
7   THEORIES   of   the   ATONEMENT   SUMMARIZED   

by  Stephen  D.  Morrison   

The nature of the Atonement has been a study for me over the last few years. After having
my world turned upside by Dr. C. Baxter Kruger in his book, Jesus and the Undoing of
Adam, I have not been able to shake this fascination with rediscovering the cross of Jesus
Christ. Today I wanted to share seven of the major theories for the Atonement. These
theories attempt to explain the nature of Jesus’ death on the cross. Why did Jesus die?
What does this death mean for the world today? These theories are historically the most
dominant, and I hope you enjoy learning some of them today!

#1  The Moral Influence Theory

One of the earliest theories for the atonement is the Moral Influence theory, which simply
taught that Jesus Christ came and died in order to bring about a positive change to
humanity. This moral change comes through the teachings of Jesus alongside His example
and actions. The most notable name here is that of Augustine from the 4th century, whose
influence has almost single-handedly had the greatest impact upon Western Christianity.
He affirmed the Moral Influence theory as the main theory of the Atonement (alongside the
Ransom theory as well).

Within this theory the death of Christ is understood as a catalyst to reform society,
inspiring men and women to follow His example and live good moral lives of love. In this
theory the Holy Spirit comes to help Christians produce this moral change. Logically, in
this theory the Eschatological development too becomes about morality, where it is taught
that after death the human race will be judged by their conduct in life. This in turn creates
a strong emphasis on free will as the human response to follow Jesus’ example. Although
Augustine himself differs here in that he did not teach free will, but instead that human
beings are incapable of change themselves, and require God to radically alter their lives
sovereignly through the Holy Spirit.

This theory focuses on not just the death of Jesus Christ, but on His entire life. This sees
the saving work of Jesus not only in the event of the crucifixion, but also in all the words
He has spoken, and the example He has set. In this theory the cross is merely a ramification
of the moral life of Jesus. He is crucified as a martyr due to the radical nature of His moral
example. In this way the Moral Influence theory emphasizes Jesus Christ as our teacher,
our example, our founder and leader, and ultimately, as a result, our first martyr.



#2  The Ransom Theory

The Ransom Theory of the Atonement is one of the first major theories for the Atonement.
It is often held alongside the Moral Influence Theory, and usually deals more with the
actual death of Jesus Christ, what it actually means and the effect it has upon humanity.
This theory finds its roots in the Early Church, particularly in Origen from the 3   century.rd

This theory essentially teaches that Jesus Christ died as a ransom sacrifice, paid either to
Satan (the most dominate view), or to God the Father. Jesus’ death then acts as a payment
to satisfy the debt on the souls of the human race, the same debt we inherited from Adam’s
original sin.

The Ransom view could be summarized like this:

“Essentially, this theory claimed that Adam and Eve sold humanity over to the Devil at the
time of the Fall’ hence, justice required that God pay the Devil a ransom, for the Devil did
not realize that Christ could not be held in the bonds of death. Once the Devil accepted
Christ’s death as a ransom, this theory concluded, justice was satisfied and God was able to
free us from Satan’s grip.” 1

Redemption in this theory means to buy back, and purchase the human race from the
clutches of the Devil.  The main controversy here with this theory is the act of paying off
the Devil.  Some have written that this is not a fair statement to say that all Ransom
Theorists believe that the Devil is paid, but rather in this act of Ransom Christ frees
humanity from the bondage of sin and death.   In this way Ransom relates the Christus
Victor theory.  But it’s worth differentiating here because in one way these views are
similar, but in another way they are drastically different.

#3  Christus Victor

Classically, the Christus Victor theory of Atonement is widely considered to be the
dominant theory for most of the historical Christian Church.  In this theory, Jesus Christ
dies in order to defeat the powers of evil (such as sin, death, and the devil) in order to free
mankind from their bondage.  This is related to the Ransom view with the difference being
that there is no payment to the devil or to God.  Within the Christus Victor framework, the
cross did not pay off anyone, but defeated evil thereby setting the human race free.

Gustaf Aulen argued that this theory of the Atonement is the most consistently held theory
for church history, especially in the early church up until the 12th century before Anslem’s
satisfaction theory came along.  He writes that “the work of Christ is first and foremost a
victory over the powers which hold mankind in bondage: sin, death, and the devil.” 2   He
calls this theory the “classic” theory of the Atonement.  While some will say that Christus
Victor is compatible with other theories of the Atonement, others argue that it is not.
Though I have found that most theologians believe that Christus Victor is true, even if it is
not for them the primary theory of Christ’s death.  



#4  The Satisfaction Theory  (Anselm)

In the 12th century Anselm of of Canterbury proposed a satisfaction theory for the
Atonement. In this theory Jesus Christ’s death is understood as a death to satisfy the
justice of God. Satisfaction here means restitution, the mending of what was broken, and
the paying back of a debt. In this theory, Anselm emphasizes the justice of God, and claims
that sin is an injustice that must be balanced. Anselm’s satisfaction theory says essentially
that Jesus Christ died in order to pay back the injustice of human sin, and to satisfy the
justice of God.

This theory was developed in reaction to the historical dominance of the Ransom theory,
that God paid the devil with Christ’s death. Anselm saw that this theory was logically
flawed, because what does God owe satan? Therefore, in contrast with the Ransom theory,
Anselm taught that it is humanity who owes a debt to God, not God to satan. Our debt, in
this theory, is that of injustice. Our injustices have stolen from the justice of God and
therefore must be paid back. Satisfaction theory then postulates that Jesus Christ pays
pack God in His death on the cross to God. This is the first Atonement theory to bring up
the notion that God is acted upon by the Atonement (i.e. that Jesus satisfies God).

