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Preface

Because no one is born into this world with a theology, cach
generation must rediscover the truths of Scripture for itself. In doing
so it must labor to connect the unchanging answers of God’s Word with
the ever-changing questions of its culture. Sometimes this project is
successfully undertaken, and the result is a glorious resurgence of a
faithful and fruitful Christian church. Sometimes this project is unsuc-
cessfully undertaken, and the tragic result is false teaching that renders
the church impotent to see the power of the gospel unleashed because
she either has a false Jesus or is embarrassed by the real one.

Today, the church finds herself in yet another of these epic opportu-
nities as emerging pastors and churches strive to make up their mind
on nearly every belief that has been previously considered Christian.
Perhaps chief among them is the doctrine of the atonement or, simply,
the accomplishments of Jesus’ death on the cross.

Some are emotionally reluctant to embrace the cross because it is a
symbol of violence and shame. Others harbor mental resistance to the
cross because, throughout the history of the church, various theological
explanations have been given to explain what it accomplished, leading
to confusion as to whether or not any are in fact true or even helpful.
Yet, becauseitis the crux of both the Christian faith and human history,
the implications of the cross cannot be avoided and require thoughtful
consideration.

We write this book not with the intention of pleasing all of the
scholars who may find here various points about which to quibble.
Rather, our hope is to make otherwise complicated truths understand-
able to regular folks so that their love for and worship of Jesus would
increase as they pick up their cross to follow him. Additionally, we write
in hopes of serving fellow pastors and other Christian leaders who bear
the responsibility of teaching and leading people. We are heartbroken
that the cross of Jesus Christ is under attack by some and dismissed by
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others. This book is our attempt to respond in a way that helps to ensure
that the cross remains at the crux of all that it means to think and live
like Jesus.

Before we begin, it is important that we establish four central truths
regarding the cross. We will introduce them briefly so that we can focus
on the Scriptures throughout the rest of the book without getting side-
tracked.

First, the cross is a multi-faceted jewel. Throughout church history
much ink has been spilled as various theologians and Christian tradi-
tions have debated the effects of Jesus’ death. In this book we are essen-
tially arguing for all of the perspectives that are nourished by biblical
roots in an effort to teach the totality of what Scripture says without
obscuring any faithful view of the cross. One theologian has called the
cross the great jewel of the Christian faith, and like every great jewel it
has many precious facets that are each worthy of examining for their
brilliance and beauty. Therefore, you will be well served to see each side
of this jewel shining together for the glory of God in complimentary
and not contradictory fashion. Most poor teaching about the cross
results from someone’s denying one of these facets, ignoring one of
these facets, or overemphasizing one of these facets at the expense of
the others, often due to an overreaction to someone else’s overreaction.
Such narrow and reactionary theology has tragically caused the beauty
of the cross to become obscured by the various warring teams that have
risen up to argue for their systematic theology rather than bowing
down in humble worship of the crucified Jesus.

Second, the cross is not a pagan jewel. Tragically, some have argued
that the crucifixion of Jesus is little more than the makeover of ancient
pagan concepts borrowed from other religions. It is then argued that
since the Bible itself adapts pagan thinking, we should do the same and
reinterpret the work of Jesus on the cross through such modern-day
paganism as goddess worship, atheistic therapy, postmodernism, secu-
lar feminism, and Marxism. This in turn leads to a wholesale departure
from any understanding of the cross that has previously been accepted
as faithfully Christian.

The seed for such theological weeds is simply an evolutionary view
of truth thatsees the Bible in general, and the Old Testament in particu-
lar, as archaic, primitive, and embarrassing to modern people who are
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grossed out by all of the talk about blood and too sophisticated for talk
about sin and punishment. Both the Old and New Testaments clearly
declare that our understanding of the cross is the result of God’s revela-
tion to us and not human speculation borrowed from paganism. In the
great Old Testament chapter on atonement offerings, Leviticus 17, God
says, “I have given it for you ... to make atonement” in verse 11. Paul,
like Moses, is emphatic that the gospel message of Jesus’ death for our
sins is not something he made up or borrowed from pagan culture but
instead is the result of divine revelation from God alone (1 Cor. 15:3—4;
Gal. 1:11—12, 15-17). Therefore, the only way to faithfully interpret the
New Testament metaphors regarding the atonement is to understand
their origination as not coming from pagan culture but rather coming
from the revelation of the Old Testament.

The gospel message comes from God to the culture but does not
emanate in any way from the culture, though it must be effectively
communicated to all cultures. Because of this, the truth of the gospel of
Scripture is binding on all peoples, times, and places. Any gospel that
emanates from or accommodates pagan culture is a false gospel with
demonic inspiration (2 Cor. 11:3—4; Gal. 1:6—9). Echoing Paul on this
point, D. A. Carson says, “No truth which human beings may articulate
can ever be articulated in a culture-transcending way—but that does
not mean that the truth thus articulated does not transcend culture.”

Third, the jewel doesn’t stand alone but is mounted in the setting of
Jesus’ work in history. Curiously, varying Christian traditions each have
particular appreciation for and emphasis on various sides of the great
jewel of our faith. Jesus’ work began with his incarnation as Immanuel,
God with us. The Eastern church helps us see the importance of God’s
coming to bring divine life, energy, and power back to sinful humanity.
Subsequently, the full humanity of Jesus is stressed without denying
his divinity. Jesus lived a life that was not just a preparation for the cross
but also an example of how we, as Jesus followers, should and can live,
which the Anabaptist church helps us see.

