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“Peterson conducts a full-orbed tour of christology, particularly highlighting the often neglected role of Christ’s resurrection in our salvation. Peterson writes with a pastor’s heart, as is evident in the biblical fidelity and remarkable clarity that marks this work.”

Thomas R. Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary



“Robert Peterson has produced a comprehensive study of Christ’s saving work that puts the cross at the center, but also shows how it is part of a wider plan. He shows how the atonement must be seen in the context of Christ’s whole life and ministry without compromising the essential truth of his penal substitutionary sacrifice for us. This is a refreshing and insightful study, which is much needed at the present time and deserves to be widely read.”

Gerald Bray, Research Professor of Divinity, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University




“Dr. Peterson told me in correspondence, ‘my work is not [systematic theology] as much as laying biblical foundations for systematics.’ Well, people can define terms as they like. But I think Salvation Accomplished by the Son is systematic theology at its very best. It deals with doctrines of systematic theology by bringing them into closest proximity with the biblical texts that justify them. That is the kind of systematics of which we need much more. This is the book to which, after Scripture itself, I would first turn to explore any question about Jesus’s incarnation, atonement, or resurrection.”

John M. Frame, Professor of Systematic Theology and Philosophy, Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando




“At the heart of evangelicalism is the simple affirmation ‘Jesus saves.’ Theologian Robert Peterson shows us that this affirmation is both simple enough for a child’s faith and profound enough for a scholar’s erudition. In this sweeping and comprehensive study, Peterson not only unpacks the full scope of Christ’s saving work, from first advent to second; he pastorally applies this to the believer so that the result is not bone-dry theology, but heart-melting doxology. I left this book with a new desire to sing, ‘Jesus saves!’”

Sean Michael Lucas, Senior Minister, 
  The First Presbyterian Church, Hattiesburg, Mississippi




“At the center of Christianity is a crucified and risen Savior—a person, event, and picture so profound and massive, we have the sixty-six books of the Bible to unpack it. In this book, trusted and reliable guide Robert Peterson leads us deep into the rich contours of the atoning work of Christ. This is theology as it’s supposed to be: biblically informed at every turn, historically aware and enriched, culturally engaged, and pastorally presented—all leading us to worship the slain and risen Lamb.”

Stephen J. Nichols, Research Professor of Christianity and Culture, 
  Lancaster Bible College




“Nothing should be of greater interest to a believer than the person and work of Jesus Christ. The precious and intricate theology involved in salvation and the glory and nature of Christ excite the deepest affections. In Robert Peterson’s Salvation Accomplished by the Son you will find the most satisfying food for your soul as he navigates the riches of christology and soteriology with deep insight and piercing simplicity. These pages have fueled my worship and motivated my love for Jesus. Read this book and you will bask in the glory of the Son.”

Rick Holland, Senior Pastor, 
  Mission Road Bible Church, Prairie Village, Kansas




“Robert Peterson has given us a wonderful summation of the Bible’s witness to the Son’s saving work. This book is methodical, thorough, and accessible. It skirts atonement theories and fashionable trends to get at Christ’s atoning actions and roles. We learn that the gospel message is not flat and simplistic but multi-dimensional, nuanced, and rich. This book is an extended embodiment of the ancient invitation to ‘behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.’” 

Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament, 
  Covenant Theological Seminary




“There are many works dealing with Christ’s work of redemption, usually focusing on Jesus’s dying on the cross to save his people from their sins. While this is an important aspect of Christ’s saving work, it is not the complete picture. Dr.Peterson, in examining nine saving events of Christ and six scriptural aspects of his work, presents a more complete picture of Christ’s saving work. This study not only presents Christ’s work with careful exegesis, but also magnifies the grace and mercy of God as they are seen in Christ’s work of salvation. This is a valuable and important contribution to soteriology.”

Van Lees, Pastor, Covenant of Grace Church, St. Charles, Missouri
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Introduction



Every religion and ideology has its visual symbol, which illustrates a significant feature of its history or beliefs. The lotus flower ... is now particularly associated with Buddhism. Because of its wheel shape it is thought to depict either the cycle of birth and death or the emergence of beauty and harmony out of the muddy waters of chaos. 

Ancient Judaism avoided visual signs and symbols, for fear of infringing the second commandment which prohibits the manufacture of images. But modern Judaism has adopted the so-called Shield or Star of David, a hexagram formed by combining two equilateral triangles. It speaks of God’s covenant with David that his throne would be established for ever and that the Messiah would be descended from him.

Islam, the other monotheistic faith which arose in the Middle East, is symbolized by a crescent, at least in West Asia. Originally depicting a phase of the moon, it was already the symbol of sovereignty in Byzantium before the Muslim conquest.

Christianity, then, is no exception in having a visual symbol. The cross was not its earliest, however.1



These words of John Stott set Christianity’s symbol in the context of those of other world religions. He goes on to say that the earliest Christian symbols included the peacock (symbolizing immortality), the dove, the athlete’s victory garland, and especially, the fish, which when spelled in Greek letters (ichthys) was an acronym for “Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior.”2

Stott notes that believers had a wide range of possibilities from which to choose the symbol of Christianity. He lists seven:


  	the manger in which Jesus was laid at birth

	the carpenter’s bench at which he worked

	the boat from which he taught in Galilee

	the apron that he wore to wash his disciples’ feet

	the stone that was rolled from the mouth of his tomb

	the throne that he shares with the Father

	the dove, which symbolizes the Spirit’s coming at Pentecost3


But bypassing all these, Christians chose Christ’s cross as their emblem. On the one hand, this is amazing because the cross spoke of crucifixion, which was regarded with horror in the ancient world. It is probably the most vicious method of execution because it delayed death, sometimes for days, to maximize torture. On the other hand, in light of Paul’s sentiment, “But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our LORD Jesus Christ” (Gal. 6:14), they chose well. Why? Because the cross describes where the work of salvation was accomplished.

This book is all about that work. Actually, I will soon argue that Christians would have better chosen the cross and the stone rolled from Jesus’s tomb! But believers did choose the cross as their symbol, and for good reasons. 

Christ’s saving work is profound, massive, and magnificent. It is profound because of the identity of the One who performed it. The mystery of the incarnation of the Son of God lends to the mystery of his saving work. This book assumes a high christology. It begins “from above” with the second person of the Trinity in heaven becoming a genuine human being in Jesus of Nazareth. “The Word became flesh” (John 1:14). God did this through the Holy Spirit’s miraculous conception of Jesus’s humanity in the womb of the Virgin Mary. As a result “the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). The profundity of Christ’s work is traceable to the profundity of his person.

Christ’s work is also massive, so massive that not even a big book can exhaust its meaning. And it is magnificent because of its wondrous effects. These include pleasing God himself, defeating God’s enemies, and rescuing all of God’s people and the creation itself. My goals are to show something of the profundity, massiveness, and magnificence of the work of Christ for us sinners. 

At this point, readers might be asking a very good question: Why should I read this book? I will give four answers that I hope will be sufficient. 

Christ’s Death Is Debated

Evangelical Christians are debating the significance of Christ’s death as never before. As exhibit A, consider the 2006 volume The Nature of the Atonement.4 In that book four evangelical scholars set forth their understanding of Christ’s atonement, to which the other three respond with critique. GregoryA. Boyd defends the Christus Victor view, maintaining that Christ in his death and resurrection won a mighty victory over Satan and the demons. ThomasR. Schreiner defends penal substitution, according to which Christ’s death satisfied God’s justice and paid the penalty for our sins. BruceR. Reichenbach defends the healing view, explaining the atonement in terms of healing and restoration. JoelB. Green defends the kaleidoscopic view, holding that no one model or metaphor of the atonement is sufficient to explain the significance of Christ’s death. This is not the time for me to enter into these debates; my purpose now is simply to point to their existence.

It is not only scholars who are debating the meaning of the work of Christ. The Lost Message of Jesus, written by Steve Chalke and Alan Mann in 2003, set off a firestorm in their native England.5 In their book, Chalke, a high-profile evangelical personality in Britain, and Mann rejected penal substitution. The matter had been debated in scholarly circles for years, but The Lost Message of Jesus alerted the people in the churches. Defenders of penal substitution entered the fray. The result was so much concern among evangelicals that various meetings were held to address the issue, especially the 2005 London Symposium on the Theology of the Atonement, which led to the publication in 2008 of The Atonement Debate.6

The debates concerning views of Christ’s death point to the need for guidance. It is my hope that this book might provide some of that guidance. 

Christ’s Resurrection Is Neglected

A second reason why readers ought to read this book is evangelicals’ failure to teach that Jesus’s death and resurrection save sinners. I.Howard Marshall, in the preface to Aspects of the Atonement: Cross and Resurrection in the Reconciling of God and Humanity, affirms that Christ’s death saves. Then he perceptively underlines “the (often neglected) place of the resurrection of Christ in this saving action.”7 This is so true. Of course, evangelicals confess belief in Jesus’s resurrection from the dead. This confession usually takes two forms. First, evangelicals affirm the historicity of Christ’s resurrection over against liberal denials. This is an apologetic use of the resurrection. Second, they stress the resurrection as proving the efficacy of the cross. We know that Jesus’s death saves because he is alive. These two strategies are sound. But they are incomplete.

Even the great book by Stott The Cross of Christ, which is required reading in my theology classes and from which I quoted to begin this essay, minimizes the saving significance of Jesus’s resurrection.8 In fact, it is difficult to find evangelical Christians who are exceptions to this rule.9

Scripture, however, teaches that Jesus’s resurrection (never to be separated from his cross) is essential to his saving work. Three times in the Gospel of Mark Jesus predicts that his ministry would lead to Jerusalem, where he would die and rise (8:31; 9:31; 10:32–34). Twice in John’s Gospel Jesus predicts his resurrection (2:19–22; 10:17–18) and twice he teaches that his resurrection saves (11:25–26; 14:19). The apostles’ preaching in Acts mentions Jesus’s crucifixion, but emphasizes his resurrection (2:24, 32; 3:15; 4:1–2, 10; 5:30; 13:33, 34, 37; 17:2–3, 18, 31). 

Paul summarizes the gospel that he preached with these words: “For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures” (1Cor. 15:3–4). A little later he writes, “And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins” (v.17). And repeatedly in his letters he broadcasts the saving impact of Jesus’s resurrection (Rom. 4:25; 5:10; 10:9–10; 1Cor. 15:14–22, 47–49; Eph. 2:4–7; Col. 1:18). 

Please do not misunderstand: Jesus’s crucifixion is an indispensable part of the gospel. I only want to urge that so is his resurrection. We must follow Scripture and hold together the salvific importance of our LORD’s cross and empty tomb. Two chapters especially will help us: one on Jesus’s resurrection and one on his role as second Adam.

Christ’s Death and Resurrection Are Part of His Story

A third reason for reading this volume is that Jesus’s death and resurrection do not stand alone. They are part of the greatest story ever told. They are preceded by his incarnation and sinless life. His becoming a genuine human being and living victoriously are essential prerequisites for his death and resurrection. If he had not become one of us, he could not have died in our place. If he had sinned, his death could not have rescued others; he would have needed rescue himself.

Christ’s cross and empty tomb are followed by his ascension, session (sitting at God’s right hand), pouring out the Spirit at Pentecost, intercession, and second coming. These are the five essential results of his death and resurrection. Without them the salvation that he accomplished would not have been delivered to us. It would not have touched our lives now and in the future. 

We only understand Jesus’s saving death and resurrection properly within the framework of his story. I do not know of a resource that explains how each of the events in Jesus’s story is redemptive. That is, until now. The first half of the book is devoted to a biblical exposition of Christ’s nine saving events: 


	incarnation

	sinless life

	death

	resurrection

	ascension

	session

	Pentecost

	intercession

	second coming 


Christ’s Death and Resurrection Are Interpreted by Pictures

Fourth, events are not self-interpreting, not even God’s events. People living in the ancient Near East upon hearing of Yahweh’s deliverance of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage would not automatically have believed that Israel’s God was the only true and living God. They would have interpreted the exodus within the framework of their own worldview. Most would have concluded that Yahweh was stronger than the gods of Egypt, but few would have asked to receive circumcision and to join God’s covenant people. To understand the exodus aright, they would have needed God’s verbal revelation explaining its significance. 

It is the same for the greatest events in history—Jesus’s death and resurrection. People could have stood at the foot of Jesus’s cross and not understood its meaning. In fact, some people did (Matt. 27:39–43)! Events do not interpret themselves; they need words to explain them. In his grace, therefore, God not only acts in history, but also explains the significance of his actions. Scripture, that is to say, is deed-word revelation.10 This is also true for Christ’s saving accomplishment. God not only acts in Jesus’s cross and empty tomb to accomplish salvation; he also paints pictures that explain that saving work for us. 

I confess that years ago as a doctoral student studying the work of Christ, I came to realize that I had only two pictures in mind. I knew that Christ had offered himself as a sacrifice and that he had paid the penalty for our sins. Then reading the Reformers opened my eyes to other pictures of his work. In addition to recording Jesus’s nine events, Scripture also paints pictures that interpret the saving import of those events. There are many such pictures in the Bible, but I count six major pictures and devote a chapter to each:


	Christ our reconciler

	Christ our Redeemer

	Christ our legal substitute

	Christ our Victor

	Christ our second Adam

	Christ our sacrifice



I invite readers to accompany me on a journey as we explore Jesus’s nine events and view Scripture’s six pictures. 








  1John R. W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1986), 20. 



  2Ibid.



  3Ibid., 21.



  4James Beilby and Paul R. Eddy, eds., The Nature of the Atonement: Four Views (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006). 



  5Steve Chalke and Alan Mann, The Lost Message of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003). 



  6Derek Tidball, David Hilborn, and Justin Thacker, eds., The Atonement Debate (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008). For the full story of The Lost Message of Jesusand the responses it engendered, see David Hilborn, “Atonement, Evangelicalism and the Evangelical Alliance: The Present Debate in Context,” in The Atonement Debate, 15–33.



  7 I. Howard Marshall, Aspects of the Atonement: Cross and Resurrection in the Reconciling of God and Humanity (London: Paternoster, 2007), viii. 



  8Stott, The Cross of Christ, 237–39.



  9One is Richard Gaffin, Resurrection and Redemption, 2nd ed. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1987). 



  10See George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 31–32.
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Introduction to Jesus’s Saving Events



We Are Not Saved by Our Works

Scripture repeatedly says that we cannot merit God’s favor by our good deeds. Though it is sometimes overlooked, this is the message of the Old Testament.



If you, O LORD, should mark iniquities,

 O LORD, who could stand? (Ps. 130:3)



Enter not into judgment with your servant,

 for no one living is righteous before you. (Ps. 143:2)



We have all become like one who is unclean,

 and all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment. (Isa. 64:6)



The New Testament also abundantly testifies to the fact that we cannot merit salvation by our good works.



And by him everyone who believes is freed from everything from which you could not be freed by the law of Moses. (Acts 13:39)



For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin. (Rom. 3:20)



A person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified. (Gal. 2:16)

For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. (Eph. 2:8–9)



But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of works done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit. (Titus 3:4–5)



God, who saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began, ... (2Tim. 1:8–9) 

We Are Saved by Jesus’s Works

Scripture is clear—we cannot rescue ourselves from our sins. It is just as clear that Jesus Christ saves. Jesus himself said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). His apostles proclaimed the same message. Listen to Peter: “This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, which has become the cornerstone. And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:11–12). And hear Paul: “Believe in the LORD Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household” (Acts 16:31). 

Robert Letham asks a good question and gives it a good answer:



What do we mean by “the work of Christ”? In short, we refer to all that Christ did when he came to this earth “for us and our salvation,” all that he continues to do now that he is risen from the dead and at God’s right hand, and all that he will do when he returns in glory at the end of the age.1 



This is correct. In its broadest sense the work of Christ is vast in scope, stretching from his incarnation to his second coming. And my goal is to explore something of that vastness, but first things first. I must ask, What do people usually mean when they speak of the work of Christ? The expected answer is that Jesus died on the cross to save his people from their sins. While this answer is correct, it is incomplete. Listen as Paul gives his most famous summary of the gospel that he preached: “For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures” (1Cor. 15:3–4).

Jesus’s Death and Resurrection Are His Main Saving Deeds

Jesus’s crucifixion saves, but not apart from his empty tomb. A Savior who remained in the grave would not be a Savior. And Jesus’s resurrection saves, but not apart from his cross. The two are inseparable in God’s plan and should be inseparable in our thinking. What are the two most important of Christ’s redemptive events? His death and resurrection. 

Jesus himself predicted his two key saving events:



And he began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes and be killed and after three days rise again. (Mark 8:31; see also 9:31; 10:33–34)



For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father. (John 10:17–18; see also 2:19)



Paul, in Romans, also joins Christ’s death and resurrection: 



If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is LORD and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is saved. (Rom. 10:9–10)



Many times Paul combines Jesus’s death and resurrection as his primary saving events: Romans 4:25; 2Corinthians 5:15; and Philippians 3:10. Luke does the same in Acts 2:22–24, as do the writer to the Hebrews in 1:3 and the apostle Peter in 1Peter 1:11. 

Jesus Performed Nine Saving Deeds

Unequivocally, Scripture highlights Jesus’s death and resurrection when it speaks of his saving accomplishment. It does, however, paint a fuller picture and mentions seven additional aspects of Christ’s saving work:


	incarnation

	sinless life

	death

	resurrection

	ascension

	session

	Pentecost 

	intercession 

	second coming



Brief definitions are in order. The incarnation is the Son of God’s becoming a human being by a supernatural conception in Mary’s womb. Christ’s sinless life is his living from birth to death without sinning in thought, word, or deed. His ascension is his public return to the Father by “going up” from the Mount of Olives. His session is his sitting down at God the Father’s right hand after his ascension. Pentecost, as much Christ’s saving work as any other event on the list, is his pouring out the Holy Spirit on the church in newness and power. His intercession includes his perpetual presentation in heaven of his finished cross work and his prayers on behalf of his saints. His second coming is his return in glory at the end of the age to bless his people and judge his enemies. 

New Testament writers frequently mention these nine saving events of Christ. I will cite one sample passage for each of the seven events other than the crucifixion and resurrection. 

Jesus’s incarnation saves. The incarnation of the Son of God is an essential precondition for his saving work, as Paul shows in Philippians 2:5–9:



Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name.



Jesus’s sinless life saves. Jesus’s living a sinless life is necessary for him to be our Savior, as the writer to the Hebrews teaches (while mentioning Christ’s ascension): “Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Heb. 4:14–15). 

Jesus’s ascension saves. Jesus’s ascension is also a part of his saving work, as Paul testifies in a confession of faith (combined with his incarnation and resurrection):

Great indeed, we confess, is the mystery of godliness:



He was manifested in the flesh,

vindicated by the Spirit,

 seen by angels,

proclaimed among the nations,

 believed on in the world,

 taken up in glory. (1Tim. 3:16)



Jesus’s session saves. Jesus’s session belongs to his saving events, as the writer to the Hebrews reminds us:



And every priest stands daily at his service, offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. ... For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified. (Heb. 10:11–12, 14)



Jesus’s work at Pentecost saves. Pentecost is as much a part of Jesus’s saving work as his death and resurrection, and Peter affirms its importance in his Pentecost sermon (along with Jesus’s resurrection, ascension, and session): “This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses. Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you yourselves are seeing and hearing” (Acts 2:32–33).

Jesus’s intercession saves. Jesus’s intercession is a vital saving event, as Hebrews reveals: “He holds his priesthood permanently, because he continues forever. Consequently, he is able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them” (Heb. 7:24–25). 

Jesus’s second coming saves. Jesus’s second coming is the final aspect of his saving work, as Hebrews 9:28 explains, juxtaposing it with his atoning death: “So Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.”

Scripture Gives Many Combinations of Jesus’s Saving Deeds

The New Testament puts Jesus’s saving events in many combinations. In addition to the passages cited above, Paul brings together Christ’s resurrection and session (Eph. 1:20–21), his resurrection, session, and second coming (Col. 3:1–4), his resurrection and second coming (1Thess. 1:10), his death, resurrection, and second coming (1Thess. 4:14), and his incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection (2Tim. 2:8). 

Moreover, there are two passages that each include four saving events (in addition to Acts 2:32–33, quoted above). First, Paul joins Jesus’s crucifixion, resurrection, session, and intercession: “Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised—who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us” (Rom. 8:34). Second, the apostle Peter unites Christ’s cross, resurrection, ascension, and session.



For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive in the spirit ... through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to him. (1Pet. 3:18, 21–22)



The classic statement of the breadth of Christ’s saving work is John Calvin’s hymn of praise to Christ:



If we seek salvation, we are taught by the very name of Jesus that it is “of him” [1Cor. 1:30]. If we seek any other gifts of the Spirit, they will be found in his anointing. If we seek strength, it lies in his dominion; if purity, in his conception; if gentleness, it appears in his birth. For by his birth he was made like us in all respects [Heb. 2:17] that he might learn to feel our pain [cf. Heb. 5:2]. If we seek redemption, it lies in his passion; if acquittal, in his condemnation; if remission of the curse, in his cross [Gal. 3:13]; if satisfaction, in his sacrifice; if purification, in his blood, if reconciliation, in his descent into hell; if mortification of the flesh, in his tomb; if newness of life, in his resurrection; if immortality, in the same; if inheritance of the Heavenly Kingdom, in his entrance into heaven; if protection, if security, if abundant supply of all blessings, in his Kingdom; if untroubled expectation of judgment, in the power given him to judge. In short, since rich store of every kind of goods abounds in him, let us drink our fill from this fountain, and from no other.2 



Conclusion

The New Testament writers regard Jesus’s death and resurrection as the central acts of history. His cross and empty tomb are redemptive. The same writers regard two prior events as necessary preconditions to his death and resurrection—his incarnation and sinless life. And they regard five subsequent events as necessary results of his death and resurrection—his ascension, session, Pentecost, intercession, and second coming. Christ’s saving accomplishment, then, with a narrow focus, consists of his death and resurrection. But when viewed with a broader lens, it includes everything from his incarnation to his return. It is good for us to study each of his nine redemptive deeds. And that is exactly what the following nine chapters do. Each chapter will trace one event through Scripture and then summarize what part that event plays in Christ’s saving work. 








