these in turn.
First, we must consider the ideas of righteousness and justification.
These two English terms are used to translate a set of Greek words
sharing a single stem, which is indicative of the symbiotic relationality of these two concepts. In justification the sinner is made righ
teous, put right, approved. This idea, as the new perspective on Paul
(associated with scholars such as N. T. Wright and James Dunn)2
has made clear, finds its roots not primarily in classical Greek traditions of accounts of moral integrity but in the Old Testament, and
particularly its Greek translation in the Septuagint. The justifying
of the human (v. 24) is connected to God’s own righteousness (vv.
21, 22, and 25), as verse 26 makes explicit. Righteousness is, in other
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words, God’s saving activity—something that God does in God’s
covenantal grace.
Indeed, second, this conceptual centrality of grace focuses this
justifying activity of the righteous God back onto God, who is the
one who takes the initiative for salvation. The work of Christ is the
work of the whole Godhead (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), who
desires the salvation of the creation. Grace is the source of the salvation of humanity, and it is because God already loves humanity
that Christ comes. The source of salvation is the free gift of God
in God’s grace (God’s unmerited, absolute loving-kindness), made
effective in faith (vv. 24–25). Grace, we might say, is the root of
Christ’s saving work rather than just the fruit of Christ’s saving
work (cf. Rom. 5:8).
Third, sacrifice is explained in relation to redemption (discussed
above). But in this passage there is no idea of a price being paid by
anyone to anyone. What seems more the case is that, through the
life, death, and resurrection of Christ, God has rescued God’s people
in a way similar to God’s rescuing the Hebrews from slavery. It is
a costly thing for God to do in God’s mercy, but God does this in
Christ because God desires in love and grace to save and atone and
reconcile fallen humanity.
A similar issue arises, fourth, when we probe more into the idea
of the sacrifice of atonement (the Greek word hilastērion). This word
has tended to be translated either as “propitiation” or as “expiation.”
Propitiation entails the idea of the action that one undertakes to appease someone who is angry. When we translate the word hilastērion
this way, we give a translation that follows the meaning of the word
in classical Greek. In this account Jesus’s death appeases the divine
wrath through God’s own self-giving in the death of the incarnate
Christ. This view certainly takes the gravity of sin seriously. But the
great New Testament scholar C. H. Dodd argued in 1936 that it is
better to render hilastērion, when it is used in the Greek of the New
Testament and the Septuagint, as “expiation.”3 In this sense, the word
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tries to capture something of the impersonal setting right of wrong
since God cannot be seen to appease Godself. In the Septuagint,
God is almost always the subject of the action applied: God is the
one expiating. God puts wrongs right. The argument goes that ideas
of wrath and anger could presume a division in God’s person and
a failure for us to understand God as constant, faithful, and one;
and so it is better to translate the word hilastērion as “expiation.”
And yet, even these two options do not capture everything since
the word hilastērion is used in the Septuagint to refer to the mercy
seat—the lid of the ark of the covenant. Here, pointing back to the
incarnation, it is not only the case that Jesus’s blood is sprinkled, but
also the case that Jesus as the God-human (fully divine, fully human,
and one person) is the very place where the blood with its atoning
sacrifice is sprinkled. This, once again, is an attempt to capture the
reality that his person and work are inseparable.
Fifth, salvation through sacrifice is expressed in terms of God
showing God’s righteousness by passing over sins (v. 25). Here
again, righteousness is God’s saving activity. God saves by (dia)
passing over sins. What we see here is a positive statement in personal terms rather than an abstract notion of God fulfilling some
kind of divine law of justice: this is God’s saving activity now in the
forgiving of the sin of the people. There is covenantal language in
use here (recalling the Passover and God’s righteousness) which
now applies to all people who have faith and not just those who
are included in the covenant through the sign of circumcision (cf.
1 Cor. 5:7; 11:25–26).
Salvation from Sin
This final point leads us to reflect a little more on how salvation
is salvation from sin: Christ’s atoning work not only reconciles us as
creatures to God but reconciles us as fallen and sinful creatures. Again,
multiple images are used in discussing the overcoming of sin. Paul
speaks of Christ as the last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45; cf. Rom. 5:12–20).
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Christ reverses the sin that comes into the world through Adam, and
now—rather than belonging to sin—we belong to Christ. Alongside
this is a sense of freedom from bondage. Jewish thought contemporary with the writings of St. Paul spoke of evil angelic rulers as rulers
of nations. Paul adopts these ideas but applies them to structural
evil—the very way the world is. Apocalyptic theology (associated with
people such as my colleague Phil Ziegler)4 has returned our attention
to this. Rulers and principalities and powers are those things over
which as individuals we have no control and from which only Christ
can set us free. This involves not only Satan but also powers that are
bigger than any individual human and to which we are subject.
