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(2) Building a Model of  Salvation 

Introduction. The death and resurrection of Jesus is the pivotal event in the history of Salvation. Yet, 
precisely for that reason, the Church has never been able to settle upon an agreed explanation of the 
how and the why of how the Easter events lead to cosmic and personal salvation. The doctrinal debates 
on the why and how of salvation are grouped under the heading of Atonement – “at -one-ment” – a 
term popularised by Tyndale (who translated the Bible’s Hebrew and Greek into Modern English in 
1522) to convey the point at which humans and God are made one. There is more to a model of 
salvation than settling on a Theory of the Atonement. However, because the Atonement is pivotal, our 
chosen model will reflect our view of the Atonement. 

Why did Jesus have to die? Brief Accounts of Theories of the Atonement 

1. Christus Victor (Christ the Victor) The atonement is viewed as divine conflict and victory over the 
hostile powers that hold humanity in subjection. It is not so much a rational systematic theory as it 
is a drama, a passion story of God triumphing over the powers and liberating humanity from the 
bondage of Sin. The work of Christ is first and foremost a victory over the powers which hold 
humanity in bondage: Sin, Death, and the Devil. Through his death and resurrection, Christ 
overcame the power of Sin and Death, and opened up a way for humanity to be reconciled with 
God. (Early church; still Eastern Orthodox.) 

1.1. When pushed too far: God’s might appears to make right, for if we are legitimate slaves to Sin 
how does God capturing us in battle remove Death’s claim on us? 

1.2. The message of Jesus’ victory over all that holds humanity captive continues even now to 
address many who perceive themselves to be in bondage or facing spiritual oppression. 

2. Ransom/Redemption. We were bought (i.e., redeemed or ransomed) from slavery to Sin and 
Death. That ransom was paid by Jesus’ vicarious death (i.e., the precious blood of Jesus), which 
forever established our worth to God. (Early Church; still Eastern Orthodox.) 

2.1. When pushed too far: There is no clear answer to who the ransom was paid to – the Devil or 
God? And was the ransom offered a “trick” that fooled the Devil? (Consider CS Lewis’s use of 
“deeper magic” to overcome the White Witch’s use of “deep magic” to allow Aslen to 
overcome his substitutionary death.) 

2.2. In the 21st century, those who feel unloved and unlovable find the idea that God was willing to 
pay such a high price to ransom them from Sin and Death gives them a new way to value 
themselves. 

3. Satisfaction Theory. Anslem’s answer to the 11th century question, Cur Deus Homo? [Why did God 
become a Man?], Anslem argued that “only man owed the debt for their sins” but “only God could 
pay it.” So, our salvation is achieved by the death of the God-Man, the obedient/sinless Jesus.  

3.1. Anslem’s Satisfaction Theory. Anslem understood sins as being the acts of rebellion and 
disobedience by those who owed God their full duty. This dishonour must be punished; that 
is, the wages of our sins is Death. Jesus, who was sinless, did not deserve to die and so his 
death is uniquely an act of obedience that exceeded the honour required to be offered to God. 
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This superabundance of honour must be rewarded. Jesus uses the Father’s reward to satisfy the 
Father’s righteous wrath against humanity’s disobedience. This reward, however, is only 
applied to those who in repentance and faith accept Jesus as their Saviour (and Lord). This is 
still the most common way for Roman Catholics to describe the basis of our salvation. 

3.2. Penal Substitution (Forensic Justification). For many Evangelical Christians this is the ONLY 
right way to understand how God saves us. It is a modification of Anselm’s Satisfaction 
Theory. On the basis of our sins, understood as acts of disobedience against the divine will, 
justice demands that we be sentenced to death as the just penalty for our sins (hence, “penal”). 
But in the Father’s great mercy he enforces the judgement on Jesus (hence, “substitution”).  

3.2.1. “The human has failed to fulfil divine expectations, whether by transgressing limitations 
which God’s law has set or by failing to do what is positively commanded there. Deviation 
from the law results in a state of guilt or liability to punishment… The individual’s legal 
status must be changed from guilty to not guilty” (Erickson). 