  1 Robert Letham, The Work of Christ, Contours of Christian Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 18–19.



  2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. JohnT. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 1:527–28 (2.16.19).
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Christ’s Incarnation



Now it was of the greatest importance for us that he who was to be our Mediator be both true God and true man. ... Since our iniquities, like a cloud cast between us and him, had completely estranged us from the Kingdom of Heaven, no man, unless he belonged to God, could serve as the intermediary to restore peace. But who might reach to him? Any one of Adam’s children? No, like their father, all of them were terrified at the sight of God. ... What then? The situation would surely have been hopeless had the very majesty of God not descended to us, since it was not in our power to ascend to him. Hence, it was necessary for the Son of God to become for us “Immanuel, that is, God with us,” and in such a way that his divinity and our human nature might by mutual connection grow together. ... In undertaking to describe the Mediator, Paul then, with good reason, distinctly reminds us that He is man: “One mediator between God and men, the man Jesus Christ.”1 



Calvin is correct. The Mediator had unique qualifications. He had to be both God and man to save us sinners. He had to be God because only God could save us. He had to become man because the work of salvation had to be performed by a human being for human beings. How God became a man is the subject of this chapter. Orthodox christology begins from above with God the Son, the second person of the Trinity, who, according to the Apostles’ Creed, “was conceived by the Holy Spirit, and born of the Virgin Mary.” 

Jesus’s incarnation saves. It does not save in and of itself, by the mere fact of God’s becoming a man. It does not save apart from Christ’s death and resurrection. But it is an essential prerequisite for those saving events. We will investigate the Old Testament, the Synoptic Gospels, the Gospel of John, and the Epistles before drawing conclusions.

Old Testament Background

Isaiah 7:14

Seven hundred years before Messiah’s birth, Isaiah prophesied: “Therefore the LORD himself will give you a sign. Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call his name Immanuel” (Isa. 7:14). It is difficult to understand how this prophecy relates to its historical context in evil King Ahaz’s day, and faithful interpreters disagree. Some favor a single fulfillment view that understands Isaiah 7:14 as only predicting the coming of Christ. Others favor a double fulfillment view that understands the verse as finding an immediate fulfillment in Ahaz’s day and a long-range fulfillment in Christ. We cannot here deal with the issue in detail.2

The important point is that Matthew regards it as a prophecy of Christ’s virgin birth:



All this took place to fulfill what the LORD had spoken by the prophet:



“Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son,

 and they shall call his name Immanuel”



(which means, God with us). (Matt. 1:22–23)



Although critical Old Testament scholars have questioned whether almah should be translated “virgin” in Isaiah 7:14, conservatives generally agree that in that context it means “a young woman who is unmarried and sexually chaste,”3  and there is no doubt that the Greek word Matthew uses (παрθένοѕ, parthenos, following the LXX) only means “virgin.”

Isaiah 9:6

Later, Isaiah foretold that the Messiah would be a divine-human ruler over Israel (and the world) who would bring peace and reign forever:



For to us a child is born,

 to us a son is given;

and the government shall be upon his shoulder,

 and his name shall be called

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

 Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. (Isa. 9:6)



Alec Motyer’s words deserve quotation:



The emphasis falls not on what the child will do when grown up but on the mere fact of his birth. ... He is born as from human parentage and given as from God. ... The decisions of a king make or break a kingdom and a kingdom designed to be everlasting demands a wisdom like that of the everlasting God. In this case, like God because he is God, the Mighty God (’el gibbor), the title given to the LORD himself in 10:21–22. ... God has come to birth, bringing with him the qualities which guarantee his people’s preservation (wisdom) and liberation (warrior strength).4



Isaiah looked forward and saw the coming one, who was to be virgin born, even God himself entering into human life. He would sit on David’s throne forever and bring freedom to Israel and the nations (Isa. 9:7). Although we cannot be certain how much Isaiah understood when “the Spirit of Christ in” him “predicted the ... Christ” (1Pet. 1:11), the prophet saw dimly the things promised “and greeted them from afar” (Heb. 11:13).

The Event in the Synoptic Gospels

Before Jesus’s birth, God announces to Israel that he will send the promised Redeemer. The priest Zechariah, John the Baptist’s father, filled with the Spirit, prophesies that in sending John as the forerunner of the Messiah, God



 has visited and redeemed his people

and has raised up a horn of salvation. (Luke 1:68–69)



Mary in her Magnificat rejoices that in sending the Promised One, God “has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy” in fulfillment of Old Testament promises (v.54). Astonishingly, the glory of God shines on poor shepherds in their fields at night, and an angel of the LORD announces to them, “For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the LORD” (2:11). 

Before Jesus’s birth, God proclaims concerning Mary, “That which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit,” and the newborn is to be named Jesus (Matt. 1:20; Luke 1:31). Why? The angel of the LORD’s reassuring words to Joseph link the Messiah’s name to his mission: “She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). “Jesus” means “the LORD saves.”

The godly Simeon was told by God that he would live to see the Messiah. He does that very thing when he holds the eight-day-old baby Jesus in his arms and blesses God,



My eyes have seen your salvation ...

a light for revelation to the Gentiles,

 and for glory to your people Israel. (Luke 2:30, 32)



The aged prophetess Anna remained in the temple worshiping night and day. And when Jesus was presented in the temple, “at that very hour she began to give thanks to God and to speak of him to all who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem” (v.38). 

So, God brings an amazing message to those who have ears to hear his words and eyes to see his kingdom: the baby Jesus is the Savior. He saves not as a baby, however, but as an adult, who will live a sinless life, die on a cross, and rise to live again.

Teaching in the Gospel of John

Jesus Is the Light

The prologue to John’s Gospel is justly famous. It introduces many themes that the rest of the Gospel develops. But its main theme is the incarnation of the Son of God. John does not call him the Son right away, but rather the Word and the light. John uses a literary form known as a chiasm to highlight the incarnation. Regular parallelism follows the pattern AB AB or ABC ABC, and so on, in which letters stand for ideas. Inverted parallelism, or chiasm, reverses the pattern: AB BA or ABC CBA, and so forth. John’s prologue forms a chiasm using the pattern AB BA. 

The Son of God is called “the Word” in verse 1 and “the light” in verse 7. If John were following regular parallelism, he would first speak of the incarnation in terms of the Word becoming flesh and next in terms of the light coming into the world. Instead, he reverses the order. Verse 9 says, “The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.” Then verse 14 says, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”

Here is the pattern:



A The Word (v.1)

B The light (v.7)

 B The light comes into the world (v.9)

A The Word becomes flesh (v.14)



By using this pattern John rivets readers’ attention on the incarnation. He shows that the incarnation was to bring salvation to humankind. When he writes, “The true light was coming into the world” (John 1:9), he pictures the world as dark, devoid of the knowledge of God. Christ comes as the light, the divine-human illuminator, who enlightens everyone with whom he comes in contact in his earthly ministry. Jesus as the light brings saving knowledge to all who believe in him, although sadly many reject him (vv.10–11). 

The grand illustration of this is when Jesus, the light of the world (John 8:12; 9:5), gives physical and spiritual sight to a man born blind. The former blind man believes in Jesus, worships him, and enjoys the forgiveness of sins found in him (9:38–41). But for those who reject Jesus, his light blinds them and hardens them in their sins (vv.40–41). 

John’s favorite way of showing Jesus as the light is to present him as the revealer of the invisible Father. As such the Son brings messages from the Father into the world. The Son reveals the Father so well that to believe in the Son’s word is to believe in the Father and gain eternal life: “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word andbelieves him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life” (John 5:24). 

Jesus’s role as revealer and light is made plain in John 12:44–50:



Whoever believes in me, believes not in me but in him who sent me. And whoever sees me sees him who sent me. I have come into the world as light, so that whoever believes in me may not remain in darkness. If anyone hears my words and does not keep them, I do not judge him; for I did not come to judge the world but to save the world. The one who rejects me and does not receive my words has a judge; the word that I have spoken will judge him on the last day. For I have not spoken on my own authority, but the Father who sent me has himself given me a commandment—what to say and what to speak. And I know that his commandment is eternal life. What I say, therefore, I say as the Father has told me.



Of course, the saving knowledge that Jesus the revealer imparts is not apart from his saving death and resurrection. He himself teaches: “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (John 10:11), and “I lay down my life that I may take it up again” (John 10:17). A crucial part of the revealer’s message is that he must die and be raised from the dead on behalf of his people. 

Jesus Is the Word

John also portrays the Son as the preincarnate Word. In this role the Son was face-to-face with the Father before creation. He was also equal with the Father as the phrase “the Word was God” demonstrates.5  In addition, he was the Father’s agent in creating everything, as the affirmations and denials in John 1:1–3 show. This same eternal Word “became flesh and dwelt among us.” The second person of the Trinity became a flesh-and-blood human being. Furthermore, he lived among his fellow human beings for thirty-three years, three and a half of which were devoted to public ministry. As a result the apostles and other witnesses saw “his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” That is, the incarnate Word revealed in his humanity divine qualities of glory, grace, and faithfulness as John points out in 2:11 and 11:4, 40. 

Jesus received a divided response from humankind (his creatures and covenant people Israel). Most “did not know him” and “did not receive him” (John 1:10, 11). “But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God” (v.12). Even as we use words to reveal our inmost thoughts, so God used the Word, his unique Son, to reveal his mind as well (v.18). The Word came as the Savior, and all who believed in him were freed from their bondage to sin (8:34, 36) and adopted into the family of God. The incarnate Word is the God-man who “from his divine fullness” gives “grace upon grace” to needy sinners (1:16). 

Once more, it is important to remember that the incarnate Word does not save apart from the cross and empty tomb. Indeed, the Word is also “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29) by giving himself as a sacrifice. The Word made flesh is the one who predicted his resurrection when he said of the temple that was his body, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (2:19). 

Teaching in the Epistles

If the Gospels tell the story and provide some theological interpretation of it, the Epistles assume the Gospels’ story and provide much theological interpretation. So it is that Paul speaks of the incarnation when explaining God’s intention to redeem his new covenant people. 

Galatians 4:4–5

But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. 



Paul has been speaking of three covenants: the Abrahamic covenant, the Mosaic covenant coming 430 years later and subordinate to it, and the new covenant in Christ, which fulfilled the promise made to Abraham (Gal. 3:16–29). Now Paul speaks of the arrival of the One who ratifies the new covenant: “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son” (4:4). Paul views the incarnation from the perspective of heaven; it involved God’s sending his Son into the world.

Viewed from the perspective of earth, the Son was “born of woman” (v.4). This succinctly speaks of the Christ’s virginal conception in Mary’s womb and subsequent birth. Why did God send his Son into the world to be born of Mary? The next words provide a hint: he was “born under the law” (v.4). Paul means that the Messiah was a Jewish boy, whose birth obligated him to keep the law of God’s covenant people. And that is what Jesus did, perfectly, his whole life. 

Next Paul connects the incarnation with its purpose—redemption: “God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law” (v.4). The purpose of the incarnation was to facilitate redemption. For the Son to redeem us, he had to become one of us. No incarnation, no redemption. But the good news is: incarnation, and therefore redemption. 

The apostle gives an important result of redemption—adoption. The Son came “so that we might receive adoption as sons” (Gal. 4:4). “Adoption is an act of God’s free grace, whereby we are received into the number and have a right to all the privileges of the sons of God.”6  Paul thus mentions Christ’s redeeming work but does not expand on it. He did that in the previous chapter: “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us” (3:13). That is, the Son endured the penalty of the law, condemnation on the accursed cross, in order to redeem all Jews and Gentiles who believe in him. 

The purpose of the incarnation was to bring about redemption, which involved Christ’s bearing in his person the law’s threat of judgment, so that his people might become the sons and daughters of the living God. 

Philippians 2:5–8

After calling for unity in surrounding texts (1:27; 4:2), Paul exhorts his beloved Philippians to unity in 2:1–4: 



So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others. 



What is the apostle’s strategy to promote unity in the Philippian congregation? He urges them to follow Christ’s example of humility in their dealings with one another.



Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. (Phil. 2:5–8)



This is Scripture’s boldest statement of Jesus’s two states, the state of humiliation (from birth to burial) and the state of exaltation (from resurrection to return). Paul begins and ends this section with references to Christ’s deity. First, he says that Christ existed “in the form of God” (v.6), something only true of God himself. He ends this section (vv.10–11) with an allusion to Isaiah 45:22–25, where God himself says, “I am God, and there is no other” (Isa. 45:22). Paul applies directly to Jesus what Isaiah said was true of God alone. He regards Jesus as equal with God. 

Within this picture frame of affirmations of Christ’s equality with God, Paul speaks volumes about the condescension of God. He paints a vivid picture of the incarnation and its effects. The divine Son “humbled himself,” “made himself nothing.” Does this mean that he divested himself of his divinity, as some have taught, taking the words “he emptied [[image: ], ekenōsen] himself” literally as an “emptying” of some divine attributes? No, because the very next words show that Paul’s language here is metaphorical. The Son “emptied himself” [“made himself nothing,” ESV] by “taking the form of a servant.” This is how God condescended—he became a servant. And Paul does not have an angelic servant in mind, for he says that the Son was “born in the likeness of men” (Phil. 2:7). The One who existed in “the form of God” took “the form of a servant.” Almighty God became a servant! He did this when he was born in human likeness. 

But even this is not the full extent of the Son’s humiliation. He also “humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (v.8). What condescension! God the Creator became one of his human creatures and then not a king or a prince, but a bondslave. He humbled himself by obeying his Father unto death to fulfill his mission. And not just any death, but a scandalous death by crucifixion!

So, the apostle Paul interprets the incarnation of the Son of God as a great act of condescension, an act that led to his crucifixion. It was also an act that led to his exaltation as the next three verses so eloquently testify.



Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is LORD, to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2:9–11)



The state of humiliation is followed by Christ’s triumphant state of exaltation (vv.9–11). God does not leave his Son on the cross but highly exalts him (v.9). This includes everything from Jesus’s resurrection to his future return. A discussion of these glorious things will have to wait for a later chapter. 

Now the question begs to be asked, why? Paul answers in another epistle: “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). In context Paul portrays the incarnate Son as the great example of love and humility. Christ’s example is powerful. He counted the Philippians (and the rest of his people) as more significant than himself (cf. Phil. 2:3). They were not more significant, but he counted them so when he loved them and gave himself for them. In addition, he was looking not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others (v.4), namely, the Philippians and all other believers.

Paul wants Euodia and Syntyche (4:2) and the rest of the congregation to remember the reason they are in the congregation—because of Christ’s monumental act of humility and love. Paul wants them to follow Christ’s selfless example. In doing this, they will promote unity in their church. 

Hebrews 2:9, 14–15, 16–17

No chapter of Scripture teaches the incarnation more emphatically than Hebrews 2. This chapter contains at least three major pictures of Christ’s saving work, divinely given interpretations of the meaning of the Savior’s death and resurrection. I will not develop these three pictures now but rather note that each one is preceded by an affirmation of the incarnation. 



But we see him who for a little while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone. (Heb. 2:9)



The writer to the Hebrews quotes Psalm 8, which, within a frame of praise to God for his majesty, celebrates the creational blessings of Adam and Eve. Two blessings are singled out: the glory and honor with which our first parents were endowed and their dominion over the animal kingdom (Ps. 8:4–6, quoted in Heb. 2:6–8). After quoting the psalm, the author refers to Jesus. Though Psalm 8 originally referred to Adam and Eve, what it says pertains to Jesus in his incarnation. He too “for a little while was made lower than the angels” (Heb. 2:9). He, the second person of the Holy Trinity, became a man so as to be “crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone” (v.9). 

Jesus is here portrayed as “the last Adam” and “the second man” (1Cor. 15:45, 47). He is only the second human being created as God intended—in fellowship with him and without sin (Eve is not included in the Bible’s headship theology). And he is “the last Adam” because he does what no one before him or after him could do; as the unique Redeemer he has no successor. Via his death and resurrection he restores the creational blessings of glory and honor and dominion forfeited by the first Adam in his fall. And it is his incarnation that makes all of that possible.

The author of Hebrews introduces a second picture of Christ’s saving work with another reference to the incarnation: 



Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery. (Heb. 2:14–15)



This is the Christus Victor theme, made famous by Gustaf Aulén’s book, which gave its name to this atonement motif.7  God the Son comes into his world to fight and overcome his and his people’s enemies: Satan, the demons, sin, the grave, death, hell, and the world understood as an organized system of evil opposed to God (1John 2:15). How does he win this mighty victory? Through his victorious life, death, resurrection, exaltation to heaven, and return. 

What is the essential prerequisite for all of this to occur? The incarnation of the Son of God, of course. Because the people he came to save “share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things” (Heb. 2:14). The Son, a divine title for Christ according to Hebrews 1, partook of human flesh and blood in his incarnation. The Son of God truly became a son of Adam. 

Why? The writer gives two reasons: to defeat the Devil and deliver those fearful of God’s wrath: “that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery” (vv.14–15). By his death on the cross Christ, our champion, vanquishes his ancient foe and redeems his people. The Devil is a usurper who uses death to terrorize poor sinners. Christ overcomes the strong man and frees his prisoners (Matt. 12:28–29). Once more we underscore the key fact: it is the incarnation that brings the Son from heaven to earth so he can be Christus Victor. 

The writer to the Hebrews introduces yet a third picture of the atonement by speaking of the incarnation again: 



For surely it is not angels that he helps, but he helps the offspring of Abraham. Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people. (Heb. 2:16–17)



The dominant picture of Christ the Savior in Hebrews is neither that of second Adam nor that of Victor, but Christ as the great High Priest and sacrifice. Already in chapter 1 the author has introduced this picture in a few words: “After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (1:3). And Scripture’s grandest exposition of Christ as priest and sacrifice occurs in Hebrews 7–10. 

Perhaps this theme is put last in chapter 2 to give it prominence; readers are left with it still before their eyes as they begin chapter 3. The important point at present is to see that it too begins with the incarnation. After saying that Christ came to save human beings, not angels, the writer specifies, “Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest” (Heb. 2:17). 

Hebrews 1 teaches that to be our great High Priest Christ had to be divine. Hebrews 2 adds that to be our great High Priest Christ had to become human. As the divine-human priest, the Son of God made “propitiation for the sins of the people” (v.17). Here Christ’s sacrifice is a propitiation, not only expiating believers’ sin (Heb. 9:26), but also enabling God to maintain his moral integrity and save sinners. 

In Hebrews 2 then, the writer presents Jesus’s work of salvation using three pictures. Christ is second Adam, Victor, and priest. The writer introduces each picture by telling of the incarnation. Plainly, it is the essential precondition for Jesus’s cross and empty tomb. 

Connecting the Dots: Christ’s Incarnation Saves 

Gordon Fee’s highlighting of the crucial importance of the incarnation for Pauline theology introduces our summary of the teaching of all of Scripture that Christ’s incarnation is essential for salvation:



Paul clearly understood Christ the Savior himself to be divine; he was not simply a divine agent. ... Thus the full deity of Christ is never something Paul argues for; rather, it is the constant presupposition of everything that he says about Christ as Savior. ... To be sure, Paul speaks only rarely of the “Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20); but the very fact that in this case he identifies Christ as “the Son of God” suggests that what overwhelms Paul about such love is not simply Christ’s death on his behalf. What lies behind such language is the overwhelming sense that the preexistent, and therefore divine, Son of God is the one who by incarnation as well as crucifixion “died for me.” To put the matter another way, the deity of Christ is therefore for Paul no small matter; it is rather of central significance to his understanding of, and devotion to, his LORD.8



As Isaiah prophesied, the virgin-born Immanuel, even God himself, would enter human life, rule on David’s throne forever, and liberate Israel and the nations (Isa. 7:14; 9:6). In the fullness of time, God does a startling thing—in mercy he sends a baby to redeem his people from their sins, both believing Jews and Gentiles. Incredibly, an angel from heaven appears with God’s glory shining at night and announces to lowly shepherds, “For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the LORD” (Luke 2:11). 

John presents Jesus as the light coming into the world and the Word become flesh (John 1:9, 14). He is God incarnate who reveals the invisible Father to human beings. And, in fulfillment of Jesus’s own prophecies, he later lays down his life and takes it up again (10:17–18). 

Paul testifies that “God sent forth his Son, born of woman ... to redeem those who were under the law” so we might become the children of God (Gal. 4:4–5). He who existed in “the form of God” took “the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men” so he could die on the cross. As a result “God has highly exalted him” in his resurrection and ascension and will universally exalt him when he comes again (Phil. 2:6–7, 9). 

After teaching the Son’s deity in chapter 1, Hebrews 2 puts great emphasis on the saving significance of his partaking of flesh and blood. In order for him to fulfill his roles of second Adam, Victor, and priest, it was necessary for him to become a genuine human being (Heb. 2:9, 14, 17). 

