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Introduction

Why “problems”? What is most noticeable about the literature on atonement written in the last 150 years is the intense concern with problems that the authors (and presumably the readers) have with the traditional doctrines of atonement. The agenda is largely set by the widespread dismay regarding the received doctrines of atonement, for instance, such notions as these:

· God’s honor was damaged by human sin; 

· God demanded a bloody victim—innocent or guilty—to pay for human sin;

· God was persuaded to alter God’s verdict against humanity when the Son of God offered to endure humanity’s punishment;

· the death of the Son thus functioned as a pay‑off; salvation was purchased.

Most strategies for dealing with objections to these doctrines involve separating the objectionable from the biblical, either showing that the objectionable doctrines do not occur in the Bible, or that they do occur but are not objectionable when properly explained. An example of these options is seen in two approaches to the suggestion that God was somehow persuaded or bought-off. Moule says this is “a pernicious travesty of the gospel”;
 the event was not “a sacrifice offered to God,” but God’s own expenditure and (on Jesus’ side) “the offering of glad and affirmative obedience.”
 

However, another respected British scholar sees no travesty, but only an ordinary transaction, “parallel to the gift of flowers in human relationships.”
 Flowers, of course, are the standard offering of appeasement in the case of strained domestic relationships. Rather than reject the concept of appeasing God, this author attempts to make it inoffensive.

Another example is seen in two different stances on the doctrine of eternal damnation, that is, as a condition of eternal torment: Fudge says the doctrine is “unbiblical, unreasonable and unnecessary,”
 but Martin Luther finds it to be biblical, and all objections to be irrelevant: God does not care if God appears to be arbitrary and unfair to us.
 Each author purports to defend biblical doctrine. Fudge separates the objectionable from the biblical; Luther finds the same doctrine in the Bible but refuses to allow it to be objectionable. Human wisdom is incompetent to object to anything biblical. 

There is a certain problem in using the word “atonement” since ancient atonement ideas were connected with ceremonial cleansings of temple installations, while the English word “atonement” originated in the agreeable idea of at‑one‑ment: union. In the last hundred years there has been a growth industry in such books as At Onement: or, Reconciliation with God
; The Creative Work of Jesus
; The Sufferings and the Glory
; and The Glory of the Atonement
—books that emphasize reconciliation and downplay the cultic (sacrifice and scapegoat) background, thus making atonement more palatable.

This book is not like those other books; I will not be offering a new and acceptable doctrine of atonement. I will, instead, notice precisely those aspects of atonement that have troubled the interpreters of the last 150 years, and draw attention to the pattern of correction, rationalization, and spiritualization that has dominated both scholarly and confessional discourse on atonement. 

But, in fairness, I must also notice the fact that such rationalization takes place in all sacrificial traditions. A spiritualizing reinterpretation and metaphorical re‑defining of sacrifice takes place in all sacrificial cultures, for instance in India, where animal sacrifice has been replaced by rituals that internalize and represent sacrifice, and vegetarian priests still recite sacrificial texts. Thus, “problems with atonement” overlap with “problems with sacrifice.” The Christian notion of Christ as the final sacrifice who replaces all animal sacrifices, has some interesting parallels in the critique of, and substitution for, violent sacrificial rituals in Greek and Indian cultures, and I will briefly mention some details at appropriate places.

The Incarnation

It is helpful to examine certain key doctrines in Christian thought, and to understand how they relate to each other. Christianity inherits a number of its central doctrines from Judaism: monotheism, providence, a final judgment. But there is a central doctrine that is unique to Christianity: the Incarnation. Though it borrows features from various places, the doctrine of the Incarnation itself does not descend from any Jewish or Gentile source.

A cluster of important doctrines revolves around the idea of the Incarnation: 

· divinity: concepts of the divinity of Jesus and his genetic relationship to God; 

· approach: concepts of how God approaches humanity through the Son, and humanity approaches God through the Son; 

· suffering: ideas of how God shares in human suffering through the Son’s suffering;

· atonement: doctrines of the Son’s death on the cross as a sacrifice or other ritual action that restores the relationship with God and cleanses away human sin; many Christians’ understandings of the kindness of God are inextricably entwined with their notions of a special saving work accomplished by Christ on the cross. For many Christians, the significance of the Incarnation is that it ended in an atoning death, one that cleansed impurity, carried away sin, or purchased salvation.

The Incarnation cannot be interpreted without some concept of the divinity of Christ; otherwise, his taking on earthly flesh is no different from anyone else’s living an earth life. Those who teach that every person is as divine as Christ is (such as the Gnostic Gospel of Philip), lose sight of the Incarnation, and cannot really be called Christian. Incarnation must entail something about the unique divinity of Christ. Further, Incarnation always implies something about approach by God and to God, and always says something about suffering, but it does not always imply atonement, or at least not the full raft of atonement doctrines. Some of what people mean by “atonement” can be communicated by these prior categories (divinity, approach, suffering). 

Belief in the Incarnation does not make inevitable the acceptance of any particular formulation of atonement. I would assert that none of the most prominent atonement teachings (those of Gregory the Great, Anselm, Luther, and Calvin) are necessary doctrines, but the Incarnation is. Without the Incarnation, there is no Christianity. Atonement teachings are quite personal developments that become attached to the central insight—the Incarnation. Why does it matter that this one died? Because of who that person was and is: the uniquely divine Son. Some concept of the Incarnation precedes all their atonement doctrines, but does not supply the actual content of their atonement reasoning.

Gregory the Great says humans have sinned, so humans must offer a sacrifice, and only a human sacrifice would be sufficient.
 Anselm has human sin putting humanity into irretrievably large debt, that could only be paid by a perfectly divine human. Luther says sin caused complete alienation from God, that every individual deserves to be damned, even though he cannot help sinning, but that God decided to provide the means by which some might be saved. None of these ideas is derived from the Incarnation, though each one communicates some ideas about the Incarnation. None is essential to recognizing that God shares the suffering of humanity; that God, in Christ, drew very near to humanity; or that Christ endured the last full measure of painful human existence. Those incarnational ideas do not entail any notion of Christ as a ritual sacrificial victim, as making a payment to God, or as taking on humanity’s death sentence. These notions may be common, but they turn out not to be essential to Christianity, and every theologian seems to discard one or another of them. 

Nevertheless, the popular atonement ideas do have biblical roots, not only the individual images, but the blended ones, so it is necessary to examine the biblical roots of Christian atonement theologies.

Ritual Atonement Metaphors

Throughout the Ancient Near East, the notion of impurity (caused by both ritual and moral infractions) dominated public religious rituals. The impurity that corrupted the temples had to be cleansed, or the god would depart from the temple. In this regard, Israel’s temple religion does not differ from that of Assyria, Babylon, or Canaan. This impurity was cleansed through the sacrificial cult
 and through expulsion rituals like the scapegoat rite (see below). 

English atonement suggests reconciliation and making up for a misdeed, not necessarily implying cult, but we should not forget that biblical atonement terms originated within a cultic arena. The verbs that most commonly underlie “atone” in English Bibles, are the Hebrew kipper
 and the Greek hilaskomai or exilaskomai,
 each of which have three main usages, to signify: 1) appeasement; soothing someone’s anger; 2) economic satisfaction of a penalty; or 3) expiation, that is sacrificial cleansing.

The first and most important biblical source for Christian atonement doctrines is the letters of Paul the Apostle. Paul’s reasoning is by no means clear to modern interpreters. Even with good background work, we find Paul difficult because he blends metaphors from the cultic, economic, and political realms, so we need to examine the logic of each metaphor separately, and then see how he blends them.