3.2.2. A popular exponent of the Penal Substitution Theory explains it this way. “Penal 
substitution is not some kind of optional issue. You’ve got a massive problem if God just 
says, ‘Hey, you’re forgiven.’ The character of God would be called into question as to His 
integrity, His holiness, His virtue, His righteousness, and His perfection. God is so pure 
and holy that He will punish every single sin ever committed by every person, 
either in that person or in the substitute for that person. That is the purest heart of 
Christianity and soteriology.” 

3.3. When pushed too far, this theory suggests that our “sin debt” is paid rather than forgiven.  
This would be odd as God requires us to forgive freely without demanding “satisfaction.” This 
form of vicarious punishment is considered in our society as unjust. And, in this description of 
the character of God, why does God’s love, which is the eternal essence of God, not get 
mentioned? It is not self-evident that justice is served (or demonstrated) when an innocent 
person is punished for another person’s crime.  

3.4. Is it possible that the Parable of the Prodigal’s Father offers a better model of salvation – 
coming home? 

4. Abelard’s Moral Influence Theory (11th century; some “liberal” churches) (Subjective) 

4.1. Abelard (seemingly) argued that what sinners need is to know that God loves them and to be 
motivated by that love to lead a holy life. The Cross, he believed, was the ultimate 
demonstration of God’s great love for us. The death of Jesus acts as a beacon that draws 
people into a relationship with God. In this regard, Abelard has an optimistic view about 
humanity’s capability to live in obedience to God’s laws. Abelard has sometimes been called a 
Pelagian (heretic) because of this. 

4.2. The Moral Influence theory has been criticised as not actually do anything about punishing our 
sins or helping us to overcome Sin’s power. Abelard’s view does NOT require an objective 
change in our situation (negating the need for the redemptive character or satisfactory nature 
of Christ’s life and death). This theory describes a subjective change in us, in which we change 
our behaviour towards God because we now recognise that he loves us.  
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4.3. Paul Fiddes, Past Event and Present Salvation: the Christian Idea of Atonement (London: Darton, 
Longman, & Todd, 1989), builds on the Moral Influence Theory to argue for a view of the 
atonement that is relational rather than purely forensic, and concerned more with healing of 
people and restoration to God (expiation language) rather than concepts of propitiation and 
courtroom metaphors (and the implied change in God). 

Positive Results of Having Many Atonement Theories – The Diamond approach to Evangelism 

1. Remember, doctrine is a “picture of the apple” rather than an “apple.” Salvation is achieved by the 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus; it is not achieved by our theories. 

2. Each theory grabs one facet of the Atonement event. Each can be true without the other being 
untrue. 

3. Which facet we highlight will depend on our culture and our personal need.  

4. When seeking to speak to non-Christians about God’s offer of salvation, it is better to start with 
their “need” and apply the cross to it, than to start with our favourite “answer” and try to get them 
to reframe their need on our terms. 

Jesus is the Answer… to our Need (whatever it is) 

Christus Victor ? 

Ransom ? 

Satisfaction ? 

Penal Substitution  ? 

Moral Influence ? 

? Wellbeing: Positive Emotions – Engagement – Relationships – 
Mission – Accomplishment 
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The Western Forensic and Eastern Theosis Models of  Salvation 

1. The Western Protestant church has emphasised a forensic model in which God “declares” us to be 
forgiven and righteous (is this a legal fiction?) because of what Jesus has accomplished through his 
life, death, and resurrection. Christ’s righteousness (i.e., right standing with God, holiness) in this 
view is typically imputed (not imparted) to us. 

1.1. Forensic salvation uses as its dominant model a legal paradigm within a courtroom setting. I 
this model God is the Judge, the sinner is in the dock, Satan is the accuser, and Jesus 
substitutes for us when the just punishment is caried out.  

1.2. Our legal tradition (based upon the Latin (Roman) system) requires the judge to act impartially, 
that is, without a relationship with the accused. The biblical tradition focuses upon Covenant 
and leads to a system in which assumes the judge and the accused are in relationship. 

1.2.1. When forensic salvation is misunderstood as a “state that is achieved” there is NO 
RESULTING RELATIONSHIP. What relationship does the now “not guilty” defendant 
have with the judge or even with their substitute, who took their penalty. 

1.2.2. Properly understood, forensic justification cannot be divorced from our sanctifying union 
with Christ. (Luther and Calvin probably understood this.) For some, however, it has 
become two separate and distinct steps. 