Paul also uses forensic language to describe Christ’s work of
setting us free from sin. This involves the wrath of God in response
to human sin (Rom. 1:18–31; 8:1–39) and the idea of propitiation
(discussed above). It is worth remembering that wrath is potentially not ultimately negative: wrath is not the opposite of love;
indifference is. A parent who loves her child does not let her do
just anything, and the parent’s anger is aimed at the betterment of
the child. Moreover, these accounts of divine wrath and judgment
are given because we are saved from them; they are not an ultimate
description of our condition but at best a penultimate description.
Again, this connects with our understanding of the word hilast ērion
and what it means to say that Christ died for (hyper) us. “For us”
might mean (as it does for Calvin) “in our place” by way of substitution, or it might mean “as our representative” or “by means of
identification.” Or it could be that all of these ideas are in operation.
For example, Christ substitutes for us in our place, and Christ is in
his resurrection the representative of what we might be: because
he is alive, so are we.
In Christ
A further way to conceptualize this work of salvation has to do
with the language of being in Christ (en Christō) in Pauline terms,
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or to dwell in Christ in more Johannine terms. Christians share in
or participate in or are united in or abide in the action and person of
Jesus by being “in Christ” (Rom. 6:1–14). A lot of ink has been
spilled on this language (not least from my own pen). Put simply,
the participatory language of being in Christ, sharing in his humanity, is a reminder that Jesus’s death is inseparable from his life:
it is his life, death, and resurrection as a whole that saves (cf. Phil. 2;
Rom. 5); it is in his body that we are brought to the Father. We share
in his humanity and become human in him. We find our life in
him.
So What Is the Point of All This?
Where does the overwhelming complexity of these pictures leave
us? In little more than a tangled mess, it might seem. But to stop
at this point is to fail both to love God with our minds (as we are
called to) in thinking about what this might mean and how this
might be interpreted today, and to understand Scripture as a living,
divine address to humanity through the Spirit. Although what has
been said already in this section may seem complex, it is only the
tip of the iceberg. The array of imagery in Scripture to explain the
breadth of God’s salvific purposes is best understood as a deep nexus
of roots from which the tree of life grows forth with all its branches
and leaves. Rather than assuming confusion or even contradiction,
we must try to understand the complementarity of the wide variety
of images expressing the magnitude of what God has done for us. It
is a little like looking at the Sistine Chapel. All the parts are beautiful
in themselves, and when we focus in on individual aspects, we find it
difficult to relate them to the whole. But were we to lie down on the
floor, look up, and gaze on the whole ceiling, we would see the nexus
of images and be overwhelmed by its complexity and beauty—not
trying to understand all its parts, as there is too much and that can
only happen when focusing in on one section or another, but instead
beholding its magnificence.
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Scripture, as we have seen, uses a variety of images in its description of salvation. Just within Paul’s letters, no single image dominates. Even within Scripture, therefore, reflections on the salvific
meaning of the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ
present themselves as just that—reflections on a reality. They are
in themselves already descriptions of the reality of salvation that
the earliest church believed it had received from Christ’s life and
death. Not even the Bible saves; the Bible proclaims the Saving One
and points us to him. When the writers of the New Testament were
inspired to write, they were in their own times already offering
interpretations and understandings of the events surrounding the
life and death of Jesus. In doing so, they depended not only on the
narrative of those events, which ultimately came from the apostles,
but also on the concrete reality of them—the reality of what they
meant for them in their own lives of faith.
In Scripture, the depth of the reality of who Christ is and what
Christ has done for us is captured with the piling of symbol upon
symbol, image upon image, picture upon picture, interpretation
upon interpretation, in a way that is meant to overwhelm us with
all that God has done for us. This breadth does not mean that we
necessarily have to see all of them in equal order: one image can
be used to interpret another, or as the lens through which we read
others; or certain images might be more helpful for certain people
at certain times, or help to make sense of the reality of what Christ
has done for certain cultures. But we can never claim that there is
just one image and stay true to the Word of God. The images are
manifold because the blessings of salvation are manifold.
The Breadth of Models or Interpretations of Salvation
It is this attempt at trying cohesively to hear and understand the
gospel and communicate it to people that motivates the activity
of arranging the scriptural material into models, understandings,
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