Paul uses cultic and economic metaphors to picture how the death of Jesus accomplishes salvation, and social metaphors to describe the saving effects. Paul describes Christ as a purification sacrifice (peri hamartias,
 Rom 8:3); as the Paschal lamb (1 Cor 5:7); as a new covenant sacrifice (1 Cor 11:25); and as the place where sacrificial purification takes place (the hilastērion or mercy seat: the lid of the ark of the covenant, where the sacrificial blood is sprinkled on Yom Kippur; Rom 3:25
). 

By Paul’s time, the understanding and interpretation of cult was being spiritualized—removed from the arena of bloody cult practice and reinterpreted in moral or metaphorical ways—but the atonement concept still had this cultic basis, and this is quite evident in Paul’s usage.

He combines the ritual images with redemption, which is an economic notion; the Greek terms (apolytrōsis, agorazō, exagorazō) indicate a ransom payment for the release of captives, the purchase of slaves, or a slave’s own purchase (manumission) of his freedom. Words related to apolytrōsis are also used to speak of the biblical Exodus. In Rom 3:24, Paul speaks of “redemption” in Christ, and in the next verse of Christ as the place of atonement.
Paul also applies to Christ the image of a scapegoat, a more primitive practice (an “expulsion ritual”) in which an animal literally bears away sin. This seems to be indicated in Paul’s image of “Christ . . . becoming a curse for us” (Gal 3:13), of his being “made to be sin” (2 Cor 5:21). This is a reversal ritual,
 there is an exchange of status: the pure goat (here, Christ) takes on sin, and the impure community takes on the purity of the goat, which must then be driven out of the community. I often call this type of ritual a curse transmission ritual, especially when talking about Paul, since, in five of his metaphors, he focuses on the transfer of sin or curse, more than on the expulsion. The usual term for this kind of ritual, however, is expulsion ritual, and the scapegoat is but one example of this very widespread and ancient rite.

Expulsion ritual (very common in Greek societies) is fundamentally different from sacrifice. I will use Israel’s main expulsion ritual, the scapegoat, as an example. The sacrificial animal is pure; the scapegoat starts out as pure, but impurity or “transgressions” are poured upon it. The scapegoat is not an offering at all, but a sin-carrier, and once the sins or curse are transferred to it, it must be quickly driven out of the community. I list five fundamental contrasts: 

A sacrifice is pure, 
—is offered up 
—to Yahweh 
—in a careful and controlled manner 
—at the community’s central sanctuary.

The scapegoat is impure, 
—is not an offering or a gift, 
—is not given to Yahweh, 
—is ritually abused and mistreated,
 
—and is then driven out of the sacred precincts, out of the city, into the realm of Azazel (probably a wilderness demon). 

Expulsion is the opposite of sacrifice in many ways; a curse-bearer is the opposite of a precious gift. Sacrifice is more theological, focused on a relationship to a deity, communicated through obeisance and repentance, while the scapegoat is more magical, retaining primitive ideas about the literal manipulation of metaphysical reality. Most of these distinctions also hold for expulsion rituals in other cultures, but a deity is invoked in some Hittite rituals.
 The deity has little or nothing to do with the ritual in Israel, Greece, or Mesopotamia.

The logic of scapegoat is profoundly different than the logic of sacrifice, yet the two can be conflated by a spinner of metaphors such as Paul—and this may be happening in the mixed metaphor in Rom 8:3b: “sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and as a purification offering, he condemned sin in the flesh.”
 The condemned flesh summons up the image of the scapegoat, yet a specifically sacrificial term occurs in the verse, while the whole setting of condemnation is judicial. Three images are being conflated (sacrifice, scapegoat, lawcourt). Such conflation was considered rhetorically effective and clever in the ancient world.

After the saving death of Christ come the beneficial after‑effects for believers, and Paul prefers to use social metaphors to describe these effects: justification (acquittal), reconciliation, and adoption. “Reconciliation” uses a term (katallagey) that, in the Greek texts, usually refers to restoration of good relations between estranged spouses or diplomatic settlement between states.
 “Justification” uses dikaiosis and related words that signify “making just,” which can mean either a judicial just‑making, that is, acquittal, or a moral just‑making that actually transforms a person. Paul also speaks of believers being “adopted” as sons or heirs of Christ, using the legal term (huiothesia) for formal adoption, which really means designating a non‑relative to be an heir (Rom 8:15, 23).

The situation is further complicated by the possibility that Paul’s emphasis may be heroic rather than ritual, with Christ dying a “noble death” for his friends, which was a major theme in Hellenic, Hellenistic, and finally Jewish (Maccabean) literature.
 His many statements that Christ died “for us” or “for me” could be interpreted as sacrificial, as heroic, or both, since previous authors had already used cultic imagery to picture the effect of martyrs’ deaths. Often one metaphor will interpret another, as we will see in the chapter on Paul.

The Logic(s) of Atonement 

What does Paul’s cultic and redemptive imagery mean? Does it mean Jesus’ blood has purifying power, as did sacrificial blood in the Levitical cult? Does it mean the death was a kind of payment to God, as sacrifices were often understood to be? Or does it mean that he died as a substitute victim, a stand‑in for guilty humans? Was sacrifice a purification, a payment, a penal substitute, or did it symbolize inward moral change? The latter seems unlikely, since that is never once mentioned in Leviticus or Numbers. Is scapegoat the fundamental image, the notion of the physical deportation of sin, or perhaps scapegoat as blended with some metaphor that adds moral meaning to it? 

How did Paul really think of the death having a saving effect? Was it a ritual event, an effective martyrdom, or a trial with a last‑minute substitution? If one says “it was all of these,” then one leaves the logic of the transaction unexplained, for these operate by different sets of logic. Christian doctrines of atonement have in fact created a new logic, combining elements from each of these underlying metaphors. The understanding of individual Christians derives from the logical assumptions underlying one or another of these metaphors. The judicial one might be the most frequent (mankind condemned, but Jesus taking on the death sentence), but it rarely functions alone; usually it is linked with one or another of the other metaphors: the sacrificial one (he was offered in our place), the economic one (he paid the price, or penalty), or the martyrdom (he gave himself up in our place). It would be helpful to spell out the different assumptions upon which Christians base their diverse atonement ideas.

Paul did not initiate the sacrificial interpretation of the death of Christ,
 but he did formulate the version that has prevailed in Christian interpretation. In so doing, he took up and transmitted a primitive current in religious thinking, but spiritualized it with an emphasis on the heroic martyrdom of Jesus and the generosity of God. Paul emphasizes the outgoing love of God, but uses metaphors that imply that the death was a payment or offering to God. 

Paul’s chosen emphasis on God’s generosity stands in tension with what the metaphors imply. Paul argues that God is both just and merciful, but the metaphors imply a division in God’s nature between justice and mercy, a need to avert wrath, a need for salvation to be “bought with a price” (1 Cor 7:23). Thus, despite his extended arguments, Paul’s metaphors suggest that God is somehow manipulated, bought-off, appeased. Paul is a pragmatic preacher, and will use whatever metaphor conveys the image of Christ’s self‑surrender, resulting in a certain kind of transaction. The stress is on Christ’s (and God’s) generosity, but the metaphors hint at a payment-demanding or sacrifice-demanding God. Both ideas are often conveyed in the same passage. Through most of 2 Corinthians 5, the generosity of God is emphasized: in 5:19, “God was reconciling the world to himself” (decidedly not being reconciled or persuaded), yet salvation still required a ritual substitution, when God “made him to be sin who knew no sin” (v. 21). God extends forgiveness by and through this action of unloading sin onto Christ. Christ is the sacrificial gateway through which one must go in order to pass from alienation to reconciliation.

The cultic metaphors convey the idea that God chooses to recognize the crucifixion as an effective ritual and to respond to it. The crucifixion functions as the ritual act, the resurrection corresponds to God’s positive response, and reconciliation and justification correspond to the transformed or cleansed status that ritual participants receive. Whether in ritual or in ritual metaphor, what is done evokes a desired response from God. 