Jesus made God’s character dramatically real through his faithful
obedience, sinless living, and unfailing love. His cross brings divine
propitiation and forgiveness and is the basis of our justification, as
the Reformed church helps us realize. His resurrection is the power of
divine life breaking out in addition to being proof that the Father was
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satisfied with his payment on the cross. Jesus’ resurrection is the basis
of our regeneration and new life, in addition to the guarantee of our
future resurrection. The pietistic church emphasizes this. Jesus’ exalta-
tion as anointed king culminates his victory over Satan and demons.
Although appearing as a humble Galilean peasant while on the earth,
Jesus is now the glorious Son of God who will defeat all enemies at his
return, as the ancient church believed in the midst of its polytheistic
and pagan culture.

Fourth, the cross does not reject the love of God but rather reveals it
like nothing else. Some will protest that aloving God could not possibly
pour out his wrath on Jesus. Yet this is precisely what Scripture says:
“Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him; he has put him to grief”
(Isa. 53:10).

Others will protest that a loving God would never sanction the
bloody, unjust murder of Jesus. Scripture plainly states, however, that
it is at the cross of Jesus that the love of God for us is most clearly seen.
Jesus himself said precisely this: “This is my commandment, that you
love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this,
that someone lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:12—13).

Other Scriptures echo the words of Jesus—his death on the cross is
the place where love is most clearly seen in all creation. If we translated
John 3:16 exactly from the Greek, it would say, “For God loved the world
in this way: he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should
not perish.” It tells us how God expressed his great love for the world.
Romans 5:8 says, “But God shows his love for us in that while we were
still sinners, Christ died for us.” Finally, 1 John 4:9—10 says, “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
propitiation for our sins.” Clearly, Jesus’ bloody death on the cross is
about love. The depth of our sin and the depth of God’s love cannot be
fully known apart from Jesus’ cross.

This book aspires to faithfully and passionately articulate the truth
about Jesus’ cross. Therefore, as you read this book you may be sur-
prised to discover that we in no way seek to be theologically innovative,
because theological innovation is inevitably the road to heresy. Instead,
this book isan attemptat faithfulness to the timeless truths of Scripture
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that have served the church well since the first promise of Jesus’ suf-
fering was pronounced by God to our first parents in the garden. We
hope to present the timeless truths of the cross in a timely manner that
is biblically faithful, culturally relevant, and personally helpful. Our
objective is to think God’s thoughts after him as revealed in Scripture,
and if at any point we fail in this, we ask God’s forgiveness and your
kindness.

As you read each chapter, a simple logic should emerge. Each begins
with the introduction of someone I have worked with in my role as one
of the pastors at Mars Hill Church. I then proceed to write a personal
letter to him or her explaining one side of the great jewel of the cross
so that the person and work of Jesus are made intensely practical for
that person’s life (Sources for quotations used in these letters are docu-
mented in the “Helpful Information” section at the end of the chapter.)
In doing so I am following in the example of many books of our Bible
that were essentially letters written from a Christian leader to someone
he loved; for example, Luke and Acts were written to Theophilus by
Luke; the letters to Timothy and Titus were penned by their mentor
Paul; Philemon was written to Philemon, Archipus, and the godly
woman Apphia by Paul; 2 and 3 John were written to an elder, a godly
woman and her family, and Gaius by John. Personally, this was a very
painful book to pen and, although Iam nota man who cries often, much
of this book was written through my tears.

Our approach is an effort to show that there is no such thing as
Christian community or Christian ministry apart from a rigorous the-
ology of the cross that is practically applied to the lives of real people.
Subsequently, unlike my public preaching, my tone will be deeply
pastoral and more like the private meetings I have with people whom
Jesus has entrusted to my pastoral care. By way of warning, this book
takes the pain of human sin very seriously and, consequently, it may be
brutally harsh to read at some points (perhaps in part because we have
been inundated with fluffy Christian books about victorious living).

Each chapter includes a portrait of God, because to remain true all
theology must begin and remain God-centered. Each chapter then pro-
ceeds to examine a biblical aspect of sin and a correlating effect of Jesus’
death as the solution to the sin problem as dictated by God. As you read,
we would like you to note that we consider both the death and resur-



14 \\ Preface

rection of Jesus as intimately related truths that are, in fact, a singular
event. Thus, when we speak of Jesus’ death or cross, do assume that we
are including Jesus’ resurrection and empty tomb, because apart from
his ongoing life the cross is without any power.

In each chapter of this book we have sought to teach the very practi-
cal and pastoral implications and applications of the work of Jesus on
the cross. We also know there are additional theological questions that
many of our readers will have about specific issues raised in each chap-
ter. Therefore, we have sought to answer a variety of such questions to
be of further service to those who are kind enough to read this book.
Because of his expertise as a seasoned theologian, my friend Gerry
Breshears is responsible for these answers, and I trust you will benefit
from his humble and biblical insight, as I have.

Lastly, our prayer is that this book will be intensely practical in
nature, pastoral in tone, theological in depth, biblical in content, and
worshipful in consequence.

Mark Driscoll
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INTRODUCTION

We Killed God:
Jesus Is Our
Substitutionary Atonement

All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—every one—to his own
way; and the LORD has laid on [Jesus] the iniquity of us all.

ISAIAH 53:6

Jesus was born in a small town to a poor, unmarried teen mother
roughly two thousand years ago. He was adopted by Joseph, a simple
carpenter, and spent the first thirty years of his life in obscurity, swing-
ing ahammer with his dad.