So then, does Christ’s incarnation save? The answer depends on what exactly is being asked. Does Christ’s incarnation save in and of itself? The answer is no. Salvation does not come automatically to humankind when the eternal Son of God becomes a man. But does Christ’s incarnation save as the essential precondition for the saving deeds that follow? The answer is yes. Only a divine-human Redeemer would do. If the Son had not become a human being, he could not have lived a sinless human life, died, and risen again to deliver his people. He could not have ascended, sat down at God’s right hand, poured out the Holy Spirit, interceded for his own, and come again. To perform these saving works, he had to become one of us. In that important sense, Christ’s incarnation saves.

Philip Edgcumbe Hughes memorably underscores the nexus between the incarnation and Christ’s saving work:



But Bethlehem is not the whole story. The birth that took place there was not an end in itself but a means to an end. The end to which Bethlehem was a means was Calvary, and unless Bethlehem is seen in direct relationship to Calvary its true purpose and significance are missed. The cradle was the start of the road that led to the cross; and the purpose of Christ’s coming was achieved not in the cradle but on the cross. ... Thus Jesus declared of himself that “the Son of Man came ... to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mk. 10:45), and St. Paul proclaimed that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (1Tim. 1:15).9 



Bethlehem is not the whole story, but it is the essential beginning of the story. The center of the story is Jesus’s death and resurrection. But between the incarnation and the death and resurrection lies Jesus’s sinless life, the subject of the next chapter. 
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Christ’s  Sinless Life



This sinlessness [of Christ] involves two elements. 

First, Christ was free of actual sin. He betrays no consciousness of guilt. He never prays for forgiveness. He never confesses short-coming. On the contrary, all he did, thought or said conformed exactly to the will of God. He fulfilled all righteousness (Mt. 3:15).

Secondly, he was free from inherent sin. Nowhere in the structures of his being was there any sin. Satan had no foot-hold in him. There was no lust. There was no affinity with sin. There was no proclivity to sin. There was no possibility of temptation from within. In no respect was he fallen and in no respect was his nature corrupt. 

Until the nineteenth century this was the virtually unanimous confession of the church.1

Donald Macleod is correct: the sinlessness of Christ was the historic position of the Christian church until the Enlightenment. This fact prompts two questions this chapter will seek to answer: Does Scripture teach the sinlessness of Christ? If so, what theological significance does Christ’s sinlessness have? 

Jesus’s Sinlessness Is Predicted in the Old Testament

The Old Testament in numerous passages predicts events in Jesus’s life and ministry. At least one of them predicts his sinless life on earth after the incarnation and before his death and resurrection.

Isaiah 53

Seven hundred years before Jesus’s coming, Isaiah prophesies his death and resurrection in this famous song about the Servant of the LORD, the Messiah. He also predicts some details of his earthly life. The message of the Servant’s saving accomplishment will appear almost too good to be true.



Who has believed what he has heard from us?

 And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed? (Isa. 53:1) 



There are a number of reasons why this message is hard to believe. One is the obscurity of the Servant.



For he grew up before him like a young plant,

 and like a root out of dry ground. (v.2)



Jesus’s fellow Galileans do not immediately believe that he is the Messiah (see Matt. 13:53–58). In addition, the Servant does not possess a royal bearing, as many Jews expected the Messiah to have.



He had no form or majesty that we should look at him

 and no beauty that we should desire him. (Isa. 53:2)



Furthermore, the majority response of the covenant people to their Messiah is not one of welcome and joy.



He was despised and rejected by men;

 a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;

and as one from whom men hide their faces

 he was despised, and we esteemed him not. (vv.3–4)



Isaiah also, in two places in the Servant Song, prophesies that Messiah will be sinless. This involves not transgressing in action or speech, reflecting his righteous character. First, when Isaiah predicts that Messiah will die with wicked men, he also foretells his purity in deed and word: 



And they made his grave with the wicked

 and with a rich man in his death,

although he had done no violence,

 and there was no deceit in his mouth. (v.9)



Peter quotes this verse when encouraging his readers to follow Jesus’s example of suffering unjust punishment patiently (1Pet. 2:21–23). How difficult it is not to return evil for evil but to keep one’s tongue in such circumstances! And that is exactly what Isaiah said that the Servant would do. And he did. 

In fact, a few verses later, when discussing the Servant’s suffering and bearing the sins of many, Isaiah testifies to a holy use of Messiah’s tongue:



He poured out his soul to death ...

yet he bore the sin of many,

 and makes intercession for the transgressors. (Isa. 53:12)



Even while dying a horrible death and bearing others’ sins, he prays for them. That is remarkable, indeed. 

Second, when predicting that the Servant’s work will be the basis for the justification of sinners, Isaiah describes the Servant’s character in one powerful word:



By his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant,

make many to be accounted righteous,

 and he shall bear their iniquities. (v.11)



Isaiah calls him “the righteous one, my servant,” and that prediction accords exactly with the New Testament portrait of him. 

It is striking that in the most famous of Old Testament passages predicting Messiah’s death and resurrection, the prophet Isaiah predicts that the coming Servant of the LORD will be righteous in character and will demonstrate that by not sinning in deed or speech. 

Jesus’s Sinlessness Is Revealed in the New Testament 

All parts of the New Testament testify that the incarnate Son of God was without sin: the Gospels, Acts, Pauline Epistles, General Epistles, and Revelation. 

The Gospels

Luke. In response to Mary’s question, the angel Gabriel explains to her how she, a virgin, will conceive: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). The Virgin Mary will conceive due to a miracle of the Holy Spirit within her womb. The result? Even before Jesus’s birth, God announces that he will be the holy Son of God.

Mark. One evidence of the Gospels’ authenticity is that they present the disciples’ gradually coming to understand who Jesus is. On more than one occasion the Father speaks from heaven, declaring the identity of his beloved Son (Matt. 3:17; 17:5). It is true that Peter, in his famous declaration, confesses, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). But it is also true that Peter does not arrive at this conclusion on his own; as Jesus declares, “Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (v.17). The Gospels record the disciples’ struggling to understand who Jesus is, often taking one step forward and two backward.

It is ironic that the demons have a better understanding of Christ than the disciples prior to his resurrection. We see this in an early encounter between Jesus and a man with an unclean spirit. As soon as the man meets Jesus, the evil spirit within him cries out: “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24). In keeping with the views of contemporary magical texts, scholars believe that these words are the demon’s attempt to control Jesus by speaking his name. But Jesus will have none of it. He rebukes the demon, silences him, and commands him to come out of the possessed man. And the demon obeys, amazing the disciples (vv.25–28). Noteworthy is that the demons acknowledge Jesus’s sinlessness when they claim to know who he is and address him as “the Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24).

John. The Gospel of John also testifies to Jesus’s moral purity. Jesus scandalizes a crowd by teaching two things that they consider outrageous: apparent cannibalism and God’s control over who comes to Jesus. As a result most of the crowd leaves him “and no longer walked with him” (John 6:66). Jesus asks the twelve disciples frankly, “Do you want to go away as well?” (v.67). Peter, their spokesman, replies: “LORD, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God” (vv.68–69). Here again, Peter speaks better than he knows (this may be John’s version of Peter’s confession of Matt. 16:16). But he speaks the truth: they will follow Jesus even when his words are incomprehensible. Why? His words are revelation from God because Jesus is “the Holy One of God.”

In John 8, Jesus engages in a pitched battle with the Jewish leaders. They keep claiming that they, descendants of Abraham, do not need to believe in Jesus. He acknowledges their physical descent from Abraham but denies that Abraham is their spiritual father. To the contrary, their deeds reveal their true paternity all too well: “You are of your father the devil” (John 8:44). In this charged atmosphere, Jesus speaks daringly: “Which one of you convicts me of sin?” (v.46). I do not recommend this approach for you or me! But it works coming from Jesus’s lips. The reason is simple—he is the incarnate Son of God, and as the God-man, he never sins, not even when provoked by his sworn enemies. 

The Acts of the Apostles

Acts 3:14. Acts frequently bears witness to the sinlessness of the Christ. After Peter heals a lame man in Jesus’s name outside the temple in Jerusalem, a crowd gathers. Peter takes no credit for the healing. Instead, he acknowledges the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who, he says addressing his fellow Jews, “glorified his servant Jesus, whom you delivered over and denied in the presence of Pilate” (Acts 3:13). Peter does not relent but continues to confront his hearers: “But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you” (v.14). Peter uses hard words because he loves his fellow Jewsand desires for them to see their need of a Savior so that they might come to him for salvation. And in so doing, he labels Jesus “the Holy and Righteous One” (v.14), thereby confessing his moral spotlessness.

Acts 4:27, 30. Apostolic miracles and preaching stir up the crowds in Jerusalem, which in turn stirs up the wrath of the Jewish leaders. They arrest the apostles and bring them before the Sanhedrin for questioning. Their strategy is simple: threaten the apostles so they will stop preaching Jesus. But the apostles refuse to be cowed, and they preach Jesus to the Jewish leaders instead. After more threats, the leaders release the apostles, who gather with other believers for prayer (Acts 4:1–23). 

The apostles praise God for foretelling in Psalm 2 the Jewish and Gentile opposition to his “holy servant Jesus” that led to his crucifixion (Acts 4:25–27). They pray for boldness: “And now, LORD, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word with all boldness, while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus” (Acts 4:29–30). The Savior is described in various ways in the book of Acts, but here twice in short compass the apostles pray to God concerning his “holy servant Jesus” (Acts 4:27, 30). 

Acts 7:52. The martyr Stephen, near the very end of the sermon that leads to his death, accuses his hearers of emulating their forefathers’ sins: “As your fathers did, so do you” (Acts 7:51). He recalls the history of the Israelites’ persecuting the Old Testament prophets. Then he mentions the Messiah: “And they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered” (v.52). 

Acts 22:14. After being rescued by a Roman tribune and his soldiers from being beaten by a Jewish mob, Paul is granted permission to address the people in Hebrew. He recounts Jesus’s appearing to him on the Damascus Road, his being blinded, and his being taken to Damascus. There a disciple named Ananias granted sight to Paul (who was still known as Saul) and told him, “The God of our fathers appointed you to know his will, to see the Righteous One and to hear a voice from his mouth; for you will be a witness for him to everyone of what you have seen and heard” (Acts 22:14–15). Here Ananias, like Stephen, called Jesus “the Righteous One” because of his godly character. 

The Pauline Epistles

The apostle Paul joins the chorus of New Testament authors who confess Jesus’s sinless perfection. In 2Corinthians 5:18–21 he expounds the doctrine of reconciliation, alternating two emphases. First, he speaks of Christ’s ministry of peacemaking (reconciliation) through his death and resurrection: “God ... through Christ reconciled us to himself; ... in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them” (2Cor. 5:18–19). Second, he speaks of God’s giving us a ministry of announcing Christ’s work of reconciliation: “God ... gave us the ministry of reconciliation; ... entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God” (vv.18–20).

Paul concludes this section with a famous verse: “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (v.21). Gordon Fee speaks of this verse, using Martin Luther’s words, as containing a “happy exchange” for believing sinners: “This is the great exchange: and it could happen for Paul only because the sinless one was nonetheless truly one of us and he came to know our sinfulness not by his own experience of it but by bearing the weight of it in his death on the cross.”2 We were filled with sin that is put to Christ’s spiritual bank account: “He made him to be sin.” In turn, Christ’s righteousness is credited to us “so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” 

How is this possible? It is made possible by the part of 2Corinthians 5:21 that I omitted. The verse describes Christ as “him ... who knew no sin.” That is another way of saying that he lived a sinless life and accrued righteousness that can be credited to believers. In post-Reformation Reformed orthodoxy, this has been called Christ’s “active obedience” to distinguish it from Christ’s “passive obedience,” his sufferings on the cross. Because “passive” today connotes passivity, I prefer to refer to the two aspects as Christ’s “lifelong obedience,” and his obedience “to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:8). When Paul speaks of Jesus as “him ... who knew no sin,” he teaches that his lifelong obedience (along with his death on the cross) is the basis of our justification. The apostle thus specifically connects Jesus’s sinless life with our salvation. 

Paul Barnett’s pithy summary deserves citation:



This verse makes powerful assertions about Christ, his life and death. It points first to the sinlessness of his incarnate life (“he knew no sin”) and then to his sin-laden death (“[God] made him sin”). It is to be inferred that the efficacy of his death arises from the sinlessness of his life. Because in his death God “made” this sinless man sin for us, those who are “in him” by faith commitment “became the righteousness of God.”3



The General Epistles

The General Epistles lay heavy emphasis on Christ’s sinlessness. 

Hebrews. The writer to the Hebrews accentuates Christ’s deity in chapter 1 and his humanity in chapter 2, and brings them both together in terms of Christ’s priesthood in 4:14–16:



Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. 



When the writer calls Jesus “the Son of God,” he is ascribing deity to him since he uses “Son of God” as a divine title (Heb. 4:14; cf. 1:8; 3:6). He also underlines Christ’s deity when he says that he, unlike other high priests, “has passed through the heavens” (4:14). 

The author also ascribes humanity to Christ when he presents him as sympathetic to us in our weaknesses. Why is he sympathetic? Because Jesus “in every respect has been tempted as we are” (v.15). The next words are vital: Jesus has been tempted just as we are “yet without sin” (v.15). Not only does his divine nature set him apart from every other high priest in Israel. But his humanity also sets him apart—because it is sinless. He has been tried and found true. 

The fact that deity and sinless humanity combine in the person of Christ has enormous implications for our salvation. The writer exhorts us boldly to approach the throne of God in heaven, a throne of majesty and awesome holiness. Such a description of God’s throne should drive us away in fear. But because of Christ’s priestly offering of himself, that majestic throne has become “a throne of grace,” which we approach “with confidence” (v.16). What do we find there? Mercy and grace: “that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need” (v.16). Christ is able to give us grace because he is divine. He offers us mercy because his sinless humanity enables him to sympathize with his people. Once again, Scripture teaches the saving significance of Christ’s sinless life. 

Uniquely in Scripture, three times Hebrews says something that at first appears shocking—that Jesus was “made perfect”:



For it was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing many sons to glory, should make the founder of their salvation perfect through suffering. (Heb. 2:10)



Although he was a son, he learned obedience through what he suffered. And being made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, being designated by God a high priest after the order of Melchizedek. (Heb. 5:8–10)



For the law appoints men in their weakness as high priests, but the word of the oath, which came later than the law, appoints a Son who has been made perfect forever. (Heb. 7:28)



Because the third passage merely mentions the Son having been “made perfect” (7:28), and the first passage connects that idea with suffering but tells us no more (2:10), the key lies in understanding the second passage—Hebrews 5:8–10—where the idea is developed. 

The preceding verse focuses our attention on Christ’s humanity: “In the days of his flesh, Jesus offered up prayers and supplications, with loud cries and tears, to him who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverence” (Heb. 5:7). This speaks, of course, of Gethsemane where Jesus, overwhelmed with sorrow, poured out his heart to the Father (see Matt. 26:36–46). The Father answered the Son’s prayer, not by removing the cross, but by raising him from the dead. Jesus’s being made perfect concerns his human struggles and culminates in the cross.

How was the incarnate Son “made perfect”? Certainly, nothing was lacking in his divine nature. And his humanity was always without sin. In what sense, then, did he need to be made perfect? A hint is provided when Hebrews 2:10 says that God made Christ “perfect through suffering.” This idea is expanded when Hebrews 5:8 says that Jesus “learned obedience through what he suffered.” The Son was made perfect when, over the course of his earthly life, he learned to obey the Father, especially by enduring suffering.

An illustration will help. Imagine that in the first-century Jerusalem Gazette a listing appears in its “Help Wanted” section for the job of Redeemer of the world. There are three requirements for the job. First, the applicant must be God; no others need apply. That would narrow the job pool to three. Second, the applicant must also have become man. That would exclude all but one. 

The point of the passages in Hebrews that teach that the incarnate Son was made perfect is found in the third qualification in the job description for Redeemer. Not only must the applicant be God incarnate; he must also have on-the-job experience. Although Jesus’s humanity was never sinful, in God’s plan it must be tried and found true. God did not send his Son to earth as a thirty-three-year-old to die and be raised. He sent him as an infant in order for him to experience human life, with all of its trials and temptations, triumphantly. 

It is critical to note the purpose for the Son’s being made perfect, that is, experientially qualified to be Savior by learning obedience through suffering. “And being made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, being designated by God a high priest after the order of Melchizedek” (Heb. 5:9–10). Jesus’s sinless life was necessary for him to become “the source of eternal salvation” for every believer. His proven sinlessness enabled him to die and rise to save sinners. It qualified him to offer himself as a sacrifice in his ministry as our great “high priest after the order of Melchizedek.”

In many ways Hebrews shows the superiority of Christ as High Priest to the Aaronic high priests. One way is his sinlessness: “He has no need, like those high priests, to offer sacrifices daily, first for his own sins and then for those of the people, since he did this once for all when he offered up himself” (Heb. 7:27). Levitical priests had to make sacrifices for their own sins; Christ did not because he had no sins. The quotation contains a second difference too: Aaronic high priests offered daily sacrifices, but Christ offered himself “once for all.” 

The author to the Hebrews extols the sinless Christ now ascended to heaven: “For it was indeed fitting that we should have such a high priest, holy, innocent, unstained, separated from sinners, and exalted above the heavens” (v.26). Here the author describes Christ in five ways. The last pertains to his present position as heavenly High Priest: “exalted above the heavens.” The first four again drive home his perfection of character; he was “holy, innocent, unstained, separated from sinners.” In this manner, the writer shows that Jesus’s sinless earthly life, culminating in his atoning death and resurrection, is an essential prerequisite for his present heavenly ministry. 

F. F. Bruce’s comments on this passage form a fitting conclusion to my treatment of Hebrews as a whole:



The new priesthood is better because the new priest is Jesus. Jesus, who endured sore temptations on earth; Jesus, who poured out His heart in earnest prayer to God; Jesus, who learned by suffering how hard the way of obedience could be; ... Jesus, who offered up His life to God as a sin-offering on their behalf—this same Jesus is the unchanging high priest and helper of all who come to God through Him. “Such a high priest does indeed fit our condition” (neb). He has the unique qualification of having experienced the full force of temptation without once yielding to it. There is no question of His fitness to appear in the presence of God; He is the Holy One of God, free from all guile and defilement.4 



Indeed, because the Son of God was tried, tested, and found blameless, he is able as our great High Priest to offer the unique sacrifice of himself on earth and then to take that offering into the presence of his Father in heaven to avail perpetually for his people. 

1Peter. In two passages the apostle Peter also affirms the moral excellence of Jesus Christ. First, in 1Peter 2:21–23, Peter exhorts his persecuted readers, should God call them to do so, to suffer as Christians, following Jesus’s example:



For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps. He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. 



Jesus is first of all Savior, as Peter affirms in the very next verse: “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness” (1Pet. 2:24). But after one trusts him as Savior, one also is to follow his example. In this context, we are to follow Jesus’s example of suffering injustice patiently. Specifically, Christ “committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth” (v.22, citing Isa. 53:9). He refused to return reviling for reviling, but trusted God instead. Peter calls upon his readers to do the same. Jesus’s sinless life not only qualifies him to die and rise as our Savior; it also sets a standard for the lives of believers. 

Peter also teaches Jesus’s sinlessness in 1Peter 3:18: “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God.” Peter teaches much about Jesus’s atonement. First, it is costly: it entailed suffering for the Son of God. Second, it is unique: Jesus suffered once for all time. Third, it is saving: Jesus suffered to “bring us to God,” to close the breach that separated us from him. Fourth, and most importantly for our present purposes, it is substitutionary. Jesus died for sinners; he died in their place.

Notice Peter’s language: “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God.” Peter uses first the singular and then the plural number. He writes “the righteous one for the unrighteous ones.” Christ is the righteous one, the sinless one, the holy one, who dies for his people. His sinless life gives moral power to his death; it enables him to deliver others, even all who believe in him. 

1John. In five different ways in his first epistle John teaches that Jesus’s earthly life was sinless. John writes to dissuade his readers from sinning. “But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (1John 2:1). Jesus not only saves his people once and for all time; he also represents them before God the Father every day of their lives. He does so as “Jesus Christ the righteous” who makes “propitiation for our sins” (vv.1–2). His righteous character enables him to make propitiation and to serve as advocate. 

The Christians to whom John writes have been bruised by false teachers who, when they failed to persuade the Christians to accept false doctrines about Christ and the Christian life, rejected and abandoned the believers. John writes to assure (1John 5:13) and strengthen these believers. In contrast with the antichrists, who have plagued the churches with false teaching, John assures his readers, “You have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all have knowledge” (1John 2:20). The believers have been anointed with the Holy Spirit and are capable of recognizing and rejecting false teaching because “his anointing teaches you about everything” (v.27). Christ is “the Holy One” who granted these believers the Spirit and who guides them in the truth. Christ’s character is holy. 

John rejoices in the Father’s love, which makes us his children and gives us a glorious hope: “Beloved, we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is” (1John 3:2). We are presently members of God’s family by grace through faith in his unique Son. But we have not seen anything yet! When Christ returns, our character will be made to resemble his. This will occur when we are granted the beatific vision—the seeing of God that fills the beholder with joy. 

What will our character be like in that day? We will be holy. In fact, even now, “everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure” (1John 3:3). The pure Christ will bring our character into conformity with his sinless one at the second coming. In the meantime such an awe-inspiring prospect motivates us to purity of thought, word, and deed.

John distinguishes between “the children of God” and “the children of the devil” (1John 3:10). How can we tell them apart? True believers do not keep on sinning as they did before coming to know Christ (vv.6–7). John does not want his readers to be deceived: “Whoever makes a practice of sinning is of the devil, for the devil has been sinning from the beginning” (v.8). The Devil’s children are evident and so are God’s: “No one born of God makes a practice of sinning” (v.9). 