Some of the implications of the NT metaphors are unacceptable to many Christians, and have been either criticized or (more often) spiritualized—re‑defined in moral and philosophic categories—from the second century to the present day. For a hundred generations, Christians have criticized, rationalized, and spiritualized the previous generations’ formulations of atonement doctrine, and this process has never been more pronounced than it is today, where thinkers like Weaver, Winter, and Gunton try to offer a corrected understanding of atonement, but find it necessary to criticize prior formulations.

In any case, we need now to examine, at least briefly, the biblical basis of sacrifice, scapegoat, and redemption, before proceeding to look at Paul in more detail, at Paul’s successors, at some recent re‑shapings of atonement, at basic soteriology (teachings on salvation), and then at the central notion of the Incarnation. Only by learning as much as we can about the background of Paul’s atonement metaphors, and about the ways that his successors have adapted and added to his ideas, is the scholar or believer equipped to approach this explosive subject with sufficient knowledge and, possibly, with wisdom. It is certain that “without knowledge there is no wisdom” (Sir 3:25; verse 24 in NAB). Let us “gain in learning” (Prov 9:9).

Chapter 2: Paul’s Use of Cultic Imagery

Paul uses multiple metaphors and models to illustrate the meaning of the death of Christ: sacrificial sprinkling, sin‑bearing scapegoat, heroic martyrdom functioning as a redemption payment. Too many scholars attempt to force Paul to use only one soteriological metaphor or model: scapegoat (McLean
), martyrology (Sam Williams [at least, at the time he wrote his dissertation]
), participation in Christ (Sanders
). Stowers allows two models: martyrology and enfranchisement in Abraham’s family.
 

But this is a rigid understanding not just of Paul but of metaphorical language. All that is needed for a metaphor to be effective is one point of contact. There is “blood” in a sacrifice and in a political murder; this enables the murder of Jesus to be compared to sacrifice, and it allows the ritual’s theological implications to be imported into an interpretation of the murder. But that does not mean that other metaphors cannot be used. Paul is willing and able to use more than one metaphor—and usually in the same sentence! 

2.1 The Sacrificial Metaphor in Romans 3:25

In one of his most densely packed sentences, Paul combines redemption and sacrificial metaphors for the death of Jesus, with a judicial model for its beneficial after-effect: justification or making-right of believers. Unfortunately, the best scholarship on hilastērion is very recent and no published translation incorporates it, but NAB does a fairly decent job with the passage:

They are justified freely by his grace 

through the redemption (apolytrōsis) in Christ Jesus,
whom God set forth as an expiation (hilastērion), through faith,

by his blood, to prove his righteousness because of


the forgiveness of sins previously committed. Rom 3:24–25 NAB

Apolytrōsis refers to the ransoming of captives,
 the purchasing of slaves, and the manumitting of slaves (buying their freedom).
 In the LXX, some words related to this word are used to stress the fact of deliverance rather than the economic means of delivery.
 Nevertheless, the secular Greek meaning of apolytrōsis (payment) “should be retained.”
 

Paul links his economic metaphor with a sacrificial one. The Hebrew kapporet, Greek hilastērion, sometimes called the “mercy seat” in English, is the top-piece of the ark of the covenant
 located in the Holy of Holies (the innermost chamber in Moses’ tabernacle and in the Jerusalem temples). No one could enter this chamber but the high priest, and only on Yom Kippur. The hilastērion was made of gold, its upper part carved into the form of a pair of cherubim with wings stretching over the ark of the covenant (Exod 25:17–22; 1 Chr 28:18).

The hilastērion is the place where the impurity resulting from the sins of Israel is ritually cleansed once a year, on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. Blood is sprinkled on the mercy seat on this most important of holy days. So what Paul is saying is that God has put forward Christ as “mercy seat of faith” (hilastērion dia tēs pisteōs), not “an expiation” (NAB). Nor does does he say “sacrifice of atonement” (NRSV, NIV), or equate Jesus with the sacrificial victim (in this passage). A sacrificial animal may be called a hilasmos, as in 1 John 2:2, but it is never, in all of Greek and Jewish-Greek literature, called a hilastērion; rather, hilastērion designates the place of atonement,
 and is the word used throughout the LXX for the mercy seat (and also in Heb 9:5). The hilastērion is the place where an expiation (cleansing), a ritual sprinkling, occurs, but it is not itself the expiatory or sacrificial victim. Bailey’s dissertation proves this.

In Rom 3:25, then, we need first to recognize that Jesus is being metaphorically equated with the mercy seat. We can expand our interpretation if we have supporting data, but we must start there. Of course, the Yom Kippur purification offerings are the most important sacrificial rituals of the year. Because of this, and because of the mention of “blood,” it is understandable that scholars have over-interpreted the passage to make Jesus into the sacrificial victim, when actually Paul equates him with the mercy seat. But such over-interpretation blocks a fresh understanding of what Paul really said.

There is a soteriological formula at the end of the next chapter that has no cultic associations. Paul’s point in Romans 4 is the saving power of faith (4:13, 19–24). He insists that God reckoned Abraham to be just because of the latter’s faith, and before he was circumcised (4:9–12). Faith predates and outranks circumcision, then. Christians should practice faith, like Abraham did. Paul nails down the chapter with a soteriological formula: Jesus “was handed over to death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification” (4:25). The “for” prepositions have two different meanings here: he was killed for (because of) our sins, and was raised for (in order to bring about) our resurrection. Without a doubt, then, the death of Jesus has a saving significance, for Paul. It is like a new Yom Kippur ritual, and in other places will be compared to other rituals or events. In 4:25 there is no cultic metaphor, but the death was due to human sin, and was designed to bring about salvation. 

I think it likely that Paul is comparing the death of Christ to a covenant sacrifice in Gal 3:14, by which I do not mean the Mosaic covenant, but a common ancient ritual that accompanied a peace treaty between individuals or tribes.
 Paul is emphasizing the social effect (extension of the blessing to Gentiles), not the cultic pattern, but it is possible that the cultic pattern is present, although it is much more obvious in other passages in Paul.

2.2 Scapegoat and New Creation in 2 Corinthians 5:21

At the end of a passage that contains some of Paul’s most striking statements about God’s love and the apostle’s ministry of reconciliation, comes a vivid but peculiar soteriological statement:

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 2 Cor 5:21

This idea of a sinless one becoming sin, and a sinful community becoming righteousness, is a scapegoat metaphor.
 At the heart of the scapegoat ritual is an exchange of conditions: the pure goat takes on the community’s sin, and the community takes on the goat’s purity. This interchange is at the heart of Paul’s soteriology. It is a ritual exchange: the community’s ill is ritually transferred to the victim, and community well‑being is the result. Morna Hooker has highlighted the interesting term “interchange” to describe Paul’s soteriology,
 but she neglects to mention that this interchange has a cultic basis. Ignoring the cultic background of Paul’s metaphors is a spiritualizing strategy that enables some interesting, but ultimately unsatisfying, analysis. The enigmas in Paul’s teaching will irritate and haunt the reader who does not take a look at the rituals that were so important to the common people in Paul’s time and that provide the logic behind his metaphors. This one has the “strange mechanism of reversal”
 characteristic of expulsion rituals. Paul perpetuates and spiritualizes the logic of cult practice.

As was discussed in the previous chapter, the interchange and expulsion pattern also takes place in the Greek pharmakos ritual, where human scapegoats are selected; consecrated; have disease, sin, or curse transferred onto them; and are banished. It is likely that this rite had become rare by Paul’s time, but it had been so memorialized in literature and tradition that it was a readily recognizable image.