Around the age of thirty, Jesus began a public ministry that included
preaching the truth, healing the sick, feeding the hungry, and befriend-
ing crooked sinners who were despised by religious types. Jesus’ min-
istry spanned only three short years before he was put to death for
declaring himself to be God. He died by shameful crucifixion like tens
of thousands of people had before him.

In the pages of Scripture, which exist to reveal him, we discover that
while Jesus loved children, fed the hungry, befriended the marginal-
ized, healed the sick, encouraged the downhearted, and rebuked the
religiously self-righteous, thelight of Scripture shines most clearly on
the final week of his life and his work of atonement through the cross
and empty tomb. In total, the four Gospels, which faithfully record his
life, devote roughly one-third of their content to the climactic final
week of Jesus’ life leading up to the cross. While only two Gospels
mention Jesus’ birth, and each speaks sparsely of his resurrection, all
four Gospels give great attention to the final week leading up to Jesus’
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cross. In fact, John’s Gospel devotes roughly half of its content to that
week.

Perhaps most peculiar is the fact that the symbol for Jesus, which
has become the most famous symbol in all of history, is the cross. While
the early church embraced several symbols, including the fish and the
loaf, the cross has always symbolized the believer’s connection with
the death of Jesus. The church father Tertullian (155—230) tells us of the
early practice of believers making the sign of the cross over their bodies
with their hand and adorning their necks and homes with crosses to
celebrate the brutal death of Jesus. In our day, this would be akin to a
junkie’s needle or a pervert’s used condom becoming the world’s most
beloved symbol and adorning homes, churches, and bodies.

The ancient Jewish historian Josephus called crucifixion “the most
wretched of deaths.”* The ancient Roman philosopher Cicero asked that
decent Roman citizens not even speak of the cross because it was too
disgraceful a subject for the ears of decent people.? The Jews also con-
sidered crucifixion the most horrific mode of death, as Deuteronomy
21:22—23 says: “If a man has committed a crime punishable by death and
heis puttodeath,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.”

Crucifixion was likely invented by the Persians around 500 BC and
continued until it was outlawed by the first Christian Roman emperor
Constantine around AD 300. Although crucifixion was created by the
Persians, it was perfected by the Romans, who reserved it as the most
painful mode of execution for the most despised people, such as slaves,
poor people, and Roman citizens guilty of the worst high treason.

Throughout history, crucifixion has remained perhaps the most hor-
rid form of execution. Under the leadership of Adolf Hitler, German
soldiers crucified Jews at Dachau by running bayonets and knives
through their legs, shoulders, throats, and testicles. Under the leader-
ship of Pol Pot, the Khmer Rouge performed crucifixions in Cambodia.
Today, crucifixion continues in Sudan and online with the multiplayer
video game Roma Victor.

The pain of crucifixion is so horrendous that a word was invented
to explain it—excruciating—which literally means “from the cross.”
The pain of crucifixion is due in part to the fact that it is a prolonged
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and agonizing death by asphyxiation. Crucified people could hang on
the cross for days, passing in and out of consciousness as their lungs
struggled to breathe, while laboring under the weight of their body. It
was not uncommon for those being crucified to slump on the crossinan
effort to empty their lungs of air and thereby hasten their death.

None of this was done in dignified privacy but rather in open, public
places. It would be like nailing a bloodied, naked man above the front
entrance to your local mall. Crowds would gather around the victims
to mock them as they sweated in the sun, bled, and became inconti-
nent from the pain that could last many days. Once dead, the victim
was not given a decent burial but rather left on the cross for vultures
to pick apart from above while dogs chewed on the bones that fell to
the ground, even occasionally taking a hand or foot home as a chew toy,
according to ancient reports.3 Whatever remained of the victim would
eventually be thrown in the garbage and taken to the dump unless his
family buried it.

Not only was crucifixion excruciatingly painful and publicly shame-
ful, it was also commonly practiced. Tens of thousands of people were
crucified in the ancient world. For example, when Spartacus died in
battle, six thousand of his followers were crucified in one day. They
were lined up along a road that stretched for one hundred and twenty
miles, not unlike the shoulder of a modern freeway.

As a general rule, it was men who were crucified. Occasionally a man
was crucified at eye level so that passersby could look him directly in
the eye as he died and cuss him out and spit on him in mockery. In the
rare event of a woman’s crucifixion, she was made to face the cross. Not
even such a barbarous culture was willing to watch the face of a woman
in such excruciating agony.

On the day Jesus was crucified, two men were hung with him, one on
each side. Some years later, when theleader of Jesus’ disciples, Peter, was
to be crucified, he reportedly did not consider himself worthy of dying
like Jesus and therefore requested that he be hung upside down. His
request was granted, and he hung upside down until he closed his eyes
in death and opened them to gaze upon his scarred Savior and heard,
“Well done, good and faithful servant.”

Among the scandals of the cross is the fact that Christians call it their
gospel, or good news, and celebrate it every year on Good Friday. It is the



20 \\ Introduction

means by which God has chosen to forgive our sins. Indeed, not every-
one considers the cross of Jesus such good news. For example, speaking
of Jesus’ crucifixion, the Hindu Gandhi said, “His death on the cross
was a great example to the world, but that there was anything like a
mysterious or miraculous virtue in it, my heart could not accept.”

GOOD NEWS

The question begs to be answered, how can Christians celebrate the
crucifixion of Jesus as good news, indeed, the best news they have ever
heard? To answer this question we must move from the historical fact
of Jesus’ death to the theological meaning of that fact.