The Devil’s children reflect his character, and God’s children reflect the character of their Father. John gives a number of reasons why God’s sons and daughters do not practice sin. The most important one is: “You know that he appeared to take away sins, and in him there is no sin. No one who abides in him keeps on sinning” (1John 3:5–6). Christ came into the world to die and “take away sins.” One essential qualification for his making atonement is that “in him there is so sin” (v.5). Once more we see that his sinless character enables him to save sinners by dying for them. 

John starkly says: “Little children, let no one deceive you. Whoever practices righteousness is righteous, as he is righteous” (1John 3:7). This is the fifth time that John says the equivalent of “Jesus Christ is righteous.” Here his atonement secures both justification and ongoing sanctification. For believers to live in sin is to act as if Christ did not die for their sins! It is to dishonor him and his saving work. 

The Book of Revelation

Each of the seven letters to the churches in Revelation 2–3 begins with a description of the living Christ, taken from the vision of him in chapter 1. 



To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: “The words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks among the seven golden lampstands ...” (2:1)



And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: “The words of the first and the last, who died and came to life ...” (2:8) 



And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write: “The words of him who has the sharp two-edged sword ...” (2:12) 



And to the angel of the church in Thyatira write: “The words of the Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, and whose feet are like burnished bronze ...” (2:18)



And to the angel of the church in Sardis write: “The words of him who has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars ...” (3:1)



And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: “The words of the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens ...” (3:7)



And to the angel of the church in Laodicea write: “The words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the beginning of God’s creation ...” (3:14)



Taken together these descriptions reveal much about Christ. Our interest is in the sixth description, which begins Christ’s letter to the church at Philadelphia: “The words of the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens” (Rev. 3:7). Christ speaks as “the holy and true one,” one characterized by moral purity and faithfulness. Thus, from the beginning of the New Testament story—Mary’s being told that her child “will be called holy” (Luke 1:35)—to its end—“the words of the holy one” (Rev. 3:7)—Christ is consistently portrayed as the holy, sinless one. 

And here again his perfect life qualifies him to save sinners, for he “has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens” (Rev. 3:7). As on every other page of Revelation, this verse relies heavily on Old Testament imagery, in this case “the key of David” from Isaiah. To summarize a complicated matter: “The whole group of ideas thus concerns entry to the house of David, the kingdom, the city, and temple of God.”5 Therefore, when John depicts Jesus as unalterably opening or closing with the key of David, he means that Jesus alone has authority to irreversibly admit or exclude people from the kingdom of God. Those who believe in “the holy one, the true one” he saves forever, but those who reject him he casts into hell forever.

Jesus’s Sinlessness Is the Unambiguous Teaching of Scripture

Isaiah predicted that the coming Servant of the LORD would do “no violence,” and that there would be “no deceit in his mouth.” Consequently, he, “the righteous one, my servant,” would

 

make many to be accounted righteous,

 and he shall bear their iniquities. (Isa. 53:9, 11)



The New Testament reveals that the incarnate Son of God was the long-awaited coming one, who would bring redemption to Israel and the nations. 

Putting together all of the evidence for Jesus’s sinlessness yields an impressive result. Whether we investigate the parts of the New Testament, the aspects of his life, his character, or various witnesses, the result is the same—he is the holy one whose sinless life qualifies him to rescue sinners. 

All Parts of the New Testament

All parts of the New Testament testify that to accomplish that saving work, the Son/Servant was without sin: the Gospels, Acts, Pauline Epistles, General Epistles, and Revelation.



The Gospels



The child to be born will be called holy—the Son of God. (Luke 1:35)



What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God. (Mark 1:24)



LORD, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God. (John 6:68–69)



The Acts



But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you. (Acts 3:14)



For truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel. (Acts 4:27)



And now, LORD, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word with all boldness, while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus. (Acts 4:29–30)



As your fathers did, so do you. ... And they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered. (Acts 7:51–52)



The God of our fathers appointed you to know his will, to see the Righteous One and to hear a voice from his mouth; for you will be a witness for him to everyone of what you have seen and heard. (Acts 22:14–15) 



The Pauline Epistles



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



The General Epistles



For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. (Heb. 4:15)



He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. (1Pet. 2:22–23)



For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God. (1Pet. 3:18)



But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. (1John 2:1)



You have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all have knowledge. (1John 2:20)



Everyone who thus hopes in him purifies himself as he is pure. (1John 3:3) 



You know that he appeared to take away sins, and in him there is no sin. No one who abides in him keeps on sinning. (1John 3:5–6) 



Little children, let no one deceive you. Whoever practices righteousness is righteous, as he is righteous. (1John 3:7) 



The Revelation



And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: “The words of the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens. ...” (Rev. 3:7)



There is no question, then, that the writers of the New Testament think that Jesus’s sinlessness is very significant. From the Gospels through Revelation they agree that the One who accomplishes redemption by his death and resurrection is holy and without sin.

Aspects of His Life

Examining various aspects of Jesus’s life yields the same result—his righteousness is underscored by many texts. 

Before birth: God announces that he will be the holy Son of God (Luke 1:35).

In Word: Isaiah prophesies, “There was no deceit in his mouth” (Isa. 53:9). Likewise, Peter affirms, “. . . neither was deceit found in his mouth. When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten” (1Pet. 2:22–23).

In Deed: Paul teaches, “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2Cor. 5:21). The writer to the Hebrews explains, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Heb. 4:15). Peter preaches, “He committed no sin. ... but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly” (1Pet. 2:22–23).

Every aspect of the earthly life of the Son of God demonstrates that he is sinless. 

His Character

It is no surprise, then, that the New Testament repeatedly testifies to his pure and holy character: 


	“the Holy and Righteous One” (Acts 3:14)

	“your holy servant Jesus” (Acts 4:27)

	“your holy servant Jesus” (Acts 4:30)

	“the Righteous One” (Act 7:52) 

	“the Righteous One” (Acts 22:14)

	“the righteous” (1Pet. 3:18)

	“Jesus Christ the righteous” (1John 2:1)

	“the Holy One” (1John 2:20) 

	“he is pure” (1John 3:3)

	“in him there is no sin” (1John 3:5–6)

	“he is righteous” (1John 3:7)

	“the holy one” (Rev. 3:7)


Various Witnesses 

Diverse personalities testify to his moral uprightness.

Demons. Encountering Jesus, the unclean spirit within a man cries out: “What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are—the Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24).

Disciples. Peter, spokesperson for the Twelve, testifies: “LORD, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life, and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God” (John 6:68–69).

Enemies. When locked in a verbal battle with the Jewish leaders who opposed him, Jesus exclaims, “Which one of you convicts me of sin?” (John 8:46). 

Whether human beings or fallen angels, whether friends or foes, the witnesses agree—Jesus of Nazareth is the holy one of God. 

Scripture Connects Jesus’s Sinlessness and Saving Accomplishment

The answer, then, to the first question asked at the beginning of this chapter—Does Scripture teach the sinlessness of Christ?—is an emphatic yes. Philip Hughes draws attention to the progression, indispensability, and costliness of Jesus’s sinless life:



The perfection of Jesus, then, was not just a perfection of being but a perfection of becoming: the former was sustained by the latter, as progressively he consolidated what he was and had to be. But in no sense was the perfecting of Jesus a progress from imperfection to perfection. Had he at any time been imperfect, or had he even momentarily lapsed into disobedience, he would have failed in all that he came to be and do; he would have become as the first Adam became; incompetent then to save others, he would himself have been in need of salvation. ... The incarnation was not a comfortable excursion or an enjoyable interlude. We do not consider sufficiently its extreme costliness in suffering and anguish to him who is the eternal Son of God and Image after which we are formed; nor do we remind ourselves, as we constantly should, that the perfection of obedience which he established through suffering was not for his but for our sake, “for us men and for our salvation.”6



It is time to address the second question: What theological significance does Christ’s sinlessness have? Scripture resounds with the truth that Jesus Christ is sinless, and it tells us why this is so important: because only the righteous one is qualified to perform the work of redemption.



By his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant,

make many to be accounted righteous,

 and he shall bear their iniquities. (Isa. 53:11)



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



For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. (Heb. 4:15–16)



And being made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, being designated by God a high priest after the order of Melchizedek. (Heb. 5:9–10)



For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God. (1Pet. 3:18)



But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. (1John 2:1)



You know that he appeared to take away sins, and in him there is no sin. No one who abides in him keeps on sinning. (1John 3:5–6)



The words of the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens. (Rev. 3:7)



This is an impressive array of passages. Both the prophet Isaiah and the apostle Paul connect the Servant of the LORD’s holiness to justification. The prophet says that the righteous Servant will justify many “and he shall bear their iniquities” (Isa. 53:11). The apostle agrees when he teaches that the One “who knew no sin” so identified with our sin as “to be sin” for this purpose: that in spiritual union with him “we might become the righteousness of God” (2Cor. 5:21).

The writer to the Hebrews connects Jesus’s tested moral purity to his office of High Priest. He is a sympathetic priest because he has been tried and found true—“without sin.” Consequently, we can come to him who now sits enthroned in heaven and receive grace and mercy from his hand (Heb. 4:15–16). He gives grace because he is divine. He gives mercy because he is a human who was tempted in every way as we are and was found sinless. As the experientially qualified High Priest in the order of Melchizedek, he is thus “the source of eternal salvation” to all believers (Heb. 5:8–10). 

Peter links the Son of God’s righteousness to his role as Mediator: “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God” (1Pet. 3:18). As the sole godly one, he suffers in the place of the ungodly ones. The result? Because he is the morally spotless Mediator, he brings them to God.

John joins the sinless Christ to his people’s sins. John does not want his readers to sin, but when they do he comforts them with the knowledge that “we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (1John 2:1). The purpose of the Son’s first coming was to die on the cross “to take away sins.” He could perform such an astounding work only because “in him there is no sin.” As a result, those who know him as Savior and continue to love him “do not keep on sinning” the way they did before they came to know him (1John 3:5–6). 

The last book of Scripture records solemn words “of the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David.” With this key he “opens and no one will shut, ... shuts and no one opens” (Rev. 3:7). That is, holy Jesus alone has authority to irreversibly admit or exclude people from the final kingdom of God.

Therefore in different contexts with different words at different times and for different purposes, Isaiah, Paul, the author of Hebrews, Peter, and John all proclaim the same message. Only the sinless Son of God can be the Savior of the world. 

Robert Letham insightfully summarizes the message of this chapter and points us toward the following chapters: 



There is the consistent witness of the New Testament to Jesus’ sinlessness. ... To a man, the New Testament writers regard it as beyond dispute. To be sure, Jesus is fully human: there could be no salvation unless the Word had become flesh. But did full and true humanity require sinfulness? The answer to that must be no. Just as Adam, when created, was fully human and yet sinless, so the second Adam who took Adam’s place not only started his life without sin but continued so. Adam was tempted in a beautiful garden and succumbed. The second Adam was tempted in a bleak desert and yet triumphed (Mt. 4:1–10; Lk. 4:1–12). Again, the ultimate goal of our salvation is seen as final deliverance from sin and its consequences. Life and righteousness will replace death and condemnation. Will we be less than fully human for that? In fact the reverse will be true. We shall be fulfilled as men and women, remade in the image of God. The assumption in the New Testament that Christ’s true humanity involves complete sinlessness is in harmony with the basic anthropological and soteriological teaching of the whole Bible.7 



Indeed, the incarnation and sinless life of the Son of God are essential prerequisites for the redemption of Adam’s fallen sons and daughters. The incarnation was essential for the work of salvation to be accomplished; it was necessary for the Son of God to become a man to save his people from their sins. Likewise, Christ had to live a sinless life in order to accomplish redemption. A sinner is unable to rescue sinners. Only a sinless Savior will do. In that regard, the sinless life of the LORD Jesus Christ saves, as John Stott emphasizes:



His obedience was indispensable to his saving work. “For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous” (Rom. 5:19). If he had disobeyed, by deviating an inch from the path of God’s will, the devil would have gained a toehold and frustrated the plan of salvation. But Jesus obeyed; and the devil was routed. ... Thus he refused either to disobey God, or to hate his enemies, or to imitate the world’s use of power. By his obedience, his love and his meekness he won a great moral victory over the powers of evil. He remained free, uncontaminated, uncompromised. The devil could gain no hold on him, and had to concede defeat.8



As indispensable as the incarnation and Christ’s sinless life are, they do not save by themselves. Rather, they are essential preconditions for Christ’s central saving events—his death and resurrection. These events are the subjects of the next two chapters.
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Christ’s Death



God’s love to sinners was expressed by the gift of His Son to be their Saviour. The measure of love is how much it gives, and the measure of the love of God is the gift of His only Son to be made man, and to die for sins, and so to become the one mediator who can bring us to God. No wonder Paul speaks of God’s love as “great,” and passing knowledge! (Eph. 2:4; 3:19). Was there ever such costly munificence? Paul argues that this supreme gift is itself the guarantee of every other: “He that spared not his own Son, but delivered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also freely give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32). The New Testament writers constantly point to the Cross of Christ as the crowning proof of the reality and boundlessness of God’s love.1 



J. I. Packer’s words ring true, and so it is imperative that we treat Jesus’s death (together with his resurrection, the subject of the next chapter) as the centerpiece of his saving work. There is so much biblical material that this chapter must be selective. When the Gospels record the event of Christ’s death, they primarily cite two Old Testament passages—Psalm 22 and Isaiah 53. We will investigate these passages as important background for the New Testament interpretation of the death of the Messiah. 

Old Testament Foreshadowings

Psalm 22

The twenty-second psalm is written in the genre of lament, the most common category in the Psalter. In laments the psalmists cry to the LORD for help in distressed situations. So it is here, where the innocent psalmist is anguished due to terrible suffering and mocking. In light of the New Testament’s use of this psalm in the crucifixion story of Jesus, it is proper to view it as speaking in the first place of an individual innocent Old Testament sufferer, David, and in the second place of Jesus, the son of David and innocent sufferer par excellence. 

Jack Collins succinctly points out the ways that Matthew 27 employs Psalm 22 to refer to Jesus’s crucifixion: “Matthew 27:35 echoes Ps. 22:18 (dividing the garments by lot); Matt. 27:39 echoes Ps. 22:7 (wagging heads); Matt. 27:43 echoes Ps. 22:8 (the derisive challenge for God to rescue him); and Matt. 27:46 cites Ps. 22:1 (Jesus crying out).”2 Indeed, Jesus dies with a loud cry of the words of Psalm 22:1, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). 

The early church correctly saw this psalm’s two main themes—David’s persecution by his enemies and his subsequent vindication—as also describing Jesus’s dreadful suffering and death and his subsequent resurrection. His suffering on the cross is graphically described by verse 16: “They have pierced my hands and feet.” His vindication begins following the declaration that God has heard his cry for help in verse 24: “From you comes my praise in the great congregation” (v.25). The vindicated Messiah will lead the congregation in worship as Hebrews 2:12 explains, putting Psalm 22:22 in the resurrected Jesus’s mouth:



I will tell of your name to my brothers;

 in the midst of the congregation I will sing your praise.



And, as Psalm 22 predicts, this will include redeemed Gentiles.



All the ends of the earth shall remember

 and turn to the LORD,

and all the families of the nations

 shall worship before you. (v.27)



Isaiah 53

The Old Testament passage that reflects most profoundly on the redemptive death of the Messiah is Isaiah 52:13–53:12. This is the fourth of Isaiah’s Servant Songs. The dominant theme of this song is suffering—terrible suffering.

 

His appearance was so marred, beyond human semblance,

 and his form beyond that of the children of mankind. (52:14)



He was despised and rejected by men;

 a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;

and as one from whom men hide their faces

 he was despised, and we esteemed him not....

But he was wounded . . . ;

 he was crushed. . . .

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted....

By oppression and judgment he was taken away. (53:3,5,7,8)



The Servant suffers horribly, enduring despising, rejection, grief, being wounded and even “crushed,” oppression, affliction, and being assaulted beyond recognition. It is important to ask concerning this terrible suffering, was it deserved? The first answer is no, for the Servant



. . . had done no violence,

 and there was no deceit in his mouth. (v.9)



The Servant did not sin in word or deed. In fact, his character could be summed up in this description: he is “the righteous one, my servant” (v.11). 

But matters become complicated when we ask again, was the Servant’s suffering deserved? This is true because of these words:



Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him;

 he has put him to grief. (v.10)



God willed the appalling suffering of his righteous Servant! How can we square this with God’s righteous character? The answer lies in another major theme of this Servant Song, that of vicarious suffering. 



But he was wounded for our transgressions;

 he was crushed for our iniquities;

upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,

 and with his stripes we are healed.

. . . and the LORD has laid on him

 the iniquity of us all. (vv.5–6)



 . . . who considered

that he was cut off out of the land of the living,

 stricken for the transgression of my people? (v.8)



. . . and he shall bear their iniquities. (v.11)



. . . yet he bore the sin of many. (v.12) 



The innocent Servant suffers willingly: “He poured out his soul to death” (v.12). He does so as a Sin-Bearer in the place of others; he takes the punishment that they deserve. The Servant’s substitutionary death has amazing results. His death accomplished justification; it makes “many to be accounted righteous” (v.11). His death is “an offering for guilt” (v.10), which according to Leviticus makes “atonement” and procures forgiveness (Lev. 5:16, 18). As such it sanctifies (“sprinkles”) “many nations” (Isa. 52:15). 

Alan Groves’s conclusions to his study of Isaiah 53 bear repeating: 



Isaiah 53, therefore, is using the language of “bearing guilt” in a unique and most unusual fashion. If the foregoing argument is correct, then for the Servant to “bear guilt” is for him to make atonement. ... It is precisely by means of the revelation of the extraordinary nature of the purification of which Isaiah spoke that the prophecy makes its most distinctive contribution to redemptive history. ... The Torah knew no atonement that produced the universal and permanent purification envisioned in Isaiah. ... Rather, it would be accomplished by a new thing (Is 48:7) ... the astounding suffering of one righteous Israelite (Is 52:13–53:12), who bore the sins of others.3



The Servant’s vicarious death also wins a great victory. We see this in the structure of the Servant Song. Amazingly, the central section treating the horrible suffering of the Servant is hemmed in by bookends that speak of his exaltation. 



Behold, my servant shall act wisely;

he shall be high and lifted up,

 and shall be exalted. (52:13)



Therefore I will divide him a portion with the many,

 and he shall divide the spoil with the strong. (53:12)



The suffering Servant will be victorious. His humiliation will be followed by exaltation. The song more than hints at his resurrection.



When his soul makes an offering for guilt,

 he shall see his offspring; he shall prolong his days. (v.10)



The suffering Servant lives after dying. Alec Motyer, an expert in Isaiah, agrees: 



He who was crushed under the will of the LORD lives as the executor of that will. In 14:9–17 Isaiah depicted earth’s royalty in Sheol, clutching their now meaningless dignities, actually weak, as are the rest, and with their pretensions in life exposed as pitiable foibles. Death has dethroned them. In the case of the Servant, however, death ushers him into sovereign dignity and power, with his own hand administering the saving purposes of the LORD, and as victor taking the spoil (verse 12).4



Other Old Testament Passages

Old Testament scholars understand other texts to predict the death of the Messiah. I will merely list some of them here: 



And after the sixty-two weeks, an anointed one shall be cut off and shall have nothing. And the people of the prince who is to come shall destroy the city and the sanctuary. Its end shall come with a flood, and to the end there shall be war. Desolations are decreed. (Dan. 9:26)5



And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and pleas for mercy, so that, when they look on me, on him whom they have pierced, they shall mourn for him, as one mourns for an only child, and weep bitterly over him, as one weeps over a firstborn. (Zech. 12:10; cf. John 19:37)



“Awake, O sword, against my shepherd, 

 against the man who stands next to me,”

 declares the LORD of hosts.

“Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered.” (Zech. 13:7; cf. Matt. 26:31)

The Event in the Synoptic Gospels

What the Old Testament foreshadowed came to pass in the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth. Once more we must be selective, omitting incidental references to the crucifixion. Here we will examine those passages in which Jesus says that he came to die, those in which he predicts his death, and those that tell of his death on the cross.

He Came to Die

Simon Gathercole has called attention to passages where Jesus states the purpose of his coming.6 Two of these set the stage for our discussion: 



And when Jesus heard it, he said to them, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.” (Mark 2:17; see also Matt. 9:13; Luke 5:32)



For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost. (Luke 19:10)



Jesus came to heal the spiritually sick, to call sinners, and to seek and save the lost. But how does he do these things? The answer is found in the most famous Synoptic passage telling the purpose of his coming. 

The ransom saying (Mark 10:45). The most famous Synoptic ransom saying is also one of the most debated texts in the New Testament. I will not enter the debates, but treat it as the very voice of Jesus.7 James and John make an outrageous request—to sit at Jesus’s right and left hands in the future kingdom (Mark 10:35–37). Jesus gently rebukes them, informing them that they do not know what they are asking and that it is the Father’s role to assign such places of honor (vv.38–40). The other ten disciples do not fare any better but are “indignant at James and John” (v.41). 

Jesus seizes the occasion as a teachable moment and tells them that they are thinking the way unsaved people think—insisting on their rights and dominating those under them. His kingdom will not be made of such things: “But it shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be slave of all” (vv.43–44). Jesus teaches the principle of servant leadership. And his next words reveal that he exemplifies it: “For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (v.45). He, the LORD of glory, could have exercised his rights to be received with honor, as was proper. But he did not. Instead, he came as a Servant, and the epitome of his service was “to give his life as a ransom for many” (v.45). 