What happens in 2 Cor 5:21 is like what happens in a reversal ritual, not like what happens in a law court. This passage does not describe “justification” but change of status, a new “becoming.” Christ becomes sin, and people become the righteousness of God—a stunning reversal that has nothing to do with acquittal, but everything to do with what happens when an animal or a person “becomes” sin, and is banished by the community. Nor does a sacrificial victim undergo such a shameful be‑sinning; it remains pure and can be brought into the Lord’s presence. It is the expulsion victim that becomes impure after a sin-transfer, and must be harshly and hastily banished. 

The difference between sacrifice and scapegoat is not spelled out by Paul, whose interest is not scholarly, but soteriological. For him, both sacrifice and scapegoat (as well as redemption payment) are useful as metaphors for describing Christ securing salvation on the cross. Paul blends and commingles his different metaphors, picturing Christ as the antitype, the fulfillment, of everything that people believed about purification rituals, redemption purchase, and sin-banishment, with the end result, for believers, not only of acquittal in the divine court, but the receipt of Godly character, becoming righteousness! Paul blends Level Four and Level Six Spiritualization: metaphorical redefinition of cultic concepts, and a moral and spiritual transformation of persons.

Paul appropriates the notion of cultic exchange, then fills it with spiritual content. This is probably Paul’s most effective transformation metaphor, especially if read in its context, as the culmination of a discussion of “groaning” while living in a physical body, yearning for the heavenly one (2 Cor 5:2–4), anticipating judgment day yet eager to proclaim the love of Christ (5:10–14), who died for all (v. 15), offering new creation, reconciliation (vv. 17–19), and undergoing a reversal ritual so that people can become the righteousness of God (v. 21). 

The perceptive reader understood that Paul was describing the death of Christ in terms of cult. “Trespasses” are “not counted against” people (5:19) because they have been imposed on a ritual victim. One must recognize one’s own death in that death: “one has died for all; therefore all have died” (2 Cor 5:14). Or perhaps it is recognizing a debt: we owed a debt; someone paid it for us; now we owe that person. Restated, with the cultic aspect inserted, we get this: salvation required a victim; Christ became the victim so that people might live; people now must live “for him who died and was raised for them” (v. 15). Notice how the debt and the cultic solution are assumed at the beginning. Salvation, apparently, could not be gained any other way. Paul speaks of God’s kindness and eagerness to save, yet the means of salvation had to involve some kind of exchange, either cultic (sacrificial or scapegoat) or economic (redemption payment). Paul’s arguments are not consistent with his metaphors; his arguments always defend the generosity and free will of God, but his metaphors imply that a transactional payment or ritual was necessary. There is a contradiction between a free gift and a necessary payment, but neither Paul nor most theologians have been willing to acknowledge that there is a contradiction here. 

God makes us righteous by carrying out an expulsion ritual on the Messiah. Apparently, God’s generosity could only be manifested through a ritual pattern; even God could not do it without following the necessary procedure. Assumptions about what God “could not do” lurk in the background of all atonement theories: God could not forgive unless God’s offended honor were vindicated (Anselm), unless a sufficiently valuable and pure sacrifice were offered (Gregory the Great). Those authors will be covered in the next chapter, but Paul also has his assumptions. He seems to assume that some cultic pattern, like the scapegoat mechanism, was already in existence when God resolved to save. This perpetuates the notion that ritual patterns are themselves divine, or emanate from the divine level. And it guarantees that ancient beliefs will reappear within the new belief. Sacrificial soteriology is spiritualized ritual rectification, appealing to people raised in cultic religions and experiencing distress about their spiritual status.

2.3 The Currency of the Curse in Galatians 3:13

2.3.1 Redemption and Curse

In Gal 3:13 (“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us”), redemption and curse-transmission are blended. First, salvation is pictured as a ransom payment or a manumission payment, indicated by exagorazō (“redeem”). Elsewhere, he uses the unprefixed version of this verb, agorazō to tell believers, “you were bought with a price” (1 Cor 6:20 and 7:23). These verbs, meaning “to buy,”
 are often used to refer to the purchase of slaves.
 Paul is saying that Christ’s death “paid for” the captives of law, the slaves of sin, and that Christ took over their ownership. The image of costly payment is important to Paul. Some scholars argue that the notion of “buying” a people only summons up one image: Yahweh “obtaining” Israel by rescuing them from Egypt, but this argument (at least if rigidly argued) is weak, because the Septuagint does not use (ex)agorazō to describe that action.
 If Paul wanted to make an Exodus reference clear, he would have done better to choose from the “ransoming” verbs, lytroō and its related verbs. Instead, he seems deliberately to be heightening the metaphor of purchasing, with his choice of agorazō verbs, with marketplace connotations. It is entirely possible that Paul uses a general purpose “purchase” verb so that Gentiles in his audience can hear a slave-freeing metaphor, while Jews can perceive the image of God obtaining a people.

Paul links up his economic metaphor with a scapegoat image. Becoming a curse is an “emphatic”
 or “metonymic”
 way to speak of being cursed or bearing a curse, a literary way of saying the curse is transmitted to the victim. Curse-transmission is one of the key moments in expulsion rituals, and seems to be Paul’s particular focus in Gal 3:13 and 2 Cor 5:21. The biblical scapegoat also is described as accursed in early Christian teaching
 and in Jewish sources.
 Sacrifices do not become accursed.

Observe how thoroughly Paul blends the economic and scapegoat metaphors in Gal 3:13. He makes the cultic act the currency that pays the ransom: Christ redeems by becoming a curse. The scapegoat exchange somehow pays the ransom. The judicial element is also present, since condemnation is entailed in Gal 3:10 (the result of disobedience), and justification is the question in 3:11. However, the climactic moment concerns not Christ’s judicial status, but his ritual status (becoming a curse). He takes on a negative ritual condition so that humanity can take on a positive judicial and social condition (acquitted and freed).

So the threefold metaphor in Gal 3:10–13 is this: Christ takes away our curse by becoming a scapegoat, purchases the freedom of the captives of sin, and secures a favorable judicial result for human plaintiffs in the divine court. His death bore away sin, paid a redemption price, and sprung the accused. Paul is deliberately blending these metaphors, so that sin riddance (originally ritual) may take on judicial and social meaning. The cultic metaphor conveys solemnity and holiness; the redemption metaphor communicates costliness; the judicial image is hardly a metaphor, since Paul knows there will be a Judgment Day, with acquittals and convictions. But the others may not be metaphors either, in Paul’s mind, if Christ is the final sacrifice, the full redemption, that all previous transactions only anticipated.

But salvation is not cost-free for the believer, who must be willing to “suffer with him” (Rom 8:17). Co-suffering and even co-death (at least a symbolic death) are necessary parts of being connected to the Messiah who suffers. Being “united with him in a death like his” (Rom 6:5) refers mainly to “dying” to one’s selfish desires. Whoever recognizes the Messiahship
 of Jesus and the significance of his death, becomes attached to the Messiah, takes on his righteous character, and will be raised from the dead, as he was—and as Abraham was, too: Abraham was able to become a father, even though his old body “was as good as dead” (Rom 4:19). Salvation always takes this pattern of dying and being raised from the dead. But it all emanates from that first resurrection—the Messiah’s. Christ’s death and resurrection achieves a redemption that no one else’s has to achieve.

2.3.2 Covenants and Curses

Some scholars wish to place the curse of Gal 3:13 firmly within the framework of Deuteronomistic theology.
 Indeed, Paul quotes Deut 27:26 and 21:23 (as well as Lev 18:5) in Gal 3:10–13. The curse referred to twice in Gal 3:10 is the curse invoked against covenant breakers in Deuteronomy. But the third occurrence, in Gal 3:13, is not from Deuteronomy, which make no provision for any entity rescuing someone else from a curse. The whole community can rescue itself if it repents (Deut 30:1–5), but the curse is not removed by someone else. Only in Levitical cult is there such a sudden transfer of the community’s curse to a curse-bearer, such a magical reversal of conditions between the community and a victim. We cannot ask Paul to stick to a Deuteronomistic mind-set, when he prefers blending that with the Levitical and prophetic mind-sets, and even with the Hellenistic universalizing instinct. The “curse of the law” in Gal 3:13 blends the Deuteronomic threat-curse with the Levitical curse that can be carried away; the solution is Levitical, a ritual rescue, not a repentance of the nation.