The most succinct summary of the gospel in Scripture provides
insight into this theological meaning: “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” (1 Cor. 15:3b—4). In this
packed section of Scripture, Paul appoints the death, burial, and resur-
rection of Jesus as the most important event in all of history and the
verification of the truthfulness of all Scripture. He then explains why
this is good news with the simple word for, showing that Jesus died “for
our sins.” The word for (huper in Greek) can mean either “for the benefit
of” or “because of.” Think for a moment: Jesus did not die “for the ben-
efit of” our sins. He did not help them at all! Rather, he died “because
of” our sins. So it was our sins, but his death.

From the beginning of sacred Scripture (Gen. 2:17) to the end (Rev.
21:8), the penalty for sin is death. Therefore, if we sin, we should die. But
itis Jesus, the sinless one, who dies in our place “for our sins.” The good
news of the gospel is that Jesus died to take to himself the penalty for
our sin. In theological terms, this means that Jesus’ death was substitu-
tionary, or vicarious, and in our place solely for our benefit and without
benefit for himself. Therefore, we find the cross of Jesus to be the crux of
good news, because it was there that Jesus atoned for our sin according
to the promises of Scripture.

Among the central events in the Old Testament was the act of atone-
ment, including the annual celebration of the Day of Atonement (Yom
Kippur) according to the regulations of the book of Leviticus.

The Day of Atonement was the most important day of the year. It was
intended to deal with the sin problem between humanity and God. Of
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the many propheticelements on this special day, one stands out. On that
day, two healthy goats without defect were chosen; they were therefore
fit to represent sinless perfection, perhaps in spite of the protests of
animal rights activists.

The first goat was a sin offering. The high priest slaughtered this
innocent goat, which acted as a substitute for the sinners who rightly
deserved aviolently bloody death for their many sins. He then sprinkled
some of its blood on the mercy seat on top of the Ark of the Covenant
inside the Most Holy Place. The goat was no longer innocent when
it took the guilt of sin; it was a sin offering for the people (Lev. 16:15).
Subsequently, its blood represented life given as payment for sin. The
dwelling place of God was thus cleansed of the defilement that resulted
from all of the transgressions and sins of the people of Israel, and God’s
justand holy wrath was satisfied. Theologically, we call this the doctrine
of propitiation, whereby God’s wrath is propitiated, or taken from us,
because of Jesus so that we are no longer under God’s wrath.

Then the high priest, acting as the representative and mediator
between the sinful people and their holy God, would take the second
goat and lay his hands on the animal while confessing the sins of the
people. This goat, called the scapegoat, would then be sent away to run
free into the wilderness away from the sinners, symbolically taking
their sins with it. Theologically, we call this the doctrine of expiation,
whereby our sin is expiated, or taken away, so that we are made clean.

In summary, all of this foreshadowed the coming of Jesus Christ, our
High Priest who mediates between unholy people and our holy God,
the sinless substitute who died a bloody death in our place for our sins,
and the scapegoat who takes our sins away to be remembered by God no
more. Subsequently, only by rightly understanding the function of the
two goats is the atonement fully appreciated. Although there were two
goats, there was only one slaughter. The first goat was slaughtered for
the propitiation of sin. The second goat was not slaughtered but rather
sent away with sin, showing the cleansing expiation from sin. Both of
these great themes, propitiation and expiation, will be further explored
in separate chapters in this book.

These great images of the priest, slaughter, and scapegoat are all
given by God to help us more fully comprehend Jesus’ work for us on
the cross. Theologically, this is called atonement (at-one-ment); Jesus our
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God becameaman to restorearelationship between God and humanity.
This is also what is meant throughout the English Standard Version of
the Bible when the word atone and its related variations, such as atoned
and atonement, appear nearly one hundred times.

Theologically, the concept of Jesus’ dying in our place to pay our
penalty for our sins has been expressed in theological shorthand as penal
substitution. While the church has always affirmed this aspect of atone-
ment, it was highlighted in the Reformation and in the theologies of
John Calvin and Martin Luther.

This aspect of the atonement is under the most vehement attack
today by people who do not believe that people are as sinful as they truly
are, that God is as holy as he truly is, or that God has chosen an appro-
priate penalty for sin (death). Curiously, such critics are also commonly
known to be the most vocal of hypocrites, simultaneously demanding
justice on the earth for the poor, oppressed, and abused, while denying
God the same kind of justice that is due him by those people that he
created to glorify him with sinless obedience. Nonetheless, Scripture
repeatedly and clearly declares that Jesus died as our substitute paying
our penalty “for” our sins, as the following examples illustrate:

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. (Isa. 53:5)

He poured out his soul to death and was numbered with the
transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and makes interces-
sion for the transgressors. (Isa. 53:12)

[He] was delivered up for our trespasses. (Rom. 4:25)

But God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners,
Christ died for us. (Rom. 5:8)

Christ died for our sins. (1 Cor. 15:3)

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a
curse for us. (Gal. 3:13)
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For Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the un-
righteous, that he might bring us to God. (1 Pet. 3:18)

He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also
for the sins of the whole world. (1 John 2:2)

Indeed, the human problem is sin, the divine motivation is holy
love, and the death and resurrection of the God-man Jesus is the solu-
tion. Consequently, the death of Jesus is the most important event in
the history of the world and the crux of how a relationship with God
is made possible. Because of this, Christianity is not based upon ideas
or philosophies, but rather upon the one man Jesus Christ and the one
event of his death by crucifixion. Therefore, we must now examine the
final days of Jesus’ life leading up to his crucifixion to more fully com-
prehend that event.