Simon Gathercole, in arguing for Jesus’s preexistence, studies this text to understand the purpose of his first advent and concludes: “His present earthly life is to be one of service, by contrast to what might otherwise be expected. ... The second part of the purpose expressed in Mark 10:45 is that his death (the sense of ‘giving life’) is to accomplish the release of many others who are in some kind of enslavement.”8 “Some kind of enslavement” indeed! That would be bondage to sin, from which Jesus delivers all who believe in him (John 8:34–36).

The transfiguration (Luke 9:30–31). Luke’s version of the transfiguration account is pregnant with theological meaning. Here we focus on two verses: “And behold, two men were talking with him, Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory and spoke of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 9:30–31). Moses and Elijah, representing the Law and the Prophets, respectively, appear with Jesus on “the holy mountain” (2Pet. 1:18). Key for our purposes is the topic of their discussion: “Moses and Elijah ... spoke of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 9:31). The word translated “departure” is the Greek [image: ](exodos), which indeed speaks in the New Testament of departure from this life in death, as in Peter’s death (2Pet. 1:15). 

Because Jesus is “about to accomplish” his exodus “at Jerusalem,” the word takes on an additional meaning, a typological one referring also to the great redemptive event of the Old Testament—the exodus from Egypt (the meaning it also has in Heb. 11:22).9 The Law and the Prophets personified spoke with Jesus of his departure from this world, which would constitute an exodus that he would accomplish in the holy city. This is one way in which Luke shows that Jesus’s death would be redemptive. It is the grand redemptive event to which the Old Testament exodus pointed. Here, as in Mark 10:45, Jesus’s death leads to deliverance of others. His death was so important that he predicted it for his disciples in plain words. 

He Predicted His Death

On three different occasions, Jesus predicted his arrest, death, and resurrection: 

And he began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes and be killed, and after three days rise again. (Mark 8:31; see also Matt. 16:21;Luke 9:22) 



For he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, “The Son of Man is going to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him. And when he is killed, after three days he will rise.” (Mark 9:31; see also Matt. 17:22–23; Luke 9:44) 



See, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered over to the chief priests and the scribes, and they will condemn him to death and deliver him over to the Gentiles. And they will mock him and spit on him, and flog him and kill him. And after three days he will rise. (Mark 10:33–34; see also Matt. 20:18–19; Luke 18:32–33)



The Synoptic Gospels present Jesus as a prophet who both preached the Word of God to his contemporaries and also predicted many things, including the Jews’ rejection of their Messiah (Matt. 23:37–38), the destruction of the temple (Matt. 24:2), his betrayal (Matt. 26:20–25), his return (Matt. 24:30–31), the last judgment (Matt. 25:31–36), and the final kingdom of God (Matt. 19:28). But most importantly, Jesus predicted his death and resurrection as the three passages above reveal. 

It is helpful to view the details of the above passages from Mark in table form (table 1).



Table 1. Jesus’s prediction of his death and resurrection in Mark’s Gospel


  
    	Text
    	Suffering
    	Delivered

      to

    Jews
   	Rejected

    by Jews
    	Condemned
  

  
    	8:31
    	x
    	
    	x
    	
  

  
    	9:31
    	
    	x
    	
    	
  

  
    	10:33–34
    	
    	x
    	
    	x
  




  
    	Text
    	Delivered

      to

    Gentiles
    	Mocked
    	Flogged
    	Killed
    	Will

    Rise
  

  
    	8:31
    	
    	
    	
    	x
    	x
  

  
    	9:31
    	
    	
    	
    	x
    	x
  

  
    	10:33–34
    	x
    	x
    	x
    	x
    	x
  





Jesus, the great prophet of God, foretold that he would suffer much, be delivered to the Jewish authorities, and be rejected and condemned (by trial) by them. He foretold that he would be delivered over to Gentiles (for trial), mocked (including being spat upon), flogged, and put to death. He also foretold that he would rise from the dead. Jesus thus foretold his death and resurrection. Next we consider the Gospel accounts of his death. 

He Died

The four Gospels record the death of Jesus: 



Now from the sixth hour there was darkness over all the land until the ninth hour. And about the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?” that is, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” And some of the bystanders, hearing it, said, “This man is calling Elijah.” And one of them at once ran and took a sponge, filled it with sour wine, and put it on a reed and gave it to him to drink. But the others said, “Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to save him.” And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit. (Matt. 27:45–50)



And when the sixth hour had come, there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour. And at the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” And some of the bystanders hearing it said, “Behold, he is calling Elijah.” And someone ran and filled a sponge with sour wine, put it on a reed and gave it to him to drink, saying, “Wait, let us see whether Elijah will come to take him down.” And Jesus uttered a loud cry and breathed his last. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. And when the centurion, who stood facing him, saw that in this way he breathed his last, he said, “Truly this man was the Son of God!” (Mark 15:33–39)



It was now about the sixth hour, and there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour, while the sun’s light failed. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two. Then Jesus, calling out with a loud voice, said, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” And having said this he breathed his last. Now when the centurion saw what had taken place, he praised God, saying, “Certainly this man was innocent!” And all the crowds that had assembled for this spectacle, when they saw what had taken place, returned home beating their breasts. And all his acquaintances and the women who had followed him from Galilee stood at a distance watching these things. (Luke 23:44–49)



After this, Jesus, knowing that all was now finished, said (to fulfill the Scripture), “I thirst.” A jar full of sour wine stood there, so they put a sponge full of the sour wine on a hyssop branch and held it to his mouth. When Jesus had received the sour wine, he said, “It is finished,” and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. (John 19:28–30)



The four Gospels unitedly testify to the death of Jesus Christ. And they each provide hints as to the redemptive significance of his death. Table 2 shows what they have in common and where they differ.



Table 2. Shared testimony of Jesus’s death in the Gospels


  
    	
    	Matthew
    	Mark
    	Luke
    	John
  

  
    	Darkness
    	x
    	x
    	x
    	
  

  
    	“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”
    	x
    	x
    	
    	
  

  
    	Yielded up spirit
    	x
    	
    	
    	x
  

  
    	Breathed his last
    	
    	x
    	x
    	
  

  
    	Temple curtain torn
    	
    	x
    	x
    	
  

  
    	Centurion testifies
    	
    	x
    	x
    	
  

  
    	“Into your hands I commit my spirit.”
    	
    	
    	x
    	
  

  
    	“I thirst.”
    	
    	
    	
    	x
  

  
    	“It is finished.”
    	
    	
    	
    	x
  





All four Gospels include the fact that Jesus gave up his spirit or breathed his last. This means that he willed to die. He gave himself in death. The three Synoptics record the fact that darkness covered the land of Israel for three hours. “The darkness that ‘came over the land’ from noon till 3:00 P.M. (that is what ‘sixth hour’ and ‘ninth hour’ refer to) was a sign of judgment and/or tragedy.”10 God was judging the people of Israel and their land for rejecting their Messiah. But at the same time, the darkness indicated a judgment on Jesus, as the cry of dereliction shows. 

This terrible cry appears in Matthew and Mark: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (translated from Aramaic). Ultimately incomprehensible, this loud cry of abandonment revealed that a deep judgment was taking place. The eternal fellowship between the Father and Son was interrupted as the Son became the Sin-Bearer. 

Mark and Luke record that the curtain into the Most Holy Place, or Holy of Holies, was torn in two, demonstrating the efficacy of Christ’s death. The way into the Most Holy Place was now opened so that believers “with confidence draw near to the throne of grace” (Heb. 4:16). In addition, Mark indicates that the curtain was torn “from top to bottom” (Mark 15:38), showing that this was an act of God, not human beings. In this vivid way, God proclaimed that Christ crucified had given believers access to the very presence of God. 

In Mark and Luke the attending centurion testified to the innocence (Luke 23:47) and identity of “the Son of God” (Mark 15:39). God thus underlines the truth that Jesus died undeservedly. He did not die for his own sins, for he had none; he died for the sins of others. 

Luke alone records that Jesus committed his spirit into the Father’s hands. This too shows that Jesus died willingly. It also shows that the awful bearing of sin was past. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46) is replaced with, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!” (Luke 23:46). Joel Green aptly argues: 



Employing this psalm [Ps. 31:5], Jesus manifests his own faith in the sovereign God whom, he believes, will rescue him from the hands of his enemies. In light of the coupling of death and resurrection in Jesus’ passion predictions ... we may hear in Jesus’ prayer his faith in the God who raises from the dead.11



John alone records two sayings of Jesus on the cross. “I thirst” (John 19:28) fulfills Scripture, and “It is finished” (v.30) “triumphantly announces the completion of his mission entrusted to him by the Father at what may be considered the lowest point in his life, his death by crucifixion.”12

It remains for the rest of the New Testament, especially the Epistles and the Revelation, to unfold the full meaning of the cross. But already the Gospels themselves more than hint at its redemptive significance through the natural phenomenon of darkness, the words of Jesus and the centurion, Jesus’s action of willing to die, and God’s action of tearing the temple’s curtain in two. 

Teaching in the Gospel of John

The Fourth Gospel engages in more interpretation of the death of Jesus than do the Synoptic Gospels. John paints at least seven pictures of Christ’s saving accomplishment. 

The Son of Man Lifted Up

Jesus saves as the Son of Man lifted up. After Jesus says, “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself,” John defines this image for us: “He said this to show by what kind of death he was going to die” (John 12:32–33). Jesus will be crucified, that is, physically “lifted up” on a cross. At the same time, two things suggest a figurative meaning. First, preceding these verses, Jesus says, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified” (v.23). His death will, in some sense, glorify him. And second, the result of his being lifted up is to “draw all people to” himself (v.32); Jesus’s terrible crucifixion will have positive results—people being drawn to him. 

According to John, then, Jesus’s “lifting up” involves literal crucifixion and figurative exaltation. It is as if the worst his enemies can do to him only begins his return to the Father. His seeming defeat accomplishes a great victory. And this is in keeping with the most commonly suggested Old Testament background for Jesus’s being lifted up.



Behold, my servant shall act wisely;

he shall be high and lifted up,

 and shall be exalted. (Isa. 52:13)



Isaiah’s most famous Servant Song—in chapter 53—begins with words not of suffering but of exaltation. The suffering Servant will be victorious. John’s Gospel teaches the same truths when it tells of Jesus’s saving death as the Son of Man lifted up. 

John uses this picture of Christ’s saving work when he presents him crucified as the antitype to Moses’s lifting up the bronze serpent in the wilderness. Jesus says: 



Truly, truly, I say to you, we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do not receive our testimony. If I have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you heavenly things? No one has ascended into heaven except he who descended from heaven, the Son of Man. And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal life. (John 3:11–15)



Jesus underscores his hearers’ unbelief when he says that he (as the Father’s witness) has spoken of regeneration, a divine work occurring on earth, but they will not believe. Their unbelief hinders his communicating heavenly realities to them. No human being has gone to God and returned with divine mysteries. Jesus is uniquely qualified to reveal such mysteries because he alone has come from the Father into the world. 

Jesus then teaches that Moses’s lifting the bronze serpent is a type of Christ’s being lifted up: “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be lifted up” (John 3:14). In Numbers 21, God sent venomous snakes among the Israelites in the wilderness to punish them for speaking ill of him and his servant Moses (Num. 21:4–6). After they repented, Moses prayed for them and, in obedience to God’s word, made a bronze snake and put it on a pole. “And if a serpent bit anyone, he would look at the bronze serpent and live” (v.9). 

As I have written elsewhere: 



“Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life” (John 3:14–15). John 3:18 warns us that all who have not trusted Christ for salvation already stand condemned before God—a worse malady than the snake bites of Numbers 21! Here too, however, is a better remedy—the saving death of the Son of Man. Moses raised a bronze serpent, and all who looked to it were delivered from the snakes. Similarly, Jesus was to be raised up in crucifixion so that all who look to him would be delivered from eternal condemnation.13



The Good Shepherd

Jesus saves as the Good Shepherd who dies and rises for his sheep. 



I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. He who is a hired hand and not a shepherd, who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. He flees because he is a hired hand and cares nothing for the sheep. I am the good shepherd. I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my life for the sheep. And I have other sheep that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one flock, one shepherd. For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father. (John 10:11–18)



In contrast to the false shepherds of Israel’s past (Ezek. 34:2–4) and present (John 9:28–29, 34, 40–41), Jesus is “the good shepherd” (10:11, 14). The false shepherds flee when the sheep are threatened (vv.12–13). By contrast, Jesus loves the Father and loves his sheep and sticks by them. He has a personal relationship with his people, described as reciprocal knowledge, akin to that between the Father and the Son (v.14). 

What does the Good Shepherd do for his people? He “lays down his life for the sheep” (vv.11, 15). He gives himself in death for them. Jesus underlines the voluntariness of his self-giving: “No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (v.18). How should we construe this self-offering? D.A. Carson argues that the answer is in terms of sacrifice:



The words “for (hyper) the sheep” suggest sacrifice. The preposition, itself ambiguous, in John always occurs in a sacrificial context.... In no case does this suggest a death with merely exemplary significance; in each case the death envisaged is on behalf of someone else. The shepherd does not die for his sheep to serve as an example. ... No, the assumption is that the sheep are in mortal danger; that in their defence the shepherd loses his life; that by his death they are saved. That, and that alone, is what makes him the good shepherd.14 



Carson is correct. Jesus, the Good Shepherd, lays down his life in sacrifice to rescue his sheep from grave danger. 

Furthermore, Jesus includes his resurrection as a part of his saving work: “I lay down my life that I may take it up again” (v.17). Jesus’s death and resurrection fulfill the Father’s plan of salvation: “I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father” (v.18). It is noteworthy that here Jesus raises himself from the grave.15 The Good Shepherd dies and rises to save his sheep, both Jew and Gentile (v.16), from their sins. 

The Lamb of God

Jesus saves as the Lamb of God who takes away sins. The sacrificial system plays a vital role in the Old Testament. Countless animals were sacrificed in conjunction with the various Levitical offerings. Against this background, John the Baptist, upon seeing Jesus approaching, proclaims, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29). The next day, when he sees Jesus, John says similar words: “Behold, the Lamb of God!” (v.36). 

Scholars have reached very different conclusions when they have sought the Old Testament background for John’s words identifying Jesus as God’s Lamb. The most common suggestions include the Passover lamb, the lamb led to slaughter in Isaiah 53:7, the lamb of the daily sacrifices, the scapegoat, and the guilt offering.16 The inability of scholars to agree and the fact that John’s statement is general rather than specific lead me to another conclusion. I agree with Leon Morris: 



The fact is that a lamb taking away sin, even if it is distinguished as God’s Lamb, is too indefinite a description for us to pin-point a reference. ... But it seems more probable that of set purpose he used an expression which cannot be confined to any one view. He is making a general allusion to sacrifice. ... All that the ancient sacrifices foreshadowed was perfectly fulfilled in the sacrifice of Christ.17



Jesus’s death “takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29); that is, as the culmination of all of the Old Testament sacrifices, it is an atoning death that brings forgiveness to everyone who believes. By “the world” John, contrary to first-century Jewish expectation, proclaims that this Lamb’s death would bring forgiveness to believing Jews and Gentiles alike. Jesus’s sacrificial death “is completely adequate for the needs of all men. Right at the beginning of his Gospel John points us forward to the cross and to the significance of the cross.”18

The Priestly Sacrifice

Jesus saves as the one who consecrates himself as both priest and sacrifice. Previously, Jesus said that the Father consecrated him and sent him into the world (John 10:36). Now, in his justly famous High Priestly Prayer, he petitions the Father in behalf of his disciples: “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world. And for their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be sanctified in truth” (John 17:17–19). Although the ESV uses “consecrate” and not “sanctify” for Jesus, the same word is used for both the disciples’ sanctification and his (in John 10:36; 17:19). Why? As is his custom, John forces readers to think, for at first glance this is confusing. 

A key lies in remembering that the Old Testament teaches that both priest and sacrifice had to be set apart as holy to the LORD. The end of Exodus describes the consecration of Aaron and his sons:



Then you shall bring Aaron and his sons to the entrance of the tent of meeting and shall wash them with water and put on Aaron the holy garments. And you shall anoint him and consecrate him, that he may serve me as priest. You shall bring his sons also and put coats on them, and anoint them, as you anointed their father, that they may serve me as priests. And their anointing shall admit them to a perpetual priesthood throughout their generations. (Ex. 40:12–15)



Before Deuteronomy 15 speaks of sacrificing firstborn male animals, it speaks of dedicating them to the LORD. Sanctification precedes sacrifice.



All the firstborn males that are born of your herd and flock you shall dedicate to the LORD your God. You shall do no work with the firstborn of your herd, nor shear the firstborn of your flock. ... But if it has any blemish, if it is lame or blind or has any serious blemish whatever, you shall not sacrifice it to the LORD your God. (Deut. 15:19, 21)



John presents Jesus, whom the Father sanctified and sent into the world (John 10:36), as dedicating himself both as High Priest and as sacrifice in his death on the cross, when he prays, “And for their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be sanctified in truth” (17:19). Notice that Jesus’s consecration is the basis for that of his disciples. His atoning death sanctifies them; it sets them apart as holy to the LORD. And in verse 17, he prays that God would use his Word as a means of their ongoing sanctification: “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth.” And even as the Father set Jesus apart and sent him into the world (10:36), so he now sets apart his disciples and sends them into the world: “As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world” (17:18).

Jesus sanctifies himself to God as both priest and sacrifice and thereby sanctifies his people and sends them into the world with a mission—to bring the good news of Jesus’s saving sacrifice to a lost world. 

The Victor

Jesus saves as the mighty Victor who delivers his people by defeating their enemies.

The Gospel of John is filled with conflict. Although Jesus’s temptation by Satan in the wilderness and Jesus’s exorcisms of demons are absent from the Fourth Gospel, these absences serve only to heighten the big and final battle—at the cross. The instigation for Judas’s betrayal of Jesus is from the Evil One himself: “During supper, when the devil had already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to betray him” (John 13:1–2). And the Devil not only inspires Judas for his evil deed; he also empowers him, as Jesus foretells: “Then after he [Judas] had taken the morsel, Satan entered into him. Jesus said to him, ‘What you are going to do, do quickly’ ” (13:27).

Make no mistake—the cross is the critical battleground in the warfare between God and Satan, between good and evil. As Jesus views the cross approaching, here is how he interprets it: “The ruler of this world is coming. He has no claim on me, but I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world may know that I love the Father” (John 14:30–31). Remember, the Father commanded that Jesus die and arise. For Jesus said concerning his life: “No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. This charge I have received from my Father” (10:18). 

Jesus is also convinced that at the cross Satan will be vanquished: “Now will the ruler of this world be cast out” (12:31); “The ruler of this world is judged” (16:11). Jesus our champion not only will defeat the prince of darkness but also cause his kingdom to fall. First John best defines the “world” as God’s enemy: 



Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world. And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever. (1John 2:15–17)



Note that John says that “the world is passing away.” In John’s Gospel Jesus specifies when this will occur: “Now is the judgment of this world; now will the ruler of this world be cast out” (John 12:31). And when Jesus prepares his own for struggles in the world, he declares: “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). 

Jesus is our conquering hero who defeats the enemies—the Devil, the world, and more—by dying for sinners and rising again in victory. 

The One Dying for the Nation

Jesus saves as the one who dies for Israel and for all of God’s children. Irony is a key feature of the style of the Fourth Gospel. Repeatedly characters in the story say words that are true in ways they never intended—but God did.19 Nowhere is irony more evident than in the unintended meaning of the high priest Caiaphas’s words: 



So the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered the Council and said, “What are we to do? For this man performs many signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation.” But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, “You know nothing at all. Nor do you understand that it is better for you that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation should perish.” (John 11:47–50)



The Jewish leaders are disturbed by Jesus’s popularity. They fear that if it continues to grow, it might lead to insurrection with consequent Roman intervention. The result? The Romans might destroy the temple and Israel itself. Caiaphas, the high priest that fateful year, speaks rudely and straightforwardly: “It is better for you that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation should perish” (v.50). Caiaphas has no intention of predicting Jesus’s atonement. His statement is one of political expediency. He means, “Let’s kill Jesus and bring his whole movement to a halt so the Romans won’t come and destroy our nation.” 

But God has other intentions for Caiaphas’s words, according to John’s editorial comment: “He did not say this of his own accord, but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus would die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but also to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad” (vv.51–52). Irony of ironies! God causes the murderous words of the high priest to predict the atonement of the Messiah, whom the words were designed to destroy! Jesus will die for the nation and also “to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad” (v.52). That is, Jesus will die to unite believing Jews and Gentiles into one people of God.

Caiaphas’s words work, but not with the results that he expected. John explains: “So from that day on they made plans to put him to death” (v.53). The Jewish leaders kill their Messiah, but that act inadvertently contributes to the salvation of the world! God uses the wrath of men to praise him. Indeed, the high priest speaks God’s truth: Jesus is the one who will die for the people and for all of God’s children. 

The Grain of Wheat, Dying

Jesus saves as the grain of wheat that, by dying, bears much fruit. When Greeks (Gentiles from anywhere in the Greek-speaking world) come to Jerusalem with an interest in the Jewish Passover, they ask to talk to Jesus (John 12:20–21). When the word reaches him, he apparently avoids the question and instead says: “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (vv.23–24).

The “hour” of which Jesus speaks is a wonderful and complicated theme of the Fourth Gospel. For our purposes it is sufficient to note that previous references to the hour were future and now become present. We see this in John 13:1: “Now before the Feast of the Passover ... Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart out of this world to the Father” (cf. 12:27; 17:1). Jesus’s “hour” is the appointed time for him to die, rise, and ascend to the Father. This is the time for Jesus’s glorification, including even the cross, because the cross begins his return to the Father. 