Deuteronomy simply is not sufficient to explain the imagery of Galatians 3 or any other soteriological formula in Paul. Paul’s mission is inclusion of the Gentiles. The Deuteronomic covenant is a covenant with Israelites, for Israelites, and against Israelites (when they break it); it has nothing to do with Gentiles. Paul’s covenant has everything to do with Gentiles: the purpose of Christ’s deed is “in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles” (Gal 3:14), while in Deuteronomy, the purpose of obedience is so that “the Lord will drive out all these nations before you” (11:23). Paul will quote Deuteronomy, but never to promote Deuteronomy’s nationalistic theology.

For Paul, Jesus is the Jewish Messiah, but he is also the World Messiah; he “died for all” (2 Cor 5:15; cf. Rom 5:18–19; 8:32), and it is through him, and through his message of “faith,” that God’s favor is universalized:

Before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would be revealed. . . . In Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. . . . There is no longer Jew or Greek. Gal 3:23, 26, 28

Therefore, it is not likely that Gal 3:13 is talking only about Jews being delivered from the law; he is also saying that Gentiles are delivered from the danger of becoming subject to the Jewish law. 

God has set about to fulfill the promise to Abraham (Gen 12:3: “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”), which Paul understands as a promise to “justify the Gentiles by faith” (Gal 3:8). The “inheritance” comes from that promise to Abraham, not from the later covenant with Moses (3:17–18). The test for membership in Abraham’s family is not Israelite ancestry, but belief in the Messiah: “Those who believe are the descendants of Abraham ” (3:7). 

Paul reinterprets the sperma (“seed,” that is, offspring) promised to Abraham, traditionally understood to mean numerous descendants, as a singular descendant, the Messiah (Gal 3:16). Everything is keyed on the Messiah. Faith in the Messiah was always the key to receiving the promise (3:22), though this was obscured for a period, when the law acted as a disciplinarian (3:23–25). But now faith has come, and can turn all races and genders and classes into children of God (3:26–28). It is the Messiah who enfolds the Gentile believers into Abraham’s true lineage: “if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring” (3:29). 

I have said that Paul appropriates and spiritualizes Levitical cultic imagery. To some degree, he also spiritualizes the covenant of Deuteronomy, although for a different reason. Leviticus is a mine for soteriological imagery; Deuteronomy seems to provide some ideas for ecclesiology. Paul’s warnings about irreverent behavior surrounding the Eucharist sound like the “blessing or curse” option placed before the Israelites in Deuteronomy, even including a threat of divine violence (1 Cor 11:27–32). It is likely that Paul’s cultic ideas have a sociological parallel, that his notions of God responding to cult are parallel to his notions about salvation communicated through the rites of Eucharist and baptism, carried out in a social setting, with certain leaders conducting the ritual. But it would require another book to examine the connections between theology and church structure.

2.4 The Body of Sin in Romans 6 to 8

For Paul, salvation definitely means being saved from something: from sin, which is a demonic power that enslaves people (Rom 7:25), “deceives” and “kills” them (Rom 7:11). In fact, nothing good dwells in Paul’s flesh (Rom 7:18); although he wants to do good, Paul is controlled by the sin within his body (7:19–20).

How is it that sin has so much power? It appears that sin pulled off a masterful trick: “Sinful passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to bear fruit for death” (Rom 7:5). Sin “seiz[ed] an opportunity in the commandment” (7:11)—most likely the commandment to be fruitful and multiply
—which let loose sexual desire, “working death in me through what was good” (7:13). “Those who are in the flesh cannot please God” (8:8). Paul’s ascetic thinking and celibate practice, then, are inseparable from his soteriology, which is expressed in terms of being rescued from,

the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?. . . . I am a slave to the law of sin. Rom 7:23–25

He had given an answer a few sentences earlier: “you have died to the law through the body of Christ” (7:4). It is Christ’s body, then, that rescues Paul and others from their sin-infected bodies. This rescue through a victimized body certainly looks like the scapegoat pattern. In Romans 6–8, bodies are controlled by the demonic power of sin (6:6, 12; 7:23; 8:10), but they are rescued through Christ’s body (7:4; 8:3). The horror of being possessed and controlled by sin in one’s own members, is relieved by a grand expulsion that also judges sin:

For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending His own Son in the likeness
 of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin,
 He condemned sin in the flesh. Rom 8:3 NASB

Three principle metaphors are blended here: the judicial notion of condemnation (katakrinō), the technical term for the purification sacrifice (peri hamartias), and an implied scapegoat image (projecting all sin onto one body). Is sin convicted in court, is it cleansed by a sacrifice, or is it carried away by some flesh-creature? In this verse, it is done by all three! The “condemned flesh” is a judicialized scapegoat “for sin” (the literal meaning of peri hamartias).
Scapegoat logic seems also to underlie Rom 6:6: “our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to sin.” Sin has been unloaded onto Christ’s body, and is destroyed when Christ’s body dies. He is blending the images of a sin-bearing scapegoat, a slain sacrificial animal, and a condemned sinner.

The believer must exercise some imagination to understand Paul’s principle that the believer’s own body of sin was crucified with Christ. Further, the believer must “put to death the deeds of the body” (8:13), which is surely some kind of ascetic instruction, although Paul (just as clearly) did not require celibacy for married persons (1 Cor 7:1–16). At the very least, it means a renunciation of sensualism. One’s public acceptance of Paul’s Gospel must have involved some kind of symbolic repudiation of the “old body of sin,” perhaps embodied in the baptismal liturgy. Paul may not always have had to be very specific in his ascetic instructions; if people accepted that “the body is dead because of sin” (Rom 8:10) and that they must “crucif[y] the flesh with its passions” (Gal 5:24), they would take steps to repudiate their favorite sins. This difficult challenge is possible because one is a participant in Christ; one is really plugged into the Messiah, and can replicate the deeds of the one who was able to fully reject sin’s appeal.

Salvation involves a symbolic death for the believer: “we have been united with him in a death like his” (Rom 6:5). Since Christ died to sin, and “we have died with Christ” (Rom 6:8), we can recognize that our old “body of sin [was] destroyed” (6:6); people can cease to “set their minds on the things of the flesh . . . [which] is death” (8:5–6). 

Thus are Paul’s asceticism and his soteriology inseparable; one informs the other. Both belief and action are involved in experiencing salvation in a Pauline church. Simply describing this as “salvation by faith” is too abstract; it does not account for the life changes that would accompany membership in these communities. 

The soteriology in Rom 8:3 is surrounded by an intense flesh-Spirit dualism in chapters 5–6 and in 8:5–9. The exchange in Rom 8:3, like that in 2 Cor 5:21 and Gal 3:13, is pictured with a cultic metaphor. Christ is made a ritual victim, and then is vindicated. Christians are then enabled to fulfill “the just commandment of the law” (Rom 8:4). Then the Spirit who raised the Messiah will raise the Messiah’s believer (Rom 8:11). Following the Messiah is how one follows God, and in the believer’s personal experience, this means following the Spirit. It is “by the Spirit” that people put to death the fleshly body, and by Spirit-leading that they become “children of God” (vv. 13–14). Elsewhere, Paul says that recognition of who the Messiah is makes one a child of God (Gal 3:26). Christ is simultaneously the final scapegoat, the price of redemption, the long-promised Messiah, the reason for God’s fostering of Abraham’s descendants, and the leader who teaches the children to live by God’s Spirit. All these themes are crucial for Paul; none can be dropped out. Some readers evidently threw up their hands and said “there are some things in them [his letters] hard to understand” (2 Pet 3:16).