2. The Eastern Church emphasised the importance of Theosis, i.e., becoming relationally (but not 
ontologically) one with God through participating in the divine fellowship of Father, Son, and 
Spirit. This image better helps us to see salvation as a relationship.  

2.1. In this relational model of salvation, sin is a wilful break in our relationship with God, 
illustrated by the Father and his prodigal Son. And salvation, is entering into a dynamic, 
mutually enveloping eternal relationship of love. (Some use the image of joining the Trinitarian 
dance.) This is a bolder and more faithful vision of Heaven. 

2.2. Salvation is the human participation in the Trinitarian relationship of God (the koinonia of the 
Triune, see 1 Cor 1:9, 1 John 1:3, 1:6, 2 Cor 13:13, Phil 2:1).  

2.2.1. “Deification [theosis] describes a believer’s personal encounter with God and the work of 
God’s grace, whereby through the Spirit of God believers experience a communion with 
God and are regarded as children of God” (McKim, Theological Turning Points). 

2.3. The biblical material is not highly specific, but the general concept of entering into union with 
Christ and sharing fellowship with God is widespread and it is this that the Early Church 
responded to. 

2.3.1. “Thus he has given us, through these things, his precious and very great promises, so that 
through them you may escape from the corruption that is in the world because of lust, and 
may become participants of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). 

2.3.2. Jesus cites Psalm 82:6, “You are gods,” in John 10:34. 
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2.3.3. “And this is eternal life, that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ 
whom you have sent” (John 17:3). 

2.3.4. E.g., The believer is “in Christ” (2 Cor 5:17); Christ is in the believer (Col 1:27); the image 
of abiding in the vine (John 15:4-5). 

2.4. The Early Church (and now the Eastern Orthodox Church) sees Theosis as changing us through 
our union with Christ. This is certainly not imputed righteousness and it is much more than 
imparted righteousness. 

2.4.1. Irenaeus (late 2nd C.) “Our Lord Jesus Christ, through His transcendent love, became what 
we are, so that he might bring us to be even what He Himself is.”  

2.4.2. Athanasius (4th C.): “Christ became human in order than humans might become divine.” 
Athanasius “was NOT thinking in terms of an ontological change, but of the reintegration 
of the divine image of man’s creation through the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit 
conforming the redeemed into the likeness of Christ, and also of the believer’s transition 
from mortality to immortality so that he is enabled to participate in the eternal bliss and 
glory of the kingdom of God” (Hughes, The True Image 281). Athanasius’ language is 
soteriological, not ontological. It was also a part of his defence of the incarnation. This 
would explain the means of our salvation. Incarnational is essential to Athanasius’ 
understanding of salvation for it is the means of bringing the divine and the human 
together; the cleansing of like by like. Humans do not attain the very deepest nature of 
God (this would be an ontological deification and negate the distinctiveness of the Son). 
Humans participate in the divine fellowship of God.  

3. “Whereas the terminology and doctrine of divinization [theosis] are often perceived as alien to 
modern sensitivity, one should not forget their permanent relevance in expressing the teaching that, 
according to God’s plan, true human fulfillment can be obtained only by an intimate participation 
in God’s Trinitarian life” (D. L. Balás and O. Cist, “Divinization,” in Encyclopedia of Earliest 
Christianity, 2nd ed.) 

3.1. F. W. Norris concludes that “Deification should be viewed by Protestants not as an oddity of 
Orthodox theology but as an ecumenical consensus, a universal teaching of the Church, best 
preserved and developed by the Orthodox.” 

3.2. Alternative expressions to theosis might be to speak of “true fellowship with God,” or to speak 
of being “in Christ.” Consider how it adds depth to the image of baptism in Romans 6, united 
in his death and united in his resurrection. 

3.3. Even a conservative Reformed Evangelical such as Erickson recognises, “In a sense, union 
with Christ is an inclusive term for the whole of salvation; the various other doctrines are 
simply subparts.” The nature of our union with God according to Erickson involves, Judicial = 
“From a legal perspective, the two are now one.” Spiritual = “effected by the Holy Spirit;” “a 
union of spirits.” Vital = “His life actually flows into ours, renewing our inner nature (Rom 
12:2; 2 Cor 4:16) and imparting spiritual strength.” The implications of our union with God 
according to Erickson involves us being accounted as (imputed) righteous (Rom 8:1), we now 
live in Christ’s strength (Phil 4:13), we will share sufferings now (Phil 3:8-10), and we will 
reign with Christ (2 Tim 2:12) 
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4. Clark Pinnock (identified as postfundamentalist Evangelical) draws upon the Eastern Orthodox 
concept of theosis for a relational view of salvation. “Union with God is not peripheral to salvation 
but the goal.” 