THE SUBSTITUTIONARY DEATH OF JESUS

In the days leading up to his death, Jesus was a young man of perhaps
thirty-three. He was in good health due to his job as a carpenter and his
constant walking of many miles as an itinerant minister. Jesus began
speaking openly of his impending death, including at the Passover
meal he ate with his friends as their Last Supper. There, he broke with
fifteen centuries of protocol. In so doing, he showed that the Passover
meal, which God’s people had been eating annually, found its ultimate
fulfillment in him. The Passover memorialized the nightin Egypt when
in faith God’s people covered the doorposts of their home with blood
so that death would not come to the firstborn son in their home but
would rather pass over them (Exodus 6—12). Jesus, the firstborn Son of
God, likewise had come to die and cover us with his blood so that God’s
just wrath would literally pass over us sinners as the essence of the new
covenant (Luke 22:19—21).

During the Last Supper, Satan entered one of Jesus’ disciples, Judas,
who had been stealing money from Jesus’ ministry fund for some time
and had agreed to hand him over to the authorities to be crucified.
After Judas left the meal to lead the soldiers to Jesus, Jesus went to the
garden of Gethsemane, where he spent a sleepless night in an agony of
prayer. Meanwhile, his disciples failed to intercede for him in prayer
and instead kept falling asleep. At this point, Jesus was fully aware of his
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impending crucifixion and was so distressed that, as the Bible records,
he sweated drops of blood, a physical condition that doctors say is rare
because it requires an elevated level of stress that few people ever expe-
rience. It is also possible, if not likely, that this refers to sweat pouring
from him as blood does from an open wound. Either way, only in the
most horrifying experiences of life are such things possible, and this is
the central point of the biblical account as Jesus faced the cross.

After Jesus’ exhausting, sleepless night of distress, Judas arrived
with the soldiers and betrayed Jesus with a kiss. Jesus was then arrested.
He was made to walk a few miles to a series of false trials where contra-
dicting false witnesses were brought forward to offer false testimony.
Despite the absence of any evidence supporting the false charges, Jesus
was sentenced to be murdered. He was eventually blindfolded as a mob
of cowardly men beat him mercilessly. He was then stripped naked in
great shame, and the Bible just says that they had him scourged.

Scourging itself was such a painful event that many people died
from it without even making it to their cross. Jesus’ hands would have
been chained above his head to expose his back and legs to an execu-
tioner’s whip called a cat-o’-nine-tails. The whip was a series of long
leather straps. At the end of some of the straps were heavy balls of metal
intended to tenderize the body of a victim, like a chef tenderizes a steak
by beating it. Some of the straps had hooks made of either metal or
bone that would have sunk deeply into the shoulders, back, buttocks,
and legs of the victim. Once the hooks had sunk deeply into the tender-
ized flesh, the executioner would rip the skin, muscle, tendons, and
even bones off the victim as he shouted in agony, shook violently, and
bled heavily. Hundreds of years prior, the prophet Isaiah predicted the
results of Jesus’ scourging: “Many were astonished at you—his appear-
ance was so marred, beyond human semblance, and his form beyond
that of the children of mankind” (Isa. 52:14).

Jesus then had a crown of lengthy thorns pressed into his head as
onlookers who had previously hailed him with shouts of “Hosanna!”
mocked him as the “King of the Jews” (Matt. 27:29). Blood began to
flow down Jesus’ face from the thorns, causing his hair and beard to
be a bloodied and matted mess. Later, if Jesus could have seen clearly
through the blood and sweat that burned his eyes, he would have wit-
nessed soldiers rolling dice to see who would win the prize of his robe.
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Jesus’ bare back and shoulders, though bloodied and traumatized,
were then forced to carry his roughly hewn wooden crossbar of perhaps
one hundred pounds to his place of crucifixion. The cross was likely
already covered in the blood of other men. Timber was so expensive
that crosses were recycled; therefore, Jesus’ blood mixed with the layers
of blood, sweat, and tears of countless other men who had walked that
same path before him.

Despite his young age and good health, Jesus was so physically dev-
astated from his sleepless night, miles of walking, severe beating, and
scourging that he was unable to carry his cross alone. A man named
Simon of Cyrene was appointed to carry Jesus’ cross. Upon arriving at
his place of crucifixion, they pulled Jesus’ beard out—an act of ultimate
disrespect in ancient cultures—spat on him, and mocked him in front
of his family and friends.

Jesus the carpenter, who had driven many nails into wood with his
own hands, then had five- to seven-inch, rough, metal spikes driven
into the most sensitive nerve centers on the human body, through his
hands and feet. Jesus was nailed to his wooden cross. His body twitched
involuntarily as he screamed in sheer agony.

Jesus was then lifted up, and his cross dropped into a prepared hole,
causing his body to shake violently on the spikes. In further mockery,
a sign was posted above Jesus that said, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King
of the Jews” (John 19:19). A painting later discovered from a second-
century Roman graffito further shows the disrespect of Jesus at his cru-
cifixion. The painting depicts the head of a jackass on Jesus’ body being
crucified, with a man standing alongside of it with his arms raised. The
caption reads, “Alexamenos worships his god.”