2.5 Summary of Paul’s Expulsion Imagery

To the two passages (2 Cor 5:21 and Gal 3:13) that almost certainly use the scapegoat image for the death of Christ, can be added three Romans passages (6:6; 7:4; 8:3) where there is a strong likelihood of expulsive imagery. The sin‑bearing Son, the curse‑carrying Christ, whose “body” acts as ritual victim, is one of Paul’s central images, probably more prominent than the sacrificial imagery (but unfortunately not distinguished from sacrifice by many American and British scholars). In 1 Corinthians, he uses the pharmakos terms perikatharmata and peripsēma to describe the role of an apostle (4:13), and advises believers to “clean out the old leaven” (5:7)—to banish a sexual sinner. Expulsion is particularly suggestive to this apostle who is so sensitive to the presence of corruption in himself and in the world. Paul has a bluntly effective metaphor at hand in the scapegoat image. The sinful community changed places with Christ, and he, by dying, banished sin. To this are added vindication and resurrection, and more content can be added through the image of the heroic martyr (see next section).

The scapegoat image remained vivid and effective in the minds of subsequent Christians. The Epistle of Barnabas
 and Tertullian
 identify Christ with the accursed scapegoat, Justin Martyr says Christ was the Accursed One,
 while the Didache either refers to being “saved by the Curse”
 or to being “saved by the accursed it/him/herself.”
 

We have found that Paul utilizes several cultic metaphors to describe the effect of the Messiah’s death: scapegoat (several times), the Passover lamb (1 Cor 5:7), the “place of atonement” cleansed during Yom Kippur (Rom 3:25), and possibly the covenant sacrifice that makes peace between tribes (Gal 3:14). He is not looking to harmonize these metaphors, but to encapsulate the significance of the death. However, it must be noticed that in each of these cases it has a ritual significance. Salvation results from a cultic act. 

If we add the redemption and acquittal metaphors to the cultic ones, we see that four different kinds of transactions are conflated (combined) by Paul to describe the saving effect of the death of the Messiah:

· sacrificial: salvation as a ritual cleansing resulting from the ceremonial devotion and killing of a victim;

· scapegoat: salvation as the ritual sending-away of sin;

· judicial: salvation as a writ of acquittal in the divine court;

· economic: salvation as a purchasing of the freedom of captives or slaves.

Paul intertwines these images so thoroughly that Christians have ever since understood scapegoat as having judicial implications which it did not have in its original setting; have understood redemption as carrying sacrificial or scapegoat implications; have understood sacrifice as carrying weight on the day of final judgment. Christian discourse has so blended these ritual and ransoming images that they have long since ceased to be distinguished by most readers of the Bible. But we need to recognize what his original hearers undoubtedly knew, that he was blending different metaphors. We can then ask what the blending communicates. I think one thing is supersession, although this term is embarrassing to those who want to convince their Jewish friends that Christianity does not claim to supersede Judaism.

Paul’s metaphors do imply that the old Yom Kippur and Passover have now been superseded. He implies that God works through cultic means, yet this cultic act supersedes the earlier ones. Christ is the end of the law (Rom 10:4), fulfilling the law and its rituals. He is the real scapegoat that the old scapegoat prefigured; he is the real hilastērion. 

Christ now accomplishes what the cult was formerly thought to accomplish. Paul’s innovations succeed because he gives a convincing spiritualized explanation of the “real” meaning of established religious symbols. Typology retains the connection with an old tradition, while moving forward into new territory, mentally, spiritually, socially.

2.6 Hellenistic and “Noble Death” Motifs

To make the picture complete, we must observe also Paul’s usage of Hellenistic philosophic concepts. Of course, Paul builds upon OT backgrounds and Messianic hopes, but he also uses the teaching techniques of Hellenistic philosophers.
 He treats the fellowships he founded as assemblies of his spiritual students, in need of direction and nurture, recalling the attitude of Stoic,
 Epicurean,
 and Cynic
 teachers. Paul writes in the letter genre, as the Cynics did. Paul’s impatience with religious zeal concerning food bears “an unmistakable affinity to the Cynic view that food as such is religiously indifferent,”
 and his sayings about being slaves of sin bring to mind such Cynic sayings as, “evil alone makes one a slave; virtue alone frees . . . . You yourselves are slaves on account of your desire.”
 

Of course, the Jewish backgrounds are crucial, but Gentile backgrounds are also important when studying the “apostle to the Gentiles” (Rom 11:13), who was often understand by others in terms of Hellenistic philosophy.
 Paul’s familiarity with different belief systems is broad, and he makes effective reference to meanings recognizable by different groups. Paul cannot be comprehended unless his dual audience (Gentile and Jewish) is kept in mind.

Paul’s idea of Christ dying for others recalls a major theme of Classical and Hellenistic literature called the “noble death” or “effective death.” The glorification of self‑sacrificing heroes communicates values of civic loyalty, heroism, and piety. Even as far back as Pindar, dying for the Greek fatherland is called a “holy sacrifice.”
 But the idea receives its classic formulation at the hands of the great tragedians, Sophocles and Euripides. In Sophocles, heroes die for their friends, their city, or (in Antigone) for a religious principle. 

Self sacrifice is a frequent theme in Euripides’ plays.
 These noble deaths are described with great dramatic force. The chorus in Euripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis declares: “She goes to stain with the drops of flowing blood the altar of the divine goddess and her own throat, her body’s lovely throat.”
 Iphigenia dies for Greece: “I give my body to Hellas. Sacrifice me . . . . Lead me to the altar to sacrifice.”
 Sometimes self sacrifice is purely metaphorical, sometimes it is given a ritual setting, as happens with Iphigenia.
 

In Plato, ethical and political principle motivates the noble death of Socrates—it is out of loyalty to the laws of the city.
 He will not be secreted out of jail because that would circumvent the laws of the city.

The language of “dying for” one’s people or one’s cause became familiar to the ears of everyone in the Hellenistic world, being a respected literary and philosophical concept. The rhetoric of noble death enters into Hellenistic civic cults, courtroom arguments,
 funerary speeches,
 and pep talks by soldiers.
 Among the Romans especially, it becomes a central theme in military and political rhetoric. Roman soldiers could devote themselves to the gods of the underworld when they knew they were going to die in battle.

This theme (which we nowadays call “martyrdom”) is adopted by the Jews when they are faced with the necessity of dying for the Torah, during the repression of the Seleucid dictator, Antiochus Epiphanes IV, who seeks to destroy Jewish religious practice in the second century b.c.e. Second Maccabees and Fourth Maccabees
 lionize some martyrs who give their lives for the Torah at this time, saying that their deaths vindicate the whole Jewish people (4 Macc. 17:10).
 Martyr-deaths have vicarious saving power.

In 4 Macc. 6:29, the martyr Eleazar prays “make my blood their purification (katharsion), and take my life in exchange (antipsychon
) for theirs.” This notion of “blood” accomplishing purification and a successful substitutionary exchange, is a sacrificial idea. The same three concepts occur in 4 Macc. 17:21–22: the land is purified, and the martyrs are, “as it were, a ransom (antipsychon) for the sin of our nation. And through the blood of these devout ones and their atoning [hilastēriou] death,”
 Israel is saved. This passage has often been compared to Romans 3’s death as redemption and place of atonement.
 In both Romans and Fourth Maccabees, the “blood” of martyrs accomplishes purification and atonement (with a hilastēr-word).