In this context Jesus speaks of the grain of wheat dying. He uses the language of appearance, in which a seed “dies,” that is, disappears from view, when it is planted in the earth. When it “dies” it bears much fruit. Jesus tells this parable about himself. He is the grain of wheat which, dying, bears much fruit. His disciples will only later understand that the “much fruit” of which Jesus speaks includes Gentiles. So, Jesus does not ignore the Greeks, but includes them in discussion of the results of his saving death. Beasley-Murray is pithy: “So surely as a grain of wheat must be buried if it is to yield fruit for man, so the Son of Man must give himself in death if he is to produce a harvest of life for the world.”20

With his next words Jesus applies the parable to his disciples: “Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life” (John 12:25). The disciples too are to be “grains of wheat” who are to “die,” lose themselves in Christ’s service, and thereby gain eternal life. Jesus’s next words further explain: “If anyone serves me, he must follow me; and where I am, there will my servant be also. If anyone serves me, the Father will honor him” (v.26). 

Jesus, like a planted grain of wheat, dying will produce a plentiful harvest, saving many Jews and Gentiles. 

Teaching in the Acts of the Apostles

The emphasis of Acts is not on Jesus’s death but on his resurrection and exaltation.21 The apostles are chiefly witnesses of Christ’s resurrection (Acts 1:22; 3:15). Jesus’s resurrection certifies his LORDship, as Peter testifies on the day of Pentecost (2:36). His resurrection and exaltation are proofs that through him God offers the forgiveness of sins (5:30–31). Indeed, it is as the resurrected one that Christ forgives the sins of all who repent and believe in him (3:26). 

The death of Christ is mentioned frequently in Acts. The apostles teach that Christ’s death fulfilled God’s plan. Peter preaches that Jesus was “delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2:23). The believers together pray to God acknowledging that what Herod and Pilate conspired to do to Jesus only accomplished “whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place” (Acts 4:27–28). This was because Jesus’s arrest, condemnation, and crucifixion fulfilled the words of Psalm 2:1–2.

The Christ Must Suffer

Repeatedly Acts teaches that Christ had to suffer in order to fulfill the predictions of the Old Testament. One passage will summarize others. After God healed a lame beggar through Peter, the apostle proclaimed, “What God foretold by the mouth of all the prophets, that his Christ would suffer, he thus fulfilled” (Acts 3:18; cf. 13:27; 17:3; 26:22–23). 

Although Acts contains many references to the Messiah Jesus’s suffering, it does not explain the saving significance of his death as clearly as the writings of John, Paul, the author to the Hebrews, or Peter do. Instead, Luke accents the saving significance of Jesus’s resurrection, as already noted. 

Jesus Is the Suffering Servant of the LORD

Acts does contain at least three hints of the saving significance of Jesus’s death. First, Acts identifies Jesus with the suffering Servant of the LORD in Isaiah 53. The Ethiopian treasurer, who was reading Isaiah 53:7–8, queries Philip the evangelist, “About whom, I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?” (Acts 8:34). Philip does not hesitate to reply: “Then Philip opened his mouth, and beginning with this Scripture he told him the good news about Jesus” (v.35). Acts, then, understands Christ’s person and work in terms of Isaiah 53. 

Since the subject of Isaiah 53 is the suffering Servant of the LORD, and since Acts 8:34–35 identifies the sufferer of Isaiah 53 as Jesus, this sheds light on the passages in Acts that speak of Christ as God’s “servant.” In the passages quoted below, the speaker is indicated in parentheses:



The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified his servant Jesus, whom you delivered over and denied in the presence of Pilate. (Peter, Acts 3:13)



God, having raised up his servant, sent him to you first, to bless you by turning every one of you from your wickedness. (Peter, Acts 3:26)



For truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel. (believers, Acts 4:27)



And now, LORD, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word with all boldness, while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus. (believers, Acts 4:29–30)



Luke’s references in Acts to Jesus as “the Righteous One” are also reminiscent of Isaiah 53, this time pointing to verse 11, which reads,



By his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant,

 make many to be accounted righteous,

 and he shall bear their iniquities.



(Notice that Isaiah equates “the Righteous One” and the LORD’s “servant.”) Peter, Stephen, and Ananias, the believer who ministered to Saul of Tarsus after his conversion on the Damascus road, all refer to Jesus as “the Righteous One.”



But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you. (Peter, Acts 3:14) 



And they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered. (Stephen, Acts 7:52) 



The God of our fathers appointed you to know his will, to see the Righteous One and to hear a voice from his mouth; for you will be a witness for him to everyone of what you have seen and heard. (Ananias, Acts 22:14–15)



None of these seven passages, which identify Jesus with the Servant of the LORD and righteous one of Isaiah 53, explains the saving significance of Jesus’s death. But their pointing to the most powerful Old Testament passage to treat that theme is suggestive of the redemptive significance of his death. That theme, of course, is explicitly drawn out of Isaiah 53 by other New Testament authors.22 

Jesus Was Put to Death by Hanging on a Tree

A second hint of the saving significance of Jesus’s death is found in the two places where Peter says that the Jewish leaders put Jesus to death “by hanging him on a tree” (Acts 5:30; 10:39) and a third where Paul speaks of his being taken “down from the tree” (13:29). The background for these sayings is Deuteronomy 21:22–23:



And if a man has committed a crime punishable by death and he is put to death, and you hang him on a tree, his body shall not remain all night on the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for a hanged man is cursed by God. You shall not defile your land that the LORD your God is giving you for an inheritance. 



In Acts, the apostles use the language of hanging on a tree to describe Jesus’s death on the cross. They do not, however, draw out the theological implications of this fact—that Jesus was accursed when he died for sinners. It would remain for Paul to do so in his letter to the Galatians: “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree’ ” (Gal. 3:13, citing Deut. 21:23). G.B. Caird comments, “Surely no Christian preacher would have chosen to describe the death of Jesus in terms which drew attention to the curse of God resting on the executed criminal, unless he had first faced the scandal of the Cross and had come to believe that Jesus had borne the curse on behalf of others.”23

Jesus Purchased the Church with His Blood

A third hint of the saving significance of Jesus’s death is more than a hint; it is an intimation. This occurs when Paul admonishes the Ephesian elders, “Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood” (Acts 20:28). This is an example of what the church fathers called the communication of attributes of the person of Christ. Scripture, designating Christ by a divine title, ascribes to him a quality pertaining to his human nature—“blood,” that is, being susceptible to death. The communication of attributes underlines the unity of the person of Christ because it brings his human and divine natures together in an arresting manner. 

Key for our present purposes is what Christ is said to do: as God incarnate he “purchased” the church with his own blood.24 This is the language of redemption with an emphasis on the redemption price, as Morris points out: “Here the imagery is that of purchase. The Church is bought, as in a commercial transaction, with the blood of Christ. ... What he means is the Church became Christ’s own at great cost. For our salvation Christ shed his blood.”25 Christ is our Redeemer who delivered us from bondage by his blood—his violent death on the cross.

We began our survey of Acts by saying that it accentuates Christ’s exaltation, including his resurrection, more than his death. Now, after examining what Acts says about Christ’s death, we return to our starting place—his exaltation. But this time we stress that our LORD’s exaltation means a great victory for him and his people. Repeatedly, Acts presents Jesus’s death as the unjust verdict of the leaders of God’s covenant people and then juxtaposes it with his resurrection as God’s just verdict, which reverses the sinful judgment of man: 



This Jesus ... you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. God raised him up, loosing the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it. (Acts 2:23–24) 



Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made him both LORD and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified. (2:36)



The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified his servant Jesus, whom you delivered over and denied in the presence of Pilate. (3:13)



But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you, and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we are witnesses. (3:14–15)



Those who live in Jerusalem and their rulers, because they did not recognize him nor understand the utterances of the prophets, which are read every Sabbath, fulfilled them by condemning him. ... They asked Pilate to have him executed. ... But God raised him from the dead. (13:27–28, 30)



This theme of reversal—sinful people condemning God’s Christ but God overturning their verdict by raising and exalting him to his own right hand in heaven—again points to God’s plan of salvation being accomplished, not by human design or strength, but by the mighty power of God through Christ the Redeemer. 

Teaching in the Pauline Epistles

The death of Christ is a nonnegotiable part of the gospel that Paul preached and for which he would have died: “Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures ... he was buried ... he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures” (1Cor. 15:3–4). Paul says much about the saving significance of Christ’s death, and if we were not so familiar with his words, we would realize how shocking many of them are:



Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. (Rom. 6:8)



He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things? (Rom. 8:32)



For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. (1Cor. 2:2)



I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. (Gal. 2:20)



But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our LORD Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. (Gal. 6:14)



. . . Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. (Phil. 2:5–8)



In fact, Paul says so much about Christ’s cross that we must be selective.26 The second part of this book has six chapters treating the main biblical pictures that interpret Christ’s saving accomplishment. In order not to be too repetitive we will study seven passages here while merely listing nine others that will be dealt with in later chapters.27

Romans 3:24–26

. . . Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.

In his purpose statement for the epistle to the Romans, Paul says that he will explain the gospel, which proclaims the revelation of the saving righteousness of God to all believers (Rom. 1:16–17). But he does not immediately do so. Instead, he says that “the wrath of God is revealed from heaven” against rebels (v.18). It is only after showing humankind’s universal need for salvation that the apostle returns to his theme: “But now the righteousness of God has been manifested” (3:21).

Furthermore, this righteousness is needed by all, “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (v.23). Does generic faith in God save or does saving faith have a more specific content? The answer is that faith that saves is “faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe” (v.22). What is the basis of this saving righteousness given to believers? It is Christ’s works of redemption and propitiation (vv.24–26). Paul simply mentions redemption and does not discuss it. We will postpone discussion of it until our study of Ephesians 1:7 in this chapter and the subsequent full chapter devoted to it. 

If Paul only mentions redemption, he unfolds the meaning of propitiation. It is helpful at this point to distinguish propitiation and expiation. Both are accomplishments of Jesus’s death on the cross but they point in different directions and have different aims. Propitiation is directed toward God and expiation is directed toward sin. Propitiation is the turning away of God’s wrath, and expiation is the putting away of sin. 

The publication of C. H. Dodd’s The Bible and the Greeks in 1935 led to a “critical orthodoxy” that overturned the traditional understanding of the words translated “propitiation.”28 Dodd argued, largely on linguistic and theological grounds, that the word in Romans 3:25 should be rendered “means of expiation” and concerned Christ’s work to cover or forgive sins. He insisted that the idea of propitiation was pagan in origin, conjuring up notions of vindictive deities who in rage demanded blood, and that it was unworthy of God. Dodd’s work has been answered effectively by Leon Morris and Roger Nicole, among others.29 

Before giving my view, I will affirm that Scripture teaches that Christ’s death accomplishes the expiation of sin (e.g., in Heb. 9:26). But that is not the issue; the issue is what the meaning of  [image: ] (hilastērion) is in Romans 3:25. Before making my case I want to distance the biblical portrayal of propitiation from pagan notions. In pagan ideas humans make fickle gods willing to forgive by appeasing (propitiating) them by various means. In Scripture a holy and loving God takes the initiative and propitiates his own justice by bearing the brunt of his wrath against sin to freely forgive his rebellious creatures. 

For two reasons I understand hilastērion in Romans 3:25 as propitiation and not merely expiation. First, the whole context of Romans has built up to this point, as I summarized above. The gospel is the revelation of God’s saving righteousness (1:16–17). God has revealed his wrath against sinners (1:18–3:20). In 3:21 Paul returns to his announced theme—the revelation of God’s saving righteousness. But if verses 25–26 do not teach that God’s wrath was satisfied in Christ’s cross, then where did the wrath of 1:18–3:20 go? How is it that 5:1 announces that believers have “peace with God through our LORD Jesus Christ”? How is that possible if God has not spent his holy hatred against sin? The answer is that God has punished Christ with the wrath we sinners all deserve. Douglas Moo reasons cogently: “When to the linguistic evidence we add the evidence of the context of Rom. 1–3, where the wrath of God is an overarching theme (1:18; cf. 2:5), the conclusion that hilastērion includes reference to the turning away of God’s wrath is inescapable.”30

Second and more importantly, 3:25–26 speak of propitiation and not merely expiation because of the meaning of these verses themselves. Key to understanding the passage is the redemptive historical distinction between “former sins” and “the present time” (vv.25, 26). God publicly displayed Jesus as a hilastērion in his blood because in his patience “he had passed over former sins” (v.25). Paul means that up until the time of Jesus’s crucifixion, God forgave sins without actually having made atonement for them. The animal sacrifices were a picture of the gospel, and God really forgave Old Testament believers (see, e.g., Ps. 103:12). But “it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb. 10:4). In his mercy God forgave the Old Testament saints without actually having made atonement. He forgave Old Testament believers on the basis of the work of Christ to come. But in the meantime, every time a sacrifice was performed, God wrote an IOU to himself, so to speak, looking forward to his actually making atonement through the blood of Christ (cf. Heb. 9:15). Paul tells us that that is what Christ did “at the present time.” Christ had to die in order for God to maintain his moral integrity, to “settle accounts” that he had made with himself prior to Christ’s death. 

That is why Romans 3:25–26 says, “God put forward [Christ Jesus] as a propitiation by his blood. ... to show God’s righteousness,” and “It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.” Although the meaning of “righteousness” here is debated, Moo argues convincingly that



“his righteousness” must have reference to some aspect of God’s character that might have been called into question because of his treating sins in the past with less than full severity, and that has now been demonstrated in setting forth Christ as “the propitiatory.” ... [It means] God’s “consistency” in always acting in accordance with his character.31



The problem is not what so many assume today—how could a loving God condemn anyone?32 That question is easily answered by reading the first three chapters of the Bible, or the first three chapters of Romans. A holy God could condemn the world for its rebellion. The biblical problem is a much more difficult one—how could a holy God maintain his moral integrity and forgive sinners? The answer is by putting forward Christ “as a propitiation in his blood.” God settled accounts accumulated in the Old Testament; he satisfied his holy anger against sin by pouring that anger against Christ, who willingly gave himself for his people.33 

The results are fantastic. God maintains his moral integrity as God and at the same time saves everyone who believes in his Son. In fact, Christ secured “an eternal redemption” that brings an “eternal inheritance” (Heb. 9:12, 15). Thus it is “at the present time” that we learn that God forgave “former sins” on the basis of Christ’s work to come.

This passage is of great importance because of its programmatic place in Paul’s argument in Romans. When Paul begins to actually explain the revelation of God’s saving righteousness to sinners, he mentions redemption and elucidates propitiation. 

Romans 5:10

For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.



This is the shortest of the four reconciliation passages in Paul. We will study the others—2Corinthians 5:18–20; Ephesians 2:13–16; and Colossians 1:19–22—in the chapter “Christ Our Reconciler.” This passage appears in a section of Romans giving the benefits of justification. In Romans 5:1–5 Paul lists these benefits: peace with God (v.1), joy (v.2), hope (vv.2–5), and God’s love (v.5). Then in verses 6–11 he repeats the same benefits in reverse order: God’s love (vv.6–8), hope (vv.9–10), joy (v.11), and peace with God (v.11). The benefits thus fall into a pattern. An inverted parallelism or chiasm follows the form ABCD DCBA, where the letters stand for ideas. Here are the benefits laid out in a diagram:



A Peace with God (v.1)

 B Joy (v.2)

 C Hope (vv.2–5)

 D God’s love (v.5)

 D God’s love (vv.6–8)

 C Hope (vv.9–10)

 B Joy (v.11)

A Peace with God (v.11)



In verses 9–10, then, Paul draws his readers’ attention to the hope of final salvation. He does this in two ways: first, in terms of justification, and then in terms of reconciliation (in vv.9 and 10, respectively). Twice Paul employs a Jewish argument from the more difficult to the less difficult. He uses the words “much more” to signal his use of this argument. In verse 9 he argues in terms of justification, and in verse 10 in terms of reconciliation.

Paul uses shorthand in verse 9 and longhand in verse 10. The full argument involves an “if” clause followed by a “then” clause, and we find both types of clauses in verse 10. But verse 9 only has a “then” clause. Paul expects his readers to provide an “if” clause from the preceding verses: If, when we were condemned before a holy God, he justified us through the death of his Son. ... “Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God” (v.9). Paul uses “wrath” to refer to hell, as he frequently does in his writings.34

Paul argues from the harder to the easier: if God did the harder thing—justified guilty sinners—he will surely do the easier thing—keep saved to the end those he has justified. This is a powerful argument for God’s preservation of his saints. God did the incredible and declared the unrighteous righteous through Christ. Now he will do the expected—he will stand by his previous verdict and not condemn his justified people.

For the sake of emphasis, Paul repeats a similar argument designed to assure his readers of final salvation. But now he refers to salvation as reconciliation instead of justification. “For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life” (Rom. 5:10). This time Paul writes in longhand, giving both “if” and “then” clauses: if when we were God’s enemies he made us his friends by his Son’s death, now that we are his friends he certainly will keep us saved by his Son’s resurrection. Here Paul does not state what we shall be saved from, but he has already told us in verse 9—God’s wrath. 

Reconciliation is the only picture of Christ’s saving work in our study that lacks an Old Testament background. In fact, it appears only in the four Pauline passages listed at the beginning of this section. Its background is alienation—“we were enemies” of God due to our sins (v.10). Reconciliation means peacemaking. God, the offended party, takes the initiative and makes peace between himself and the alienated offenders—us. But more than God’s initiative is necessary for reconciliation to occur. God must accomplish the work of reconciliation. 

Who is the peacemaker? This peace must be brought about by God but also by a human being. The reconciler must be God because only God can restore the rebels (Col. 1:19–20). The reconciler must be a man because death is necessary and God in heaven cannot die. The reconciler is Christ, God incarnate; “he himself is our peace,” as Paul says (Eph. 2:14). How does he accomplish this? In Colossians, Paul explains that Christ reconciles by “making peace by the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:20) and “in his body of flesh by his death” (Col. 1:22). Romans is more concise: “We were reconciled to God by the death of his Son” (Rom. 5:10). I will conclude by rehearsing the point of Romans 5:10: “For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.” God, who made enemies into friends through Christ’s death (and resurrection), will keep his friends unto final salvation through Christ’s (death and) resurrection. 

Romans 5:18–19

Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.



This passage is the culmination of Paul’s famous Adam-Christ parallel in Romans 5. A brief summary of the apostle’s argument is in order. He begins to make a comparison that he does not complete: “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned—” (Rom. 5:12). The dash indicates that the flow of thought is interrupted. Paul intends to compare Adam’s disastrous effects on the human race with Christ’s salutary effects on his people. But he does not finish the comparison. Instead, in the next two verses he demonstrates that only Adam’s sin can explain the domination of sin over the human race from the fall in Eden to the giving of the law at Sinai. 

Next Paul lays the foundation for the completion, in verses 18–19, of the unfinished comparison begun in verse 12: “Adam, who was a type of the one who was to come” (v.14). In certain respects Adam is a type, a prefiguring, an acted prophecy, of Christ, the coming one. Both have tremendous effects upon others. The destinies of the whole human race are viewed in relation to Adam and Christ. Indeed, Christ is “the last Adam ... the second man” (1Cor. 15:45, 47).

There are fundamental similarities between Adam and Christ. But before explaining these, Paul feels it necessary to underscore dissimilarities between the two. Adam’s one sin brings death; Christ brings grace and eternal life (Rom. 5:15). Adam’s one sin brings condemnation; Christ’s grace brings justification (v.16). Adam’s one sin brings the reign of death; Christ brings a reign of life to believers (v.17). 

Having set a sufficient distance between Adam and Christ, Paul now proceeds to build upon their basic similarity to complete the comparison begun in verse 12. “Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men” (v.18). Adam’s one sin brought God’s verdict of condemnation to humanity. His original sin makes all guilty before God. Elsewhere in the passage, Paul explains that the consequence of Adam’s sin is physical and spiritual death (vv.12, 14, 15, 17). His thought is thus that Adam’s sin led to condemnation, which led to death. 

Christ, the second Adam, also has enormous effect upon his race, his people, but, unlike the first Adam’s, the effect is positive: “. . . so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men” (v.18). The second Adam stands over against the first Adam. Christ’s “one act of righteousness,” because it corresponds to Adam’s “one trespass,” refers to something Christ did, namely, his death on the cross. Christ’s death produces the opposite of the condemnation brought on by Adam’s primal sin—“justification,” God’s verdict of righteousness. Paul unbalances the equation when he adds to justification “and life for all men,” thereby emphasizing the greatness of Christ’s accomplishment. Christ’s cross brings God’s declaration of righteousness, which in turn brings eternal life. His thought is thus that Christ’s one act of righteousness leads to justification, which leads to life. 

Paul basically repeats the thought of verse 18 in verse 19: “For as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.” Adam’s disobedience, his original sin, caused his race to become sinners. By contrast, Christ’s obedience causes his race to become righteous in God’s sight. While not denying Christ’s lifelong obedience, Paul here focuses on Christ’s “becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:8). The effects of the two Adams upon their respective races can be expressed thus: 



Adam’s disobedience [image: ] many were made sinners.

    Christ’s obedience [image: ]  many will be made righteous.