At this point during a crucifixion, the victims labored to breath
as their body went into shock. Naked and embarrassed, the victims
would often use their remaining strength to seek revenge on the crowd
of mockers who had gathered to jeer them. They would curse at their
tormentors while urinating and spitting on them. Some victims would
become so overwhelmed with pain that they would become inconti-
nent, and a pool of sweat, blood, urine, and feces would gather at the
base of their cross.

Jesus’ crucifixion was a hideously grotesque scene. Hundreds of
years in advance, the prophet Isaiah saw it this way: “He was despised
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and rejected by men; aman of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and as
one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed
him not. Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we
esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted” (Isa. 53:3—4).

In addition to the horrifying spectacle of the crucified Jesus, Isaiah
also saw his silent response: “He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,
yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,
and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his
mouth” (Isa. 53:7).

Rather than reviling his mockers or declaring his innocence, Jesus
chose to die with his masculine dignity intact. He spoke seven last
words from the cross. These words provide great insight into the final
thoughts of Jesus and his purpose for dying.

First, Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they
do” (Luke 23:34). Jesus’ first word is a word of forgiveness for the very
people who are murdering him. He knew that in a moment he would die
to atone for their sins, including the sins they were presently committing
against him. In this we see the utter selflessness of Jesus and his unbroken
devotion to saving even the worst of sinners through the cross.

Second, Jesus said to one of the thieves being crucified at his side,
“Truly, Isay to you, today you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43).
Jesus’second word is a word of salvation. Jesus was about to die to atone
for that man’s sins and open heaven as a gift for him to enjoy as the pat-
tern for all who would come to trust in Jesus for salvation.

Third, Jesus said to his mother, Mary, and his best friend, John,
“Woman, behold, your son! ... Behold, your mother!” (John 19:26—27).
As Jesus looked down from his cross, he saw his loving and godly
mother, Mary, who was undoubtedly distressed at the sight of her
eldest son. Worried for his mother, Jesus’ third word appoints his clos-
est friend, John, to look after his mom and care for her like a son and a
pastor in his place. Again we see the absolute selflessness of Jesus—his
first three words are devoted to his murderers, a thief, and his mother,
without yet speaking of his own great needs.

Fourth, Jesus said, “I thirst” (John 19:28).Jesus’ fourth word confirms
that he humbly suffered as a human being and experienced all of the
same physical pain and hardship as anyone in his place would have
suffered. Jesus did not do anything to take a divine shortcut or ease
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his very real physical anguish. Shockingly, the God who created water
desperately needed a cup to quench his own thirst and was denied that
simple pleasure.

Fifth, remaining a Bible teacher to the end, Jesus quotes Psalm 22:1,
saying, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). At
this moment, Jesus died spiritually; the eternal communion he shared
with God the Father and God the Spiritas theone Trinitarian God in three
persons was broken as their backs were metaphorically turned on Jesus. It
was in this moment that our sin waslaid on the sinless Jesus (Isa. 53:6),and
three hours of darkness came upon the earth, giving the ominous impres-
sion that the dominion of darkness had in fact conquered Jesus.

Speaking of this darkest moment in all of time, 2 Corinthians 5:21
says, “For our sake he [God] made him to be sin who knew no sin.” The
great Protestant Reformer Martin Luther rightly declares that at that
moment Jesus became the most grotesque, ugly, and hideous thing in
the history of all creation. In what Luther calls “the great exchange,”
the sinless Jesus so thoroughly took our place that he became the worst
of what we are—rapists, thieves, perverts, addicts, liars, gluttons, gos-
sips, murderers, adulterers, fornicators, homosexuals, and idolaters.
Importantly, Jesus’ work on the cross was not just a bookkeeping trans-
action in the divine economy. Jesus actually took to himself our sin with
all its horror and shame (Heb. 12:2—3).

Also speaking of what transpired at the moment of Jesus’ fifth word,
Galatians 3:13 quotes Deuteronomy 21:23, saying, “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.”” As our sin was laid upon
Jesus and he became the most heinous of beings, Jesus Christ was liter-
ally cursed by God on the cross. He came under the judgment of God the
Father and God the Spirit as nothingless than the ugliness of damnable
evil. Again we see the substitutionary reality: it was our sin and our con-
demnation, but it was Jesus, the sinless one, who took our place and in
so doing took our sin and condemnation so that we could live a new life
with a new nature by a new power free from sin and condemnation.

Sixth, Jesus said in a loud voice of triumph, “It is finished” (John
19:30). At this moment, the atonement for sin was made, and the holi-
ness, righteousness, justice, and wrath of God were satisfied in the
crucifixion of Jesus Christ. Sadly, some have taught, based on a later
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revision in the Apostles’ Creed, that Jesus did not fully secure our salva-
tion on the cross but rather suffered in hell for three days prior to his
resurrection as further atonement. As we have seen, however, Jesus said
he was going to paradise on that day and that his work was finished,
which negates three days in hell to conclude his work. The Scriptures
merely say that Jesus went to the tomb but never declare that he went to
hell (Matt. 27:59—60; Mark 15:46; Luke 23:52—55; John 19:41—42).

Seventh, Jesus said, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit!”
(Luke 23:46). Jesus reserved his final breath from the cross to shout
his triumphant victory to the world by confirming that he had been
restored to God the Father after atoning for human sin. Though we
cannot prove it, we do wonder if he was smiling at the conclusion of his
mission while gazing heavenward and longing for his rightful return
to glory.

The Bible then simply records that Jesus breathed his last and died.
0Oddly, Islam officially teaches that Jesus did not die on the cross but
merely swooned and passed out. If Jesus had notdied, that would in and
of itself be a miracle, especially in light of the fact that the soldiers were
not yet finished ravaging his body.

Jesus hung on the cross for at least six hours—from the third hour
to the ninth hour, when the darkness ended (Mark 15:25, 33). How long
thereafter that he breathed his last and died is not clear in Scripture.
What is clear is the fact that if a victim remained alive on the cross for
toolongso thatitinterfered with another event such as a major holiday,
it was customary to break the victim’s legs, thereby disabling him from
pushing himself up on his cross to fill his lungs with air and thereby
prolong his life. However, in accordance with the promise of Scripture,
Jesus died quickly enough that his legs were not broken (Ps. 34:20; John
19:36). Furthermore, to ensure Jesus was dead, a professional execu-
tioner ran a spear through his side, which punctured his heart sac, and
water and blood flowed from his side. Jesus died with both aliteral and
metaphorical broken heart.

For many years, the most sacred place on earth had been the temple,
where the presence of God dwelled behind a thick curtain. Only one
person a year, the high priest, was allowed to pass by that curtain and
enter the presence of God on one day, the Day of Atonement. At the
death of Jesus, however, the temple curtain was torn from top to bot-
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tom, signifying that God had opened his presence to the world through
the cross of Jesus.

Though it was daytime, darkness came as Jesus was prepared for
burial. Because Jesus died in poverty, there was not even a burial site
prepared for him. A wealthy man named Joseph of Arimathea gener-
ously gave his own tomb as a gift to house the body of Jesus, in fulfill-
ment of the promise Isaiah had made hundreds of years earlier, that
Jesus would be laid with the rich in his burial (Isa. 53:9).

Three days after his death, Jesus rose with the sun on Sunday morn-
ing, triumphing over Satan, sin, and death, just as he had repeatedly
promised (Matt. 12:38—40; Mark 8:31; John 2:18—22). Jesus then escaped
from his roughly one hundred pounds of burial wrappings and spices,
rolled back the large stone covering the entrance to his tomb, walked
past the guards on duty, and walked into town on the feet that still bore
the scars of his crucifixion.

Over the following forty days, Jesus appeared to crowds upward of
five hundred people, proving that he was God who had come to fulfill
the promise given to our first parents, that a boot would stomp on the
head of the Serpent and liberate those who were held captive in sin and
death (1 Cor. 15:1—11). Among those who witnessed Jesus’ resurrection
and were convinced of his deity were Thomas the doubter, who needed
to touch Jesus’ scars before he would believe, and Jesus’ own mother
and brothers, James and Jude, who began worshiping him as their God.
His two brothers became Christian pastors and wrote books of the New
Testament bearing their names.

Following Jesus’ ascension back into heaven, the early church, num-
bering only one hundred twenty people, gathered informally for a time
of prayer, seeking what God would have them to do and awaiting the
empowerment of God the Holy Spirit that Jesus had promised. The
first pages of Acts record that on the Jewish holiday of Pentecost, which
commemorated God’s giving the Law to Moses, God the Holy Spirit
came with supernatural power, and three thousand people converted
to Jesus in a single day.

The flame of Pentecost has continued to burn brightly ever since;
today, a few billion people worship Jesus as their only God because they,
like Paul, have realized that Jesus died for them personally (Gal. 2:20).
They gather together each Sunday, rather than the traditional Jewish
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Sabbath day (Saturday), because Sunday was the day of Jesus’ resurrec-
tion; they gather as the church that was purchased by Jesus at the cross
(Eph. 5:25). In these churches, the faithful preachers of the gospel, like
Paul, preach nothing but the cross and the crucifixion of Jesus Christ (1
Cor. 2:2). In these churches, the faithful servants of the gospel are not
ashamed of the cross (Rom. 1:16) but rather boast in the cross (Gal. 6:14),
though they are deemed by many to be nothing but fools for Christ
(1 Cor. 3:18). Their greatest fear is that they would live as hypocrites and
enemies of the cross (Phil. 3:18). In sum, the Christian church lives as a
witness to the work of Jesus on the cross for sinners.

In conclusion, it is tempting to look upon the crucified Jesus with
condescending pity and feel sorry for his brutal suffering. Yet, out of
respect for Jesus’ dignity we must resist that temptation, because Jesus
did not die as yet another helpless victim. Rather, with the cross on the
horizon of his life, Jesus said that no one would take his life from him in
defeat, but rather he would give it and take it up again in victory (John
10:18). Furthermore, Hebrews 12:2 encourages us to “[look] to Jesus, the
founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before
him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right
hand of the throne of God.” In dignity and triumph, Jesus endured
the cross because of the joy that awaited him on the other side of his
resurrection, where the Father is glorified in heaven and sinful people
have been atoned for on the earth. Today Jesus sits upon his throne in
heaven, smiling as he rules over all creation and prepares for the day
of his final coming to establish his eternal throne upon the earth. This
triumphantly joyous Jesus is not served by our pity but by our praise.

Having established that the substitutionary atonement made pos-
sible by Jesus’ death on the cross is the great jewel of our faith, we will
turn to examine twelve glorious sides of that jewel that together shine
forth the glory of God. In an effort to make these points personally rel-
evant to you, each of the remaining chapters will be written in the form
of a letter to individuals who are very dear to me, their pastor. Some
have sinned greatly and others have been sinned against greatly. Some
are young and some are old. Some are male and some are female. Some
are Christians and some are not. What they each need is what every
person desperately needs—a proper biblical understanding of and per-
sonal faith in what Jesus has accomplished for them on the cross.



Introduction /] 31

Answers to Common Questions
about Substitutionary Atonement

What does “substitution” mean?

“Substitution” refers to a person or thing acting or serving in place of
another. Biblically, the concept of substitution was first practiced not by
God but by human beings. When our first parents chose to disobey God
and believe the lies of our Enemy, they chose to substitute themselves
for God in an effort to become their own gods. Subsequently, to save sin-
ners God had to reverse that tragic substitution and did so by becoming
ahuman being and dying in our place to atone for our sins.

In his marvelous book, The Cross of Christ, John Stott insightfully
explains this fact:

The concept of substitution may be said, then, to lie at the heart
of both sin and salvation. For the essence of sin is man substi-
tuting himself for God, while the essence of salvation is God
substituting himself for man. Man asserts himself against God
and puts himself where only God deserves to be; God sacrifices
himself for man and puts himself where only man deserves to
be. Man claims prerogatives which belong to God alone; God
accepts penalties which belong to man alone.*

Therefore, the concept of substitution beautifully shows forth the
love and mercy of God, who is willing to endure the worst for us and
give the best to us—namely, himself as our only God and Savior.

Does not substitutionary atonement portray God
as angry and vengeful?

Inevitably, substitution does mean that God is punishing human beings
according to their sins. This concept is increasingly unpopular, as it has
been overshadowed by accepting people as they are, forgiving what
they do, and forgetting the evil they have done and the pain they have
caused.

Interesting, however, is the proclivity of people to reverse their
position when the proverbial shoe is on the other foot. What I mean
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is this: when I'sin against someone, I want them to accept me, forgive
me, and let me off the hook, because that is what sinners want. As
long as we view the cross only from the perspective of sinners, this
is all we will see. However, when we or someone we love is sinned
against, we cry out for justice because that is what victims want. For
example, a father who learned that his young daughter had been sexu-
ally abused by his brother told me he “wanted blood.” This, precisely,
is the perspective of God, who has never sinned against anyone but is
continually sinned against by everyone and is truly the greatest victim
in all of history. While he is not to be pitied, such injustice must be
acknowledged.

Some will protest that such a desire for blood and justice is primitive.
But whatis the appropriate response to someone who deliberately sins,
shows no remorse or repentance, and maintains ongoing devotion to
doingevil? The hard truth is that our sin hurts God and hurts the people
that God made and loves. Like anyone who truly loves, God takes it per-
sonally when harm is done, precisely because he is loving, not because
he is unloving.

Sadly, what to do with sinners has led to a political tug-of-war
between the right and left. The right generally prefers retribution,
which punishes sinners with such things as prison time and capital
punishment but usually bypasses rehabilitation and diminishes com-
munity responsibility for correction. The left generally prefers rehabili-
tation, which seeks to improve sinners with such things as therapy and
medication but usually bypasses punishment and diminishes personal
responsibility for sin. You can see more of thisin C.S. Lewis’s great essay
on the humanitarian theory of punishment.s

At the cross we see that God deals with sinners through both retribu-
tion and rehabilitation. God made us for glory, not sin. Through Jesus’
death on the cross, God honors the dignity of our personhood—we are
more than animals incapable of good. By dying for us in our place and
suffering our rightful punishment, Jesus also satisfies the retributive
justice necessary for God the victim. Through Jesus’ death, God has
secured for us who believe in Jesus the benefit of a new nature empow-
ered by the Holy Spirit that is not only capable of being reformed but
eternally guaranteed to be sinless, thereby satisfying the rehabilitative
needs of us sinners.
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In conclusion, sin affects both God and the sinner, and only through
the cross are God and sinners simultaneously served.

Does the Bible really speak of substitution, of the Messiah’s
taking the punishment for my sin in my place?

While this question has already been answered in the chapter, it deserves
stressing yet again, because it is vitally important and vehemently
opposed.

The Bible says that Jesus died for all, including dying my death for
me personally. We’ve already seen substitution in 1 Corinthians 15:3—4,
where “Christ died for our sins” has to mean that he died because of our
sins. Similarly, we saw that Jesus took our curse in our place in Galatians
3:13. These are not isolated passages.

For example, 2 Corinthians 5:14—15 says, “For the love of Christ
controls us, because we have concluded this: that one has died for all,
therefore all have died; and he died for all, that those who live might no
longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was
raised.” Paul’s phrase “one has died for all” includes the fact that Jesus
died for our benefit. But that does not exhaust the meaning of this text.
It also says that Jesus’ death is our death, even though we weren’t even
born yet. The only way Jesus’ death can be my death is if he took the
penalty of my sin to himself, and in his death he took my place and suf-
fered the death I deserve.

John gives us another clear teaching about substitution. The Jewish
leaders were worried thatJesus was going to bring trouble on the people
of Israel by claiming to be the Messiah. John 11:48—51 says:

“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.” He did not say this of his
own accord, but being high priest that year he prophesied that
Jesus would die for the nation.

Caiaphas wanted Jesus dead so that the people of Israel would not have
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to die. John’s point is that this substitution is actually an unwitting
prophecy of the substitution of Jesus taking our penalty in our place.

Also consider Hebrews 9:26—10:12, which makes the same point.
There, the author says that Christ has appeared once for all to put away
sin by the sacrifice of himself. He was offered once to bear the sins of
many. We have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus
Christ once for all. After Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice
for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God.

Jesus’ death is not a tragedy perpetuated