We are reading Hellenistic martyrdom language when we read, in Paul, of Christ dying “for us” or for “weak believers” (Rom 5:8; 1 Thess 5:10; 1 Cor 8:11). It is a small alteration to speak of dying “for our sins” (1 Cor 15:3; Rom 4:25; Gal 1:4). While focused on universal rather than national salvation, these passages do echo the “noble death” theme in Greek and Maccabean literature. Martyr-related themes in Paul include vicarious effect (the death rescues others); grateful recognition of such rescue; the martyr taking on the community’s sin or curse; and shame that one’s sin made such a sacrifice necessary (2 Cor 5:15; Gal 1:4). Of course, Paul’s martyrology affirms a certain ideological identity, but not a racial or cultural one. Lacking a genetic identity, Christians were an anomaly in the ancient world.

2.7 Cultic and Social Metaphors

Some scholars downplay or ignore Paul’s language of Christ as curse, as paschal lamb, as redeemer, in order to heighten the Hellenistic/Maccabean theme of noble death.
 I find that Paul uses many metaphors as well as the martyr motif, and even uses one metaphor to interpret another. The metaphors interpenetrate, yet they can be discerned as discrete building blocks that are differently combined in different passages. Paul has not invested everything in any one metaphor, but he has invested everything in the range of metaphors, explaining the death of Christ as a saving event that accomplishes cleansing or freedom-purchase or establishment of a family-like community. 

Martyrdom is not an alternative, but an additive, to the mix of metaphors for the effective death of Jesus. “He died as a martyr” does not transfer information from another realm; martyrs are, by definition, people who die for a cause. “He died as a Passover lamb” moves the usual meaning of that term to another realm, the realm of a human death. Usages that make such an imaginative transfer of meaning from another realm can be called “metaphors.” Martyrdom is not a metaphor, though it is an interpretive model.

The martyrdom model can be mixed with the metaphors, or left by itself. Many of Paul’s references to Jesus’ death are not spelled out; he simply says Christ died “for us” (1 Thess 5:10; 1 Cor 15:3), and this will probably evoke the concept of the noble death, a death that rescues others, or rescues a whole community. But there is something more than just a rescue of friends in such a passage as Rom 4:25; Christ was put to death “for our trespasses,” seeming to imply the sins of the whole human race. Rectifying all sin goes beyond what was ever claimed in previous martyrological literature. Christian interpretation has always understood Christ as a martyr and much more than a martyr. The various metaphors say more than does the martyrdom model regarding how humanity’s relationship to God was changed.

Paul uses social metaphors to describe the beneficial results of Christ’s death for believers: justification (a judicial metaphor), reconciliation (diplomatic), and adoption (familial, relational). Paul generally uses the martyr model and cultic and economic metaphors for the saving transaction, and social metaphors for the resulting new status of believers. The Messiah’s sacrificial or scapegoat death suffices to bring about status-changing results for humans: acquittal, reconciliation, re-identification as children of God. Redemption can function in both halves of the saving formula: the act of redeeming is a metaphor for the saving death, but the reception of liberation is one of the beneficial after-effects. So, people get a new status: innocent (when they had been guilty), reconciled (where they had been estranged), adopted as heirs (who formerly were mere servants), freed or redeemed (when they had been captives). 

Current interpreters of Paul often highlight the concept of reconciliation, and this goes along with the etymology of our English word “atonement,” meaning “making one” or restoring right relations. But the Hebrew and Greek atonement words mean expiating (cleansing) something or propitiating (appeasing) someone. Paul does use Greek words for reconciliation, but mainly just in two chapters (Romans 5 and 2 Corinthians 5), or three, if we include Colossians 1.
 When Christians say “atonement” now, they mean several different things, derived from various metaphors found in Paul’s and other letters of the NT (see next chapter). 

Paul is able to make major alterations in the Jewish tradition by claiming to show the real meaning of the tradition. This is always the way of successful innovators: innovation is conveyed through traditional terminology and symbols, with arguments of continuity and fulfillment. Through reinterpretation, the OT remains valuable and can be retained, but nothing has the meaning it formerly had. Inheriting a land is turned into inheriting citizenship in a heavenly kingdom. The Mosaic “glory” is “fading” (2 Cor 3:7, 10), but it had really been pointing to the new glory all along. The OT narrative is seen to contain hidden meaning: “these things happened to them to serve as an example, and they were written down to instruct us” (1 Cor 10:11).

2.8 Pauline Soteriology

2.8.1 Explaining the Messiah to the Gentiles

How did it come about that the core message about salvation is an interpretation of the crucifixion and resurrection, while the teachings of Jesus himself became a secondary body of information? The shock and humiliation of the Messiah’s death, and the fact that only believers (and Paul!) experienced visitations from the risen Christ, are part of the reason.

Since the Messiah was expected to be a Victor and Savior, but Jesus had died the death of a criminal, it became an urgent necessity to explain exactly how this Messiah was Victor and Savior, exactly when his judgment would prevail, and where his writ would run. These were explained with at least two very different schemes: future eschatology, with its promise of a day of judgment, and typology, which explains that certain crucial things have already happened: the Messiah has fulfilled the purpose of Yom Kippur, and is even re-starting the human race: he is a Second Adam. What was of urgent interest for Paul was the identity of the Messiah, and the significance of his death and resurrection, rather than the content of his stories and maxims.

In the superheated field of debate about Israel, Messiah, and the day of judgment, Paul occupied the ideological position that eventually proved most persuasive among those Gentiles interested in the God of Israel. The content of his message highlighted the universal saving outreach of God, responding to every threat to that principle. He preserved the traditions about the God of Israel while yet explaining why circumcision and food laws do not apply to Gentiles. Paul chose a spiritualizing strategy that showed how the national cult pointed forward to a universal community. And he found a way to explain why the Gentiles poured into his churches, while the majority of Jews were hardening their hearts to his message.

Paul was uniquely placed to affirm values from both the Jewish scriptures and the best of Gentile philosophy. He described the saving event in ritual, redemptive, and martyrological terms, while picturing its beneficial after‑effects in terms of status‑improving Hellenistic institutions: acquittal, reconciliation, and adoption. He linked the martyrdom theme, so meaningful to Greeks and Romans, to Jewish monotheism. Gentile martyrology and Jewish piety are joined in the idea that “Christ died for the ungodly” (Rom 5:6).

2.8.2 What Does “Dying for Us” Mean?

One of Paul’s repeated expressions is that Christ “died for us,” by which he can mean—

he died to save us (martyr model)—

or: he died in our place (penal substitution model)—

or: he paid the price to buy our freedom (ransoming model)—

or: he died as the new place of atonement (sacrificial and typological)—

or: he took on our curse and bore away our sins (scapegoat, also typological). 

In our day, as in Paul’s, readers have their own patterns of “hearing” a mixture of these concepts. One reader takes it for granted that Paul is talking about a substitutionary death that “paid” a penalty. Another assumes that the emphasis is on heroic martyrdom, not on payment. A third sees the death of the innocent Messiah resulting in a cleansing overflow (combining ritual and moral ideas). It simply is not true that everyone hears the same thing in these formulas.

This conflation of concepts is understandable. Paul often uses one metaphor to interpret another. Believers were:

justified [judicial] 
      by his blood [sacrificial or martyr image, or both] . . . 
          saved from the wrath of God [at Judgment Day] . . . .
               were reconciled [social/diplomatic] 
                      to God through the death of his Son [sacrifice and martyrdom]. Rom 5:9–10

A cultic substance (blood) takes on economic and judicial currency, and social reconciling power. Do Christians today notice how elements from four different realms are here combined (not even counting the martyrdom model)? Do Christians really understand the complexity of doctrines and metaphors that are now labeled “atonement”?

Paul seems to be eager to combine several models for describing the death of Christ, each of which speaks of a transaction. The martyrdom or cultic death amounts to a redemption payment. The transactional nature of slave-redemption is conflated with sacrifice, in its aspect of gift or payment to God. Martyrdom, too, is holy like a cultic act, and also worth something in God’s eyes (redeeming). Scapegoat joins the mixed image, bringing out the themes of transfer and expulsion of sin. 

Even in the Book of Acts we have a Pauline transactional metaphor. The author, Luke, understands Jesus as the long promised Messiah, vindicated by God, and situates the church story within a context of salvation history, but only once in Acts do any of his characters speak of blood-redemption, and that character is Paul, who says that the church was “obtained with the blood of his own Son” (Acts 20:28). 

All these statements seem to imply that God is paid-off or persuaded, although Paul will not say this openly. But the logical implications of the metaphors say it, and the common people pick up on that. The metaphors imply a selfless Messiah, but a God who must be paid-off. Salvation is not free. Paul’s various metaphors imply a transaction by which salvation is “bought with a price” (1 Cor 6:20).

This touches upon one of the difficulties in Paul: does he think that Christ’s death changed God’s mind, “purchasing” a salvation that otherwise would not have happened? Is salvation a result of God’s generosity, or of God being satisfied only after the required payment was made? Paul never says that God’s mind was changed; in fact he says that God initiated the saving event (Rom 5:8), but the logic either of appeasement or of ritual cleansing shows up in the next verse, where “his blood” turns away “the wrath of God” (Rom 5:9). 

Again, in Galatians 4 he makes a sustained argument about the generosity of God, but still the actual salvation event was a transaction, “to redeem those who were under the law,” mentioned only in passing in v. 5. So the answer seems to be yes and no; no, God was not persuaded (if you listen to Paul’s longer, sustained arguments); yes, God was persuaded (if you look at the logic of the redemption and sacrifice metaphors).

But if it is the death itself that brought about salvation, what role does the exercise of faith play, for the person seeking salvation?

2.8.3 Your Faith Has Saved You?

Both Jesus and Paul taught salvation by faith, leading to spiritual rebirth and alliance with God’s purposes.
 But while these were, for Jesus, freely available from the God who knows how to give his children what they need (Matt 5:6; 7:7-11), with Paul, salvation had to be arranged: there was a mechanism of salvation. Christ had to be made sin, had to be handed over for our transgressions. For Jesus, faith is primarily trust. This is present in Paul, but what dominates is an intellectual component, namely belief: assenting to certain soteriological facts: “Believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead” (Rom 10:9); “become obedient from the heart to the form of teaching to which you were entrusted” (Rom 6:17). 

Faith, then, means accepting certain meanings of the Messiah’s death and resurrection. Salvation does not come from Jesus’ own teaching and ministry, but from accepting soteriological formulas about the death of Jesus. For Paul, Christ is a mediator, not a proclaimer, of salvation. Jesus’ own emphatically stated parables about faith, honesty, and growth may be fine wisdom teaching, but they are hardly the essence of salvation for Paul, which is “Christ, and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:2). A proclaimer of salvation is an apostle, and he never calls Jesus an apostle. For Paul, one dies to the law, not through the teachings, but through the body of Christ (Rom 7:4). And so Jesus the teacher becomes Jesus the type, and a type needs to be interpreted.

Paul never says “your faith has saved you,” as Jesus did,
 since he is sure it was the Messiah’s ultra‑significant death that actually saves; rather, faith means accepting this teaching. Faith is saving not because it opens up communication with God, but because it attaches us to Christ, who “attained access to this grace” (Rom 5:2) through his death, which “reconciled [us] to God” (5:10). Paul could never say “blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God” (Matt 5:8), for there are no pure in heart, in Paul’s view. There is no immediate and free access to God by the meek or the pure. Access to God required an intervening transaction on behalf of wretched humanity: “Christ died for our sins” (1 Cor 15:3). Faith needs to believe that.
Jesus was willing to use the innocence of children as a sign of the kingdom. For Paul, there is none innocent, and trust itself is not to be trusted, since “the evil I do not want is what I do” (Rom 7:19). Paul’s is a religion of catastrophic conversion;
 Jesus’ healthy-minded religion
 is not understood. For Paul, there are only extremes: profound enslavement or unexpected redemption, being lost in sin or being dramatically rescued. And this experience is replicated in doctrines of a violent and sudden restoration of damaged relations with God.

Can we account for Paul’s pessimism by saying that he is sensitive to the ever-present danger of human pride and sin? Is Paul, perhaps, more savvy to human deceptiveness than is Jesus, and never speaks of open and free access to God by the pure in heart because most people will dishonestly convince themselves that they are pure? Undoubtedly, Paul is perceptive on this point, but one can hardly say that he is more perceptive than Jesus, who could sniff out any scent of hypocrisy, or that Jesus’ Gospel is the result of naivety. We are dealing with two entirely different instincts about God and access to God. Jesus, with fully adult know-how and lack of illusions, is able to say that a sincere and childlike faith opens the portals of heaven. There really are some truth-hungering, merciful, and “utterly sincere”
 people, who “will be filled. . . . will receive mercy. . . . will see God” (Matt 5:6–8). 

There is no denying that Paul’s approach is a practical success. He seizes upon the most effective images that have deep resonance for the people of his day and for centuries thereafter, blending the ancient psychology of atonement with the new Gospel through a spiritualizing interpretation. But the open-hearted message of faith and sincerity that is clearly Jesus’ central teaching (seen also in the parables and in the trust-recommending sermons of John 12–17), tends to be brushed aside by intense emotions of repentance and yearning, and the mental construct of affirming certain soteriological formulas.

Despite the worthy motives of Paul’s spiritualizing project, we must recognize that his rhetorical use of substitutionary metaphors ended up perpetuating certain primitive concepts of God that Paul himself could see through, as is shown by his insistence that God was not persuaded, but initiated salvation (Rom 5:8). Paul was willing to utilize soteriological formulas that embodied propitiation and persuasion, because they “worked” with the people. Winning converts was his all-consuming motive: “I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some” (1 Cor 9:22). In the interests of making the Gospel marketable, Paul poured the new wine into old conceptual forms, spiced with a dose of spiritualizing, and enlivened by the real spiritual experience that he and his fellows were having. But this means that some incompatible religious ideas were yoked together. Whatever could “preach” could stay; but this has caused confusion to later Christians. 

This is the danger of atonement metaphors, however rhetorically effective they may be: they carry their baggage with them, and leave these bags like time bombs in the railways stations of our thinking, prepared to explode into manifestations of fear, suspicion, and scapegoating.

Although Paul never expounds upon God being appeased by the death of Christ, that is an implication of his metaphors, and later Christians have developed such notions, particularly in the form of Christ’s bearing some kind of substitutionary punishment. “Law” and “condemnation” occur thirty times in Romans 7–8. Some kind of substitution takes place in Rom 8:3—the Son indwelt sinful flesh, and God then “condemned sin in the flesh.” We can see where Calvin got his idea of Jesus’ flesh becoming the focus of God’s wrath. Even if this grossly exaggerates one aspect of Paul’s teaching, it has a real basis in Paul’s words. Paul cannot be blamed for the very literal-minded and morbid theologies that lesser minds have developed, but we also cannot deny that these theologies grew out of the Pauline tradition.

Most of the problems with atonement have some basis in biblical texts. Despite the efforts of many theologians to separate the objectionable from the biblical, the notions of appeasement and buy-out do have a basis in Pauline and deutero-Pauline metaphors that pick up on the manipulative psychology of sacrifice and redemption. All this has no basis in Jesus’ Father, who is eager to give the children what they need without having to be persuaded.

So, what are the concepts that postbiblical thinkers developed regarding salvation, trust, and the death of Jesus; and how have recent thinkers dealt with the disturbing implications of some formulations of atonement? These are the subjects of the next two chapters.
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