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Five Theories of the Atonement

	Theme
	Main Proponent
	What Jesus Does
	Scripture Support
	Strength of Idea
	Main Objections

	Ransom
	Origen,
Gregory of Nyssa (early church)
	Pays a ransom to Satan to liberate humanity from bondage to the devil, sin, and death.
	Mark 10:45; 
Matt. 20:28; 
1 Tim. 2:6; 
Heb. 2:14–15
	Utilizes biblical language of redemption (Mark 10:45) and acknowledges humanity’s enslavement to evil powers.
	Scripture never says the ransom is paid to Satan. 
Suggests the devil has rights that God never conceded.


	Satisfaction
	Anselm of Canterbury 
(11th century)
	Jesus offers, as the God-man, the infinite honor owed to God that sinners cannot pay. To satisfy divine honor and restore cosmic order.
	Rom. 3:23–26; 
Heb. 9:11–14; 
Heb. 10:10–14
	Foundation of atonement is in God’s own character rather than in a transaction with Satan. 
Explains the necessity of the incarnation.
	Makes concept of honor feel culturally bound to feudal categories of understanding. 
Undervalues the Father’s love as the source (not just the result) of atonement.

	Christus Victor
	Gustaf Aulén claimed he was recovering the view of the early church. (In his book Christus Victor written in 1931)
	Victory by conquering sin, death, and the devil through the cross and resurrection. Liberating creation from hostile powers.
	Col. 2:13–15; 
Heb. 2:14–15; 
1 John 3:8; 
1 Cor. 15:54–57
	Captures the supernatural scope of victory (Col 2:15).  Integrates cross and resurrection. 
Resonates with contexts of oppression.
	Tends to be vague on how the victory is actually won
Can sidestep the problem of guilt and God’s judgment on sin. Can be couched in “Deliverance” language.

	Penal Substitution
	Developed during Reformation and carried into current evangelical thought. Particularly found in Calvin and the Puritans.
	Jesus bears the penalty sinners deserve, absorbing God’s righteous wrath in their place so justice is upheld and sinners are justified.
	Isa. 53:4–6, 10–12; Rom. 3:25–26; 
2 Cor. 5:21; 
Gal. 3:13; 
1 Pet. 2:24
	Handles the biblical emphasis on sin, wrath, propitiation, and justification (Isa 53; Rom 3:25–26); gives strong assurance of forgiveness.
	Critics allege it pits Father against Son, a form of “divine child abuse”; reduces salvation to a legal transaction. 

	Moral Influence
	Peter Abelard 
(12th century)
Later adopted by liberal churches.
	Displays the depth of God’s love in his death, moving sinners to repent and respond in love.
	Rom. 5:8; 
John 15:13; 
1 John 3:16; 
1 John 4:9–10; 
1 Pet. 2:21
	Focuses on the transformative, ethical effect of the cross on the believer (Rom 5:8; 1 John 4:10).
	Treats the cross as example rather than accomplishment. Offers no specific method for dealing with sin, guilt, or wrath. Struggles to explain why Jesus had to die.