4.1. “God is NOT primary an angry judge needing satisfaction but a passionate lover seeking at-
one-ment [reconciliation].” 

4.2. “Being saved is more like falling in love with God.” 

4.3. “Salvation involves transformation.” 

5. Salvation is more than mere justification (understood forensically as a declaration of a “state of 
being”); it is a relationship. 

5.1. We do not have to choose either justification or theosis, but we do need to decide which model 
should be dominant. Which characteristic of God will we foreground when we are talking of 
salvation – Father or Judge. 

5.2. The timing of salvation is best understood as parts of a relationship. 

5.2.1. Past – the relationship begins with an informal and a formal stage. 

5.2.2. Present – one of forward growth towards life lived or a creeping death. 

5.2.3. Future – the goal that assures the present is meaningful and draws it onwards. 

5.2.4. Love is a process, not an event; it is a dynamic relationship not a static state. 

6. Simon Chan (Asian Pentecostal scholar in the Reformed tradition) writes, “The goal of the 
Christian life is not to turn out fine specimens of sainthood, it is union with God – glorifying God 
and enjoying God forever, fulfilling the ultimate purpose for which we were created. This is not an 
exclusive fellowship or a private enjoyment, but an affirmation of our ecclesial identity and responsibility 
in the created order” (Spiritual Theology). Note the corporate element; we cannot unite with God 
without also being united to God’s people. 

How a Model of Salvation Influences our Reading of Scripture: 2 Corinthians 5:21 

SBLNT. τὸν μὴ γνόντα ἁμαρτίαν ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν ἁμαρτίαν ἐποίησεν, ἵνα ἡμεῖς γενώμεθα δικαιοσύνη θεοῦ ἐν αὐτῷ. 
NRSV: For our sake God made the one who knew no sin to be sin, so that in him we might become 
the righteousness of God. 
NLT: For God made Christ, who never sinned, to be the offering for our sin, so that we could be made 
right with God through Christ. 

• What is sin?  
• How did Jesus become sin?  
• How is it for “our sake”?  
• What is the righteousness of God?  
• How do we become this?  
• Is it “through Christ” or is it “in Christ”? 
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Participation with Christ: A Model of  Salvation 

Klyne Snodgrass writes in You Need a Better Gospel: Reclaiming the Good News of Participation with Christ (2022). 

1. When talking about our salvation, the Church needs “better, more helpful, and more powerful 
language – specifically the language of participation with, solidary with, and attachment to Christ. I 
want to argue for a gospel of participation, a gospel that leads to an involvement with Christ that 
does not allow passivity and that makes sense of Christ’s death and resurrection and their 
importance for us. ‘Participation’ is the language the church should be using when it speaks of the 
gospel, for the biblical message, especially in the New Testament, is about a relation with Christ 
that binds us to him, involves us with him and his purposes, engages us in his work, and delivers 
wonderful outcomes.” (Snodgrass) 

2. Christianity is a religion that focuses on participation in Christ’s suffering, death, resurrection life, 
and glory. Life with Christ cannot be reduced to doctrine about Christ. The Apostle Paul stresses 
the Christian being “in Christ” much, much more that he speaks about Christ being “in our hearts.” 
For example, note the following verses: 

• Romans 6:23: For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our 
Lord. 

• Corinthians 1:30: ‘And from him [God] you are in Christ Jesus. 

• Corinthians 5:17:"So then, if anyone is in Christ, new creation has occurred! Old things have 
passed away; new things have come into being." 

• Philippians 3:9-10: that I might be found in him, not having my own righteousness from the law 
but one through the faithfulness of Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith, so that I 
might know him and the power of his resurrection and participation [koinonia] with his sufferings, 
being conformed to his death. 

• Colossians 1:2: To the ones set apart [literally "the holy ones"] and the faithful brothers and 
sisters in Christ in Colossae. 

• Colossians 2:6-10: As you received Christ Jesus the Lord, live in him, rooted and built up in 
him… And you have been made full in him. 

• Colossians 3:1, 3: If then you were raised with Christ, seek the things above… For you died, and 
your life is hidden with Christ in God. 

3. Participation is important with reference to salvation/atonement. In fact, the failure of people to 
deal with participation language has caused numerous problems, including sterile and abstract views 
of faith that treat it as if it were about mere thinking, suggestions that justification is legal fiction 
(God knows you are guilty but says you are innocent anyway), an insufficient basis for ethics (why 
be ethical if you are already declared righteous?), and difficulty in explaining atonement ideas. Just 
why and what does the death of a Jew long ago have anything to do with us? It does not unless 
there is some solidarity with Christ and some participation in his very being, which is what faith is 
about. Apart from participation, faith starts to look like a human work. Have I believed enough and 
accurately enough? And then there is the really life-changing part: participation compels ethics, for 
ethics flow directly from participation with Christ. (Snodgrass) 
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4. 2 Peter 1:4 talks about the Christian partaking of the divine nature; however, we do not become 
God or the same as God. This is not about ontology, taking on God’s being, his essence. It is not 
being parallel to God or being God. Rather, partaking  of the divine nature describes an ongoing 
engagement with God as people created in God’s image for relation to God. It involves no loss 
of individuality, for true individuality is enhanced where life is engaged and experienced, not merely 
observed. Union with God is a differentiated union, one that does not annihilate the clear 
distinction between Creator and creature. Participation is about sharing in God’s moral character 
because of a close relation to God and drawing life from God. It is not true that everything about 
the person changes because of participation with Christ. Many individual and cultural characteristics 
may remain the same, but everything about our identity as individuals is subjected to and filtered by 
Christ. (Snodgrass) 

What is Faith? Relational Discipleship 

1. The Greek word lying behind the English word “faith” is pistis. Pistis can sometimes be used for 
belief in the facts of a matter, but- usually it points to much more. It was not particularly a religious 
word in the Hellenistic Greek world and most often had to do with relations in business and 
political contexts. It is most of all a relational word having to do with trust and pledges of trust and 
is not about what we do with our minds. It is about how one acts in a relation. Consequently, it 
often carries connotations of faithfulness, loyalty, fidelity, allegiance, reliability, trustworthiness, 
commitment, confidence, proof, and pledge. For example, in the NRSV translation of Titus 2:10, 
slaves are asked “to show complete and perfect fidelity [pistis].” Not surprisingly, then, and for 
good reason, some scholars and urge translating New Testament occurrences of pistis with “loyalty” 
(N.K. Gupta) or “allegiance” (M.W. Bates). (Snodgrass) 

2. Faith is certainly not a no-obligation acceptance of God’s free gift of salvation.  

3. Faith is not an intellectual agreement with the doctrines of the Christian Church (the Faith). 
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The Prodigal’s Prayer 

Father, 

We are still getting used to calling you Father. It was not so long ago that we always called you, “the 
Judge.” In our anger and in our rebellion, we would despise you. 

“The judge of the whole earth is not our judge,” we would tell our friends.  

“We are free to do what we want and go where we want,” we boasted. 

“Give us our inheritance,” we demanded. “Give it to us now!” 

You set us free, and we became enslaved by our depravity. 

You gave us riches and we became debtors to those without mercy. 

You gave us respect and we fought with the pigs for our food. 

And in the midst of our despair, we saw your face. The tears in your eyes called us home. 

We still called you “Judge,” but we knew you were “our Judge” and we could not live until we heard 
your judgment. 

We turned to you, answering your call. “Will not the judge of the whole earth do right,” we thought – 
and we were afraid for our sins were many, and our rebellion had cost much pain. 

You embraced us. Publicly you acknowledged us. “My child,” you declared. “Father,” we answered. 

But those who stood by asked, “Will not the judge of the whole earth do right? Punish them; don’t 
accept them home.” 

Again, you embraced us and declared for all to hear, “My child.” And turning to our accusers you 
exposed the cross-shaped scar over your heart. “I have forgiven all. Justice is done. This child is mine.” 

We have heard your judgment and it has given us life. What we feared has become our joy. 

Thank you, Father. Thank you for drawing us into your family. 

Continue to embrace us, we pray, so that we might be truly conformed to the image of your Son. 

Amen. 
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