#5  The Penal Substitutionary Theory

Penal Substitutionary Atonement is a development of the Reformation. The Reformers,
Specifically Calvin and Luther, took Anselm’s Satisfaction theory and modified it slightly.
They added a more legal (or forensic) framework into this notion of the cross as
satisfaction. The result is that within Penal Substitution, Jesus Christ dies to satisfy God’s
wrath against human sin. Jesus is punished (penal) in the place of sinners (substitution) in
order to satisfy the justice of God and the legal demand of God to punish sin. In the light of
Jesus’ death God can now forgive the sinner because Jesus Christ has been punished in the
place of sinner, in this way meeting the retributive requirements of God’s justice. This legal
balancing of the ledgers is at the heart of this theory, which claims that Jesus died for legal
satisfaction. It’s also worth mentioning that in this theory the notion of inputed
righteousness is postulated.

This theory of the Atonement contrasts with Anselm’s Satisfaction Theory in that God is
not satisfied with a debt of justice being paid by Jesus, but that God is satisfied with
punishing Jesus in the place of mankind. The notion that the cross acts upon God,
conditioning Him to forgiveness, originates from Anslems theory, but here in Penal
Substitution the means are different. This theory of the Atonement is perhaps the most
dominant today, especially among the Reformed, and the evangelical.

#6   The Governmental Theory

The Governmental Theory of the Atonement is a slight variation upon the Penal
Substitutionary theory, which is notably held in Methodism. The main difference here is



the extent to which Christ suffered. In the Governmental Theory, Jesus Christ suffers the
punishment of our sin and propitiates God’s wrath. In this way it is similar to Penal
Substitution. However, in the Governmental Theory, Jesus Christ does not take the exact
punishment we deserve, He takes a punishment. Jesus dies on the cross therefore to
demonstrate the displeasure of God towards sin. He died to display God’s wrath against sin
and the high price which must be paid, but not to specifically satisfy that particular wrath.
The Governmental Theory also teaches that Jesus died only for the church, and if you by
faith are part of the church, you can take part in God’s salvation. The church then acts as
the sort of hiding place from God’s punishment. This view contrasts both the Penal and
Satisfaction models, but retains the fundamental belief that God cannot forgive if Jesus
does not die a propitiating death.

#7   The Scapegoat Theory

The Scapegoat Theory is a modern Atonement theory rooted in the philosophical concept
of the Scapegoat. Here the key figures Rene Girard and James Allison. Within this theory
of the Atonement Jesus Christ dies as the Scapegoat of humanity. This theory moves away
from the idea that Jesus died in order to act upon God (as in PSA, Satisfaction, or
Governmental), or as payment to the devil (as in Ransom). Scapegoating therefore is
considered to be a form of non-violent atonement, in that Jesus is not a sacrifice but a
victim. There are many Philosophical concepts that come up within this model, but in a
general sense we can say that Jesus Christ as the Scapegoat means the following. 1) Jesus is
killed by a violent crowd. 2) The violent crowd kills Him believing that He is guilty. 3) Jesus
is proven innocent, as the true Son of God. 4) The crowd is therefore deemed guilty.

James Allison summarizes the Scapegoating Theory like this, “Christianity is a priestly
religion which understands that it is God’s overcoming of our violence by substituting
himself for the victim of our typical sacrifices that opens up our being able to enjoy the
fullness of creation as if death were not.”

Conclusions

Each theory presented here is dense and complex, but I hope you can learn from the overall
focus of each. I personally believe that we need to move beyond some of these theories and
progress into a more robust theory of the atonement. But thankfully, at the end of the day
we aren’t saved by theories. We’re saved by Jesus! How that happens may be fun to
discuss and theorized about, but only in sight of the fact that it’s the who that matters far
more!

What do you think of all these theories? Does a certain one appeal to you more than the
rest? Let me know in a comment!

___________________________________________________________________________  



Recommended reading:  

The following books are some of the best studies on the atonement I know and recommend
for further reading:

Atonement, Justice, and Peace by Darrin W. Snyder Belousek (the best argument against
penal substitution I’ve read)

The Crucifixion  by Fleming Rutledge (excellent study on the cross for today’s world)

Christus Victor  by Gustaf Aulén (a classic study of traditional atonement models)

Atonement: Person and Work of Christ  by Thomas F. Torrance (great study by the
renowned 20th century theologian)

The Nature of the Atonement  by John McLeod Campbell (difficult reading, but historically
an important text)

On the Incarnation  by Athanasius (don’t let the title fool you: this is a profound text for
the atonement in the early church)

Curs Deus Homo: Why God Became Man  by Anselm  (classic for the “satisfaction”
atonement theory)

Against  Heresies  by Ireneaus (a great example of the atonement in the early church)

Things Hidden Since the Foundations of the World  by Rene Girard (for the scapegoat
theory)

The Crucified God  by Jürgen Moltmann (one of the best modern works on the atonement)

Church Dogmatics IV/1   by Karl Barth (another modern classic on the atonement, famous
for Barth’s notion of the “Judge judged in our place”)

The Nature of the Atonement: Four Views   (a decent collection of essays to give you a feel
for various atonement theories)

Jesus and the Undoing of Adam   by   Dr. C. Baxter Kruger

Notes:

1  Robin Collins, Understanding Atonement: A New and Orthodox Theory 1995 ?
2  Christus Victor P. 20 ?

        