 

Universalists claim that when Paul writes “so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men” (v.18), he teaches that everyone will be saved.35  But this is a selective use of the evidence, for Paul says “by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous” in the very next verse. Is the apostle contradicting himself in the space of two verses, teaching that all, not merely many, are affected by the two Adams in verse 18 and that many, but not all, are affected by them in verse 19? Of course not. The key is to note that Paul is not comparing “all men” with “the many.” Rather, he is contrasting the two Adams and their huge effects upon their respective races. Adam brings woe to his race, and Christ salvation to his. It is not “all” opposed to “many” in verses 18–19. It is “one trespass” of one man affecting “all men” and “one act of righteousness” of one man affecting “all men” in verse 18. It is “one man’s disobedience” bringing condemnation and “one man’s obedience” bringing justification in verse 19. We cannot look to these verses for the number of the lost or redeemed, for it is not Paul’s purpose to give those numbers here. He does that elsewhere, indicating that everyone is fallen in Adam and all believers are saved by Christ. 

In sum, Paul presents Christ as the second and last Adam, whose “one act of righteousness,” his “obedience” unto death on the cross, is the basis for God’s justifying sinners (who believe) and granting them eternal life. 

Galatians 3:13

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.” 



This verse is located in a section of the epistle dominated by the ideas of “curse” and “blessing.” Old Testament background includes the Israelites’ rehearsing the blessings and curses of the law on Mount Ebal and Mount Gerazim, respectively (Deut. 27:12–28:68). God wanted the people to know that, depending on their obedience or disobedience to God’s law, they would reap the blessings or curses contained therein. God’s words of blessing and curse were viewed as dynamic and powerful. In contrast to our culture’s view of words as trivial, Scripture portrays God’s words as dynamic.



For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven 

 and do not return there but water the earth,

making it bring forth and sprout,

 giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,

so shall my word be that goes out of my mouth;

 it shall not return to me empty,

but it shall accomplish that which I purpose,

 and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it. (Isa. 55:10–11)



For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. (Heb. 4:12) 



In Scripture God’s word is powerful and effective. So it is in Galatians 3:7–14, where Paul instructs his readers concerning the blessings of the Abrahamic covenant and the curses of the law. Notice the numerous uses of “blessed”/“blessing” and “curse”/“cursed” (italicized here):



Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In you shall all the nations be blessed.” So then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith.

For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.” Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for.... Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree”—so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith. (Gal. 3:7–11, 13–14)



Note that the passage begins and ends with blessing and that between the blessing is much emphasis on cursing (five occurrences). How does Paul define the blessings and the curses? The blessings are the fulfillment of the promises that God made to Abraham when he entered into covenant with him. Paul cites part of Genesis 12:3: “In you shall all the nations be blessed” (Gal. 3:8). He views that promise as fulfilled in the gospel’s coming to the Gentiles. He says Christ died for us “so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles” (v.14). And then he defines one of the blessings: “so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith” (v.14). The blessings of the Abrahamic covenant are the blessings of the gospel, including a relationship with God through Christ, receiving the Holy Spirit, eternal life, and all that they entail. 

Paul does not allow us to guess what he means by the curse. It is the threat of the punishment that will be meted out to all lawbreakers: “Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.” It is within this context of blessing and curse that Paul teaches that “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us” (v.13). Richard Longenecker helpfully explains, enlisting the words of Martin Luther:



The thought involved here is that of “an exchange curse” ... as Klaus Berger calls it ... or more expansively, M.Luther: “Thou Christ art my sin and my curse, or rather, I am thy sin, thy curse, thy death, thy wrath of God, thy hell; and contrariwise, thou are my righteousness, my blessing, my life, my grace of God and my heaven.”36



Verse 13 is as strong a statement of Christ’s being our legal penal substitute as is found in Scripture. Paul cites Deuteronomy 21:23, which curses the executed person whose body is left hanging on a tree, to prove that Christ died the death of an accursed man: “For it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree’ ” (Gal. 3:13). Christ took the penalty that we lawbreakers deserved—he became a curse—in order that we might gain the blessing of eternal life. He died an accursed death on the tree to rescue us from the punishment of the law.37

Ephesians 1:7

In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace.



Ephesians 1:3–14 is one long sentence in Greek. Paul gives structural indicators that divide it into sections: “to the praise of his glorious grace” (v.6) and what appears to be shorthand for it, “to the praise of his glory” (vv.12, 14). The resultant divisions have a Trinitarian theme. 



1:3–6: The Father’s election

    1:7–12: The Son’s redemption

    1:13–14: The Holy Spirit as seal



Our concern is with the central section, the only one that mentions Christ’s saving work in the first fourteen verses. Paul says that in Christ “we have redemption through his blood” (v.7). All of the salvific blessings come to us “in Christ,” that is, by union with him. His work does not benefit us as long as he remains outside of us, but when we are spiritually joined to him by faith, his benefits become ours. Paul begins Ephesians 1:3–14 praising the Father for uniting us with his Son and thereby granting us all blessings: “Blessed be the God and Father of our LORD Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (v.3). 

When Paul writes, “We have redemption through his blood” (v.7), he points to the redemption price. We cannot do a full study of redemption based on this verse alone; many other passages must be taken into account. We will do so in a later chapter devoted to “Christ Our Redeemer.” For now it will suffice to list the three aspects of redemption given by Morris, who has conducted such a study: 

	“The state of sin out of which man is to be redeemed.”

	“The price which is paid. ... Christ has paid the price of our redemption. ... He is our Substitute.”

	“The resultant state of the believer. ... the liberty of the sons of God.”38




John Stott describes this third aspect in another way: “It draws attention to the person of the redeemer who has proprietary rights over his purchase. Thus Jesus’ LORDship over both church and Christian is attributed to his having bought us with his own blood.”39 

Morris and Stott summarize Scripture’s teaching on redemption well. We were in bondage to sin (Gal. 4:4–7). Christ redeemed us through his blood (Eph. 1:7). As a result, we enjoy the freedom of God’s sons and daughters (Gal. 4:7–9; 5:1), and we gladly acknowledge Christ’s LORDship over us (1Cor. 6:18–20). 

Ephesians1:7 specifies the redemption price—“redemption through his blood.” Although some have sought to define “blood,” occurring in such a context, as the release of life and the like, Morris has shown definitively that this is an error. Rather, after studying “blood” in the whole of Scripture, he concludes, “Thus it seems tolerably certain that in both the Old and New Testaments the blood signifies essentially the death.”40 The blood of Christ, which redeems, is his violent death on the cross.

Paul describes an important benefit of redemption when he speaks of “redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses.” Here is the central aspect of Christian freedom purchased by Christ—forgiveness. The Redeemer’s cross work has bought us out of slavery to sin with the result that our sins are pardoned and our consciences are clean before God. All of this, of course, is “according to the riches of his grace” (v.7). It is no wonder that the redeemed will cry out,



Worthy are you ...

for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God

 from every tribe and language and people and nation. (Rev. 5:9) 

Ephesians 5:2

And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. 



Paul exhorts the Ephesians “to put off [their] old self, which ... is corrupt through deceitful desires ... and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness” (Eph. 4:22–24). He then proceeds to apply the pattern of taking off and putting on to several areas: take off falsehood and put on the truth (v.25); take off sinful anger and put on being angry while not sinning (vv.26–27); take off stealing and put on working (v.28); take off corrupt talk and put on edifying talk (v.29); take off anger and clamor and put on kindness and forgiveness (vv.31–32). 

These last two verses deserve quotation, as they lead into 5:1–2: “Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice. Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you” (4:31–32). Speaking of kindness, tenderheartedness, and forgiveness leads Paul to speak of love. This is especially so because he uses God’s forgiveness in Christ as the measure of Christians’ willingness to forgive each other when wronged. 

This leads the apostle to write, “Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children” (5:1). God’s love for us in putting us into his family motivates us to imitate God and to love one another. Next Paul writes, “And walk in love, as Christ loved us” (v.2). His thought moves from imitating God to imitating Christ. Believers are to live lives of love because Christ first loved them. 

It is easy for Paul, when speaking of Christ’s love for his people, to think of his sacrificial death. So, he writes, “And walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (v.2). Christ’s love is epitomized in his voluntary death on behalf of his own. He “gave himself up for us” because he “loved us.” And this self-giving is described in the terms of Old Testament sacrifice: “a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” As Old Testament food offerings were sometimes described as having “a pleasing aroma to the LORD” (e.g., Lev. 1:9; Gen. 8:21), so the apostle describes Christ’s priestly sacrifice of himself as “a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” Christ’s self-offering is pleasing to God. God favorably accepts the self-sacrifice of his beloved Son. 

We easily think of Hebrews when we think of Christ as our sacrifice, but the idea is here in Ephesians 5:2 too: “Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.” Jesus’s death on the cross is a priestly sacrifice. And although Paul does not develop the idea here, elsewhere Scripture teaches that this is the ultimate sacrifice, which saves believers eternally. 

Colossians 2:13–15

And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. He disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him. 



Paul depicts two maladies from which unsaved people suffer, including his readers in Colossae before they came to faith in Christ—spiritual death and uncleanness: “[You] were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh” (v.13). And God, in his grace, heals their maladies. The remedy for spiritual death is regeneration: “God made [you] alive together with him” (v.13). The remedy for spiritual uncleanness is full pardon for sin: “...having forgiven us all our trespasses” (v.13). 

If we ask how God does this, Paul answers, “by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands” (v.14). “Record of debt” translates XειρόγραΦον (cheirographon), which means a handwritten note of indebtedness. Paul adds that the record of debt opposes us “with its legal demands.” A comparison with the only other place where Paul uses this word sheds light on its use here. There the expression “the law of commandments expressed in ordinances” (Eph. 2:15) shows that it refers to the Ten Commandments. 

Humankind signed, as it were, a handwritten note admitting its failure to keep God’s commandments. This record of debt “stood against us” because it condemned us; it exposed us as lawbreakers. Paul says that God forgave us “by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands.” The word “cancel” here means blot out or erase the debt. Is Paul teaching that God merely looked the other way, so to speak, and did not hold us responsible for our disobedience to his law? Of course not, for the next words explain how God canceled our moral debt: “This he set aside, nailing it to the cross” (Col. 2:14). 

Here is a vivid picture of legal penal substitution. God forgave our sins by nailing our bond of indebtedness, consisting of our failure to keep the Ten Commandments, to the cross of his Son. The imagery here is the Roman practice of nailing to crosses the charges for which the crucified were being executed (see John 19:19). Moo captures the thrust:



In causing him to be nailed to the cross, God (the subject of the verb) has provided the full cancellation of the debt of obedience that we had incurred. Christ took upon himself the penalty that we were under because of our disobedience, and his death fully satisfied God’s necessary demand for due punishment of that disobedience.41



In the next verse, Paul abruptly shifts imagery: “He disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him.” “The rulers and authorities” are angels in Paul’s letters, here evil angels or demons because God defeats them (cf. Col. 1:15; Eph. 6:12). God is portrayed as our mighty champion, who through Christ defeats and humiliates the demons. The word rendered “disarmed” is literally “stripped.” Paul is saying either that God stripped his demonic foes of their weapons or that he stripped them of their clothes. The picture is one of a Roman victory parade in which the victors would march in pride and the conquered enemies would cringe in defeat. Paul may be picturing the enemies as being paraded naked before the conquerors’ wives and children, adding to their humiliation. At least he is saying that God disarmed them.

God “put them to open shame” (Col. 2:15). The word used here occurs elsewhere in the New Testament only in Matthew 1:19, where godly Joseph determines to divorce Mary quietly because he was “unwilling to put her to shame.” Almighty God openly humiliated the demons. Furthermore, in keeping with the Roman triumphal march imagery, Paul says that God disarmed the demons and shamed them “by triumphing over them in him.”

The Greek word at the end of Colossians 2:15 is ambiguous, meaning that God triumphed either in him or in it, a reference to the cross. The NIV adopts “the cross,” and the ESV “him.” It seems to me that whichever option is chosen, it implies the other. God triumphed over the demons in the Christ (of the cross). Or God triumphed over the demons in the cross (of the Christ). Either way, it is Jesus crucified who accomplished God’s mighty victory over the demons. 

In the space of two verses, then, Paul combines the legal penal and Christus Victor views of the atonement. Christ pays our moral debt, and God in him vanquishes our demonic enemies. We will further explore the relation between these two verses in the chapter “Christ Our Victor.” 

Teaching in the General Epistles

The General Epistles also have much to teach us concerning Jesus’s saving death.

Hebrews

Hebrews is famous for its presentation of Christ as High Priest and sacrifice. These themes will be the primary focus of the chapter “Christ Our Sacrifice.”42 Here I will treat two passages in Hebrews: the brief introduction of the sacrificial theme in chapter 1 and the multiple images of Christ’s saving work in chapter 2. 



Hebrews 1:3



Long ago, at many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the world. He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. (Heb. 1:1–4)



Hebrews 1, as clearly as anywhere in Scripture, presents Christ’s threefold office of prophet, priest, and king. The Son of God is the great prophet, for “in these last days he [God] has spoken to us by his Son” (Heb. 1:2). Preeminently in Hebrews 1, Christ is the King who “sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” as co-regent, who (unlike the angels) bears the royal and divine title of “Son,” and who has a “throne,” a “scepter,” and a “kingdom” (vv.3, 5, 8). In fact, the first chapter of Hebrews mainly treats Christ’s coronation as heavenly King at his session at God’s right hand. Although Hebrews 1 first mentions Christ’s prophetic office and largely concerns his royal office, in one phrase it introduces what will become a major theme of the epistle—Christ’s office of High Priest: “After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (v.3). 

This text, anticipating the powerful teaching in chapters 9 and 10, magnifies Christ’s saving accomplishment. It is a key text on the atonement because it affirms that Jesus made “purification for sins.”The author views sin as defiling and in need of cleansing. Christ’s death on the cross washes away sin and brings forgiveness to everyone who believes. These words contain three truths concerning Jesus’s saving death and resurrection. 

First, Hebrews 1:3 teaches that Christ’s atonement is final because, unlike any Old Testament priest, after finishing his priestly service he sat down. Verses from chapter 10 provide inspired commentary on 1:3: 



And every priest stands daily at his service, offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, waiting from that time until his enemies should be made a footstool for his feet. For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified. (Heb. 10:11–14)



The tabernacle and temple contained furniture, but none suitable for sitting. While serving, Old Testament priests never sat. This was one indication that their sacrifices were provisional, that they could “never take away sins” (10:11). If they had taken away sin, they would have ceased being offered (10:2). The Old Testament offerings cried out for a future sacrifice to deal with sin once and for all. The Son of God made that very sacrifice when he offered himself. And—astonishingly from an Old Testament perspective—“when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God” (v.12). His session showed the finality of his priestly work. 

Second, Hebrews 1:3 teaches that Christ’s atonement is perfect because of where he sat down: “After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high” (1:3). When Christ finished his atoning work, he ascended and sat down at God’s right hand, the chief place of authority and honor in the universe. The Father’s granting the Son such a position is the Father’s way of showing that the Son’s work of atonement is complete and perfect. Nothing can be added. For this reason the former sacrifices, offered at the command of God, have ceased. 



For Christ has entered ... into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf. Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the high priest enters the holy places every year with blood not his own, for then he would have had to suffer repeatedly since the foundation of the world. But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. (9:24–26)



Christ’s finished, perfect sacrifice brings the Old Testament offerings to a halt, and because it is perfect, it is also efficacious.

Third, Hebrews 1:3 teaches that Christ’s atonement is effective because of where he sat down. When he sat at the right hand of “the Majesty on high,” Christ had satisfied all of God’s requirements to make atonement. His priestly sacrifice made “purification for sins.” That is why the author says later in his letter that Christ secured an “eternal redemption” and “by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified” (Heb. 9:12; 10:14). DavidA. deSilva captures well the author’s meaning: “The exaltation of the Son is the present reality that the addressees should consider. It is the proof of the efficacy of his ministry of mediation and guarantee of God’s favor for those who approach God through the Son.”43 



Hebrews 2:8–9, 14–15, 17



At present, we do not yet see everything in subjection to him. But we see him who for a little while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone. ...

Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things, that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery. ... Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people. 



Hebrews 2 has one of the most concentrated and extensive treatments of Christ’s saving work in Scripture. It will reappear numerous times in later chapters dealing with the metaphors that explain Christ’s saving deeds. Here I will survey the author’s presentation of three successive atonement motifs. 

Jesus, the second and last Adam. The Son’s incarnation establishes a solidarity between him and humankind that enables him to act as their representative. As shown in the chapter on the incarnation, that event is the trigger of the three atonement motifs corresponding to the three parts of the quotation above. The first motif presents Jesus as the second and last Adam in light of the author’s quotation of Psalm 8:4–6:



What is man, that you are mindful of him,

 or the son of man, that you care for him?

You made him for a little while lower than the angels;

 you have crowned him with glory and honor,

 putting everything in subjection under his feet. (Heb. 2:6–8)



In its context the psalm speaks of our first parents, Adam and Eve, and of their creational blessings of honor and dominion. The writer summarizes Psalm 8:6–8: “Now in putting everything in subjection to him, he left nothing outside his control” (Heb. 2:8). Under God, Adam and Eve’s dominion was total. But, alas, although this was the situation at creation, “at present, we do not yet see everything in subjection to him” (v.8). The fall ruined humankind’s exercise of dominion, and now people abuse one another and the rest of God’s creation.

The situation seems hopeless because all human beings are tarnished by the curse of sin. Who can rescue fallen humankind? The author answers: “But we see him who for a little while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone” (v.9). This psalm is not messianic, that is, it does not predict the Messiah. But at his incarnation, Jesus steps into Psalm 8, so to speak. When the Son of God becomes a human being, the words of the psalm that originally described Adam and Eve now pertain to him. By virtue of his incarnation, Jesus is the “last Adam,” the “second man” (1Cor. 15:45, 47). In this way, he “for a little while was made lower than the angels” (Heb. 2:9). 

Why? The answer lies close at hand: “We see him who for a little while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone” (v.9). Jesus became a man so that he could experience “the suffering of death.” As the second Adam he was able to “taste death for everyone” and thereby reverse the curse on our first parents and their race. As a result, he now is “crowned with glory and honor.” Consequently, God the Father, because of the death and exaltation of Jesus his Son, brings “many sons to glory” (v.10), restoring the original creational “glory and honor” (Ps. 8:5; Heb. 2:7). 

Peter T. O’Brien’s words are apt: “In an amazing way Jesus fulfills God’s design for creation and displays what had always been intended for all humankind. He is the one in whom the primal glory and sovereignty are restored.”44

Jesus, the Victor. The second atonement motif presents Jesus as the Victor. Again, the writer to the Hebrews begins with the incarnation: “Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself likewise partook of the same things” (Heb. 2:14). By becoming a human being, Jesus shared in humanity. Why did he become a man? He did so “that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery” (vv.14–15). 

The Son of God became a human being so that he could die on the cross. His death accomplishes two goals. First, it destroys the Devil. Second, it delivers his people from hell. The Devil “has the power of death” as the usurper who deceived Adam and Eve and occasioned the fall. Jesus’s death vanquishes the Evil One, by already depriving him of his power, and will one day result in his being cast into “the lake of fire and sulfur” to suffer eternal punishment (Rev. 20:10). 

By his death the Son also delivers “all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery” (Heb. 2:15). The “death” spoken of here is not mere physical death, but spiritual death that involves the “fear” that “has to do with punishment” (1John 4:18). Such fear of death enslaves those who do not know the LORD. Christ the Redeemer, through his death and resurrection, delivers from this bondage all who believe in him. He is his people’s mighty champion.

Jesus, the great High Priest. The third atonement motif presents Jesus as the great High Priest. We thus end our survey of Hebrews where we began in 1:3, with Christ our priest, a theme that will take precedence in the rest of the author’s christological exposition. Once more the author starts with the incarnation: “Therefore he had to be made like his brothers in every respect, so that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God” (Heb. 2:17). We needed a great High Priest who was both divine and human, namely “Jesus” (the name given him at birth), “the Son of God” (a divine title from Hebrews 1 on) (Heb. 4:14). The writer emphasized the Son’s deity in chapter 1, and as we have seen by the repeated references to the incarnation, his humanity in chapter 2. We thus have a High Priest who perfectly meets our need. As the God-man he is able to “sympathize with our weaknesses” and as the God-man he is able to grant us “mercy and grace to help in time of need” (4:15–16). As the divine-human priest he is “holy, innocent, unstained, separated from sinners, and exalted above the heavens” (7:26). 

What works does Jesus, our great High Priest, perform? He makes “propitiation for the sins of the people” and “is able to help those who are being tempted” (2:18). That is, he saves by virtue of his once-for-all-time cross work and ongoing intercession. His making atonement on the cross here is translated in two different ways. Some render “to make expiation” (e.g., RSV) and others “to make propitiation” (e.g., ESV). For reasons given in my exposition of Romans 3:24–26, I agree with O’Brien (citing Koester): “The notion of atonement has to do with the restoration of a relationship marred by sin, and this encompasses both expiation, the removal of sin, and propitiation, the averting of divine wrath.”45 

Jesus not only has made atonement but continues to serve as High Priest in heaven itself. The writer explains: “For because he himself has suffered when tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted” (Heb. 2:18). On the basis of his death and resurrection he saves “to the uttermost those who draw near to God through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them” (7:25). He appears before the Father on our behalf, presenting his sacrifice and pleading our case. 

Hebrews 2, then, brings together three themes to describe Christ’s saving accomplishment. He is the second Adam, who in his suffering of death and his exaltation restores the creational glory and dominion forfeited by our first parents in the fall. He is the mighty Victor, who attains two goals: “that by his death Jesus might break the power of the evil tyrant who held sway over death; and, second, that through this same death he might rescue those who had been enslaved.”46 And, he is our great High Priest, who has made atonement on the cross and continues to make intercession in heaven “to help those who are being tempted” (2:18).

First Peter

The apostle Peter also testifies to the saving significance of Jesus’s death in a number of passages. 



1Peter 1:1–2



To those who are elect ... according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, in the sanctification of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ and for sprinkling with his blood ...



In his first letter’s salutation Peter speaks of Spirit-wrought sanctification that results in obedience to Jesus Christ. This is the initial sanctifying work of the Spirit, in which he sets sinners apart for God, constituting them saints. This initial sanctification is “for obedience to Jesus Christ,” that is, it results in obedience to Christ. The obedience of which Peter speaks is evangelical obedience, faith in Jesus.47 It too has results—sprinkling with Jesus’s blood, which means cleansing due to his death. Ramsey Michaels is correct: “To be sprinkled with Jesus’ blood was to be cleansed from one’s former way of living and released from spiritual slavery by the power of his death.”48

To summarize: Peter teaches that the Spirit constitutes sinners saints and as a result (though simultaneously) they obey the gospel, that is, believe in Jesus, and are cleansed by his atoning death. 



1Peter 1:18–19 



. . . knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. 



Because this passage will figure prominently in the chapter “Christ Our Redeemer,” I will treat it briefly here. Returning to his pilgrim motif (1Pet. 1:1; cf. 2:11), Peter tells Christians to live in the fear of God the Father: “And if you call on him as Father who judges impartially according to each one’s deeds, conduct yourselves with fear throughout the time of your exile” (1:17). He gives another reason for careful living: “knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot” (vv.18–19). This is the language of redemption. It implies a state of bondage—they needed to be delivered “from the futile ways,” a reference to their prior worship of false gods. And that deliverance did not come cheap—even “silver or gold” would not accomplish it. No, a much more precious ransom price was paid: “the precious blood of Christ.” Once more “blood” speaks of Christ’s saving death. Here Jesus is likened to “a lamb without blemish or spot” (v.19). Frequently, the Old Testament stipulates that sacrificial animals had to be “without blemish” (Ex. 12:5; Lev. 1:3, 10; 3:1, 6, etc.). Thomas Schreiner says wisely: “Animals were without defect physically, but Peter’s point was that Jesus was sinless (cf. 2:22). He was a perfect sacrifice because of his perfect life.”49 So, Peter highly esteems Christ’s atonement and rejoices that it redeems. 



1Peter 2:21–24



For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps. He committed no sin, neither was deceit found in his mouth. When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten, but continued entrusting himself to him who judges justly. He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.



Peter exhorts his readers to suffer, following Christ’s example (1Pet. 2:21–23; cf. Isa. 53:9, 7). The thought of Christ’s suffering on the cross easily leads the apostle to use more redemptive language. Jesus is not only our example of suffering; he is our suffering Savior whose unique suffering saves us. “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness” (1Pet. 2:24; cf. Isa. 53:4, 11). Peter does not say that Christ “offered” our sins on the tree, but that he “bore” them to or on the tree. Peter paints a picture of Jesus carrying our sins away in his death. 

When Peter says “tree,” he alludes to Deuteronomy 21:23. “It becomes in the New Testament an almost technical word for the cross of Jesus (Acts 5:30; 10:39; Gal. 3:13),” Michaels affirms.50 Perhaps Peter alludes to the curse of the Deuteronomy passage, but his emphasis is not there “but rather on the removal of sins which the cross of Christ accomplished.”51 We should not miss Peter’s ethical purpose: “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness.” God desires holy lives in his people, and that was one reason he gave his Son to die for them. 

When Peter says, “Christ also suffered for you” (1Pet. 2:21), he underlines the substitutionary character of Christ’s death. He does so again: “By his wounds you have been healed” (v.24; cf. Isa. 53:5), returning to Isaiah 53. Peter Davids agrees: “This fact [substitution] is further underlined in the last clause of the verse (now shifting to Isa. 53:5), that his wounds (the welts and bruises one would have as a result of a blow with a fist or whip) have brought healing to us.”52 Peter’s point is the same as Isaiah’s—Christ’s death saves.



1Peter 3:18 



For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God.



After encouraging his readers to suffer for doing good, Peter returns to the subject of Christ’s suffering. His teaching is straightforward: “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous” (v.18). When Jesus calls us to suffer, this is not something beyond his own experience. He also suffered. In that way our suffering is like his, and Peter implies that Christ is our example in suffering. 

But Christ’s suffering is unlike ours in more than one way. He suffered “once,” and that suffering was momentous, which is not true of our suffering. Michaels is correct:



Although the specific contrast in Hebrews between the sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice “once for all” and the inadequacy of the repeated animal sacrifices of the OT priestly system is lacking in 1Peter, [image: ] (hapaks)does connote sufficiency and completeness. Christ’s suffering is over, its purpose fully accomplished.53



The most important difference between our suffering and his is that, unlike ours, his is redemptive. “Christ also suffered once for sins.” Peter elaborates: “the righteous for the unrighteous.” The Greek is instructive: “the righteous one for the unrighteous ones.” Jesus died for sinners. He died in their place. Peter Davids is to the point: “Christ’s substitutionary death for those who deserved death comes across clearly.”54

What is the purpose of Christ’s death? “Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God” (v.18). Christ died a redemptive death for those who were far away from God to lead them to God. He died as Mediator of the new covenant, as the only intermediary between God and human beings. Once more Davids deserves quotation: “Jesus died in order that, so to speak, he might reach across the gulf between God and humanity and, taking our hand, lead us across the territory of the enemy into the presence of the Father who called us.”55

In sum, Peter presents Christ’s death as saving in that his shed blood cleanses (1:2) and redeems (1:19), he carries our sins away from us to the tree (2:24), his wounds on the cross heal us (2:24), and he dies in our place to join us to God (3:18). 

First John

John’s first epistle has important things to say about Jesus’s atoning death. I will treat three passages.56



1John 1:7



But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.



This verse precedes three verses teaching that Christians must honestly face their sins:



If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say that we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us. (1John 1:8–10)



To pretend that we as believers are sinless is to engage in self-deception, to reject God’s word, and to call God a liar. God takes sin seriously. And so should we. That is why 1John 1:9 is wedged between the two other verses above: if believers keep honest accounts with God and daily confess their sins, they will daily experience his forgiveness and cleansing. 

But what about when Christians obey God’s truth and do not sin, when they “walk in the light,” as John puts it? What is the basis for their standing with God then? “If we walk in the light, as he is in the light ... the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1John 1:7). Even when we are not conscious of sinning against the LORD, the basis of our relationship with him is “the blood of Jesus his Son.” And even when we walk in the light, that blood “cleanses us from all sin.” This “means that in the cross of Christ our sin is effectively and repeatedly ... removed,” as Smalley says.57 Jesus’s blood purifies us from the beginning to the end. There is no other atonement. And as a result of Christ’s saving death, “we have fellowship with one another” as fellow believers (1:3 has already said that “our fellowship is with the Father and his Son Jesus Christ”). 

Robert Yarbrough’s comments on the word “cleanses” in “the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1John 1:7) are edifying:



The word for “cleanses” ([image: ] , katharizo) is found only here and in 1:9 in all the Johannine writings. By contrast, it is common in the Synoptics (eighteen occurrences), expressing the outcome of Jesus’s healing and saving touch and word (e.g., Matt. 8:3). ... Paul uses the word three times, once to exhort believers in their duty (2Cor. 7:1) and twice to describe the saving work of God’s Word (Eph. 5:26) or God’s Son (Titus 2:14). Hebrews uses the word to denote ... what Christ achieved. ... John’s use of this word shows that his doctrine of Christ’s work is well within the flow of what is claimed for Jesus in his earthly life by Gospel writers and what was taught about the power of his death in a wide range of early churches.58



It is comforting to note that “the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1John 1:7). Christ’s is an efficacious atonement, and therefore ours is a joyful life (v.4). 



1John 2:2 



He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. 



John carefully crafts his argument. God is absolute light, complete purity and truth (1:5). Let no one claim to walk with God while living in sin and error (v.6). Those who live in holiness and truth are the ones whom Christ’s atonement saves (v.7). Let no one claim to be without sin; rather, Christians should confess their sins daily to receive forgiveness and cleansing (vv.8–10). John speaks plain words; he writes to keep God’s children from sinning. But if they slip, they have “an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (2:1). The word translated “advocate” (παρακλήτοѕ, paraklētos) appears only in John’s writings, here and in his Gospel at 14:16, 26; 15:26; and 16:7. There in the Gospel Jesus promises to send the Holy Spirit as a legal advocate, mediator, or intercessor to help the disciples when he returns to the Father. John applies the same word to Jesus here. “John’s readers have such an advocate [in the legal sense], mediator, or intercessor with the Father in the event that they sin.”59 

In this context, John writes, “He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world” (1John 2:2). It is not difficult to discern the connection between this verse and the preceding. What makes Jesus’s intercessory ministry before the Father in heaven so powerful is his resurrection, and ascension, and especially his atoning death.

We return to the controversial matter as to whether hilasmos (and related words) should be translated “expiation” (so the NIV, “the atoning sacrifice for our sins”) or “propitiation” (so ESV).60 Because we dealt with this issue in our handling of Romans 3:24–26, I will only point interested readers to literature and quote Robert Yarbrough, with whose conclusions I agree:



While Jesus’s death certainly has the effect of expiating sin (wiping away its penalty), it is difficult to avoid the impression that it also propitiates (turns away the wrath of) God’s promised punishment of sin and sinners whose transgressions are not atoned for on the last day—a day of condemnation spoken of by Jesus in John 12:48.61



I will postpone to an appendix the matter of the extent of the atonement—whether Christ died to save all or only the elect—and this text in relation to that topic. Here I will only quote the balanced conclusion of Yarbrough:



Jesus’s ministry as įλάσμοѕ, 1John 2:2 goes on to say, extends beyond the sins of the “we” of John and his readers to “those of the whole world.” ... There is a universal dimension to Christ’s death for sins ... in the same sense that God’s promise to Abraham has a universal horizon: “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Gen. 12:3 NIV). ... It is not warranted to conclude from this, however, that all individuals in the world will be redeemed by Christ’s death for sin. ... Amid the wideness of the atonement’s scope ... there is at the same time an undeniable particularity.62



John writes to promote holiness in his readers, but knows that Christians still sin (1John 1:8, 10). He graciously points to God’s provision in Christ, who serves as heavenly Mediator, intercessor, and legal advocate based on his cross work (2:1). That cross work satisfied God’s justice and put away the sins of believers (2:2). It also demonstrated God’s love as nothing else, as our next passage reveals. 



1John 4:9–14 



In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him. In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiationfor our sins. Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. No one has ever seen God; if we love one another, God abides in us and his love is perfected in us.

By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world. 



After vigorous teaching concerning testing the spirits, John urges his readers to love one another and thereby gain assurance that they have been regenerated (1John 4:7–8). John knows that Christian love is rooted in God’s love in Christ: “In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only Son into the world, so that we might live through him” (v.9). The Father’s initiative in sending his Son into a world that hated him is the source of the love believers have for one another. 

In fact, ultimately love is vertical and not horizontal; that is, God’s love precedes and precipitates ours. This love comes down; it does not first of all go up: “In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us” (v.10). We are not believers because we chose to love God. What distinguishes us from unbelievers is not our superior spirituality whereby we were inherently moved to love God. To the contrary, true love begins not with our love for God but with his love for us.

What is the epitome of God’s love for us? John has a ready answer: “In this is love ... that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiationfor our sins” (v.10). Once more we return to the idea of propitiation. We have seen it in Romans 3:25, where we treated it in detail, in Hebrews 2:17, and in 1John 2:2. It will feature prominently in the chapter “Christ Our Legal Substitute.” Here I merely summarize: Christ’s death accomplished many things, including turning away God’s wrath and expiating our sins. John’s main point is that Christ’s atonement is the most emphatic demonstration of what God’s love is. 

“Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another” (1John 4:11). John ties God’s love in Christ to the love between Christian brothers and sisters. The invisible God has manifested himself in his love by sending his Son to be our Savior. “The expression of God’s love among believers is important because it renders visible the God who in himself cannot be seen,” Yarbrough states.63 When we come to know his love and consequently love one another, God becomes “visible” and his love attains its goal (is “perfected”) in his people (v.12). And our continuing to enjoy God’s love and to love him in return is evidence of the work of God’s Spirit in our lives (v.13). 

John rounds out this section by returning to the idea, expressed in verse 10, that the Father sent the Son to save: “And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior of the world” (v.14). As in the opening verses of the epistle, “we” refers primarily to the apostles. John knew Jesus before and after his resurrection and was a witness of his crucifixion (John 19:26). Smalley is right: “The essential meaning here of the statement that Jesus is ‘savior’ is that, as the exalted Christ and Son of God (cf. [1John] 2:22–23), he brings release from sin (cf. [1John 4] v.10) and therefore spiritual life (cf. v.9b).”64

To summarize: 1John presents Christ’s death as “the blood of Jesus his [the Father’s] Son,” which “cleanses us from all sin” (1John 1:7) and “the propitiation for our sins, and ... for the sins of the whole world” (2:2; 4:10). Jesus’s atoning death purifies his people, propitiates God’s wrath, and expiates sin. 

The Book of Revelation

In five passages Revelation paints the vivid picture of Jesus the Lamb who was slain and who saves his people by his blood. 

Revelation 1:5–6

To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood ... be glory and dominion forever and ever. 



In the greeting to the seven churches, following the prologue to the book, John prays: “Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth” (Rev. 1:4–5). John appeals to the only one who can bestow grace and peace—God himself. God is the holy Trinity of the Father (he “who is and who was and who is to come”), the Holy Spirit (“the seven spirits who are before his throne”), and the Son. 

The Son is “Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth” (v.5). “The faithful witness” speaks of Jesus’s being the truth (John 14:6), the great prophet, who was trustworthy unto death. “The firstborn of the dead” refers to Jesus’s resurrection after his crucifixion. “The ruler of kings on earth” speaks of Jesus’s cosmic rule following his exaltation to God’s right hand. John thus refers to Christ’s three offices of prophet (“the faithful witness”), priest (implied in the reference to Christ’s death in “the firstborn of the dead”), and king (“the ruler”).

Mentioning Christ’s threefold office prompts John immediately to break into a doxology: “To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood ... be glory and dominion forever and ever” (Rev. 1:5–6). Jesus is worthy of everlasting praise because of his great love shown in dying for believers. The reference to “his blood” harkens back to Old Testament priests’ making atonement for sins by the sprinkling of blood. Jesus’s sacrificial death delivers Christians by freeing them from their sins. Robert Mounce is perceptive: “The love of Christ is a continuing relationship which in point of time expressed itself in the redemptive act of Calvary. This release was purchased by the blood of Christ.”65 

Revelation 5:6 

And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, with seven horns and with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.



John weeps because no one is found worthy to open the scroll of judgment in God’s right hand. An elder comforts him: “Weep no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals.” John presents Christ as the Victor who has conquered and as David’s descendant. Capable interpreters have taken “the Root of David” to speak of the Messiah as the origin of David, but Gregory Beale shows that it is probably better taken to mean David’s descendant.66 

Our concern, however, is with “the Lion of the tribe of Judah” who “has conquered.” John appeals to Jacob’s prophecy concerning Judah in Genesis 49:9, with its symbol of the king of the beasts, to present Christ as the champion of his people. Christ overcomes our enemies and thereby delivers us. John develops this idea elsewhere in the Apocalypse, but only here relates it to Christ’s saving work (Rev. 6:16; 17:14; 19:15–21).

John is told to behold the Lion, but, surprisingly, when he looks he sees not a Lion but a Lamb. “And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, with seven horns and with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth” (5:6). This is the dominant symbol for Christ in Revelation—the Lamb. In fact, in all of its twenty-eight occurrences in Revelation but one—a simile in 13:11—it is a symbol for Christ the Redeemer. What is the significance of John’s looking for a Lion but seeing the Lamb? Beale answers: “Christ as a Lion overcame by being slaughtered as a Lamb, which is the critical event in ch. 5.”67 His seven horns denote great strength, and seven eyes, great wisdom.

The Lamb slain is, of course, Christ crucified. As such he is found worthy to open the sealed book of judgment. As such he is worshiped by living creatures, elders, and innumerable angels (vv.7–13). Their song of praise draws our interest:



Worthy are you to take the scroll

 and to open its seals, 

for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God

 from every tribe and language and people and nation,

and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God,

 and they shall reign on the earth. (vv.9–10)



The Lamb alone is worthy to open the scroll. He “was slain,” or “slaughtered,”68 a reference to Christ’s bloody crucifixion. By the Lamb’s “blood” he “ransomed people for God.” This is a clear reference to redemption. Implied is the state of bondage out of which people need to be redeemed. The redemption price is the sacrificial death of Christ, the Lamb of God. 

Christ’s redemptive death is efficacious to redeem; it actually ransoms people for God. Furthermore, it is for all, for people from “every tribe and language and people and nation.” His death does not save everyone, but saves all of God’s people from every people group, tongue, ethnicity, and political entity. The result is that the ransomed people belong to God as a kingdom of priests. John thus presents the church as the new Israel, seeing the purposes for Old Testament Israel’s existence (Ex. 19:5–6)—to be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation—fulfilled in Christ’s redeemed people, including believing Jews and Gentiles.

This is the key text in the Revelation on Christ’s atonement. The ones that follow build on it, and I will treat them briefly. 

Revelation 7:14 

They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 



The saints are described in this manner. This speaks of Christians being cleansed through Christ’s sacrificial death. “The idea of making robes white by washing them in blood is a striking paradox,” Mounce explains. “It is the sacrifice of the Lamb upon the cross which supplies white garments for the saints.”69

Revelation 12:11

And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death.



John pictures a great war in heaven with the archangel Michael and his angels fighting a dragon, which is identified as the Devil and Satan (v.7). The Devil is defeated and cast out of heaven into the world, at which point victory is announced: “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God” (v.10). Although this means warfare on earth, there is rejoicing in heaven over the saints. Here is their testimony: “And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death” (v.11). Martyred believers defeat the Devil by “the blood of the Lamb,” the atoning sacrifice of Christ. Beale is direct: “The saints’ status in heaven has been legitimized finally by Christ’s suffering on the cross.”70 This is not to minimize the saints’ perseverance, even unto death, but to place the ultimate praise where it belongs—with the Lamb.

Revelation 13:8 

And all who dwell on earth will worship it, everyone whose name has not been written before the foundation of the world in the book of life of theLamb who was slain.



That great enemy of God known as the beast from the sea, a counterfeit christ, utters blasphemies and makes war on the saints, causing people to worship it and the dragon (Rev. 13:1–7). In fact, “all who dwell on earth will worship it, everyone whose name has not been written before the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb who was slain” (v.8). 

The book of life serves as the census register of the city of God. This book records the names of those chosen for salvation because “only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life” will enter the eternal city of God (21:27). God will protect them from eternal death (3:5), the beast’s deceptions (17:8), and the lake of fire (20:15).

By describing it as “the Lamb’s book of life” (21:27) and “the book of life of the Lamb who was slain” (13:8), John indicates that the book belongs to Jesus by virtue of his having made atonement for the sins of his people. Here as in the other four passages, Jesus is the Lamb who was slain, who died as a priestly sacrifice to purify sinners. 

Connecting the Dots

We have traced the redemptive significance of Jesus’s death from the Old Testament foreshadowings through the Synoptic Gospels, the Gospel of John, Acts, the Pauline Epistles (Romans, Galatians, Ephesians, and Colossians), the General Epistles (1Peter, 1John, and Hebrews), and Revelation. One way to summarize our research is briefly to anticipate the six pictures of Christ’s saving accomplishment that will appear in later chapters. I will list representative passages from the various sections of Scripture studied that correspond to the pictures. The fact that Christ as reconciler has only one passage listed and Christ as second Adam only two is insignificant. I will treat more passages in the chapters devoted to those pictures. 

Christ is our legal substitute. We were condemned by the law before a righteous God. Christ on the cross suffers the penalty of the law in our place that we might be justified (Isa. 53:11; Rom. 3:25–26; Gal. 3:13; Col. 2:14; 1Pet. 3:18; 1John 2:2; 4:10).

Christ is our Victor. We were opposed by Satan and his demons, foes far more powerful than we. Christ becomes one of us to defeat these enemies in his death (and resurrection) (Isa. 52:13; 53:12; John 12:31; Col. 2:15; Heb. 2:14–15).

Christ is our Redeemer. We were enslaved to sin, but Christ, by paying the ransom price in his death, delivers us from bondage unto the liberty of the sons and daughters of God (Mark 10:45; Luke 9:31; Acts 20:28; Eph. 1:7).

Christ is our reconciler. We were alienated from God due to our sins. Christ dies to make peace between God and us and to bring us back into fellowship with God (Rom. 5:10).

Christ is our second Adam. In the fall of our first father Adam, we lost honor and dominion and became subject to death and condemnation. In the incarnation, the Son of God becomes the second man, the last Adam, who by his obedience unto death (and his resurrection) restores the creational benefits and justifies us (Rom. 5:18–19; Heb. 2:9).

Christ is our sacrifice. We were defiled by sin and unable to approach God. Christ, our great High Priest, offers himself as a unique sacrifice to God, cleansing us of sin and enabling us to come into God’s presence with reverence and boldness (Isa. 52:15; 53:10; John 1:29, 36; 17:19; Eph. 5:2; Heb. 1:3; 2:17; 1Pet. 1:2; 1:18–19; 2:24; 1John 1:7; Rev. 1:5; 5:6; 7:14; 12:11; 13:8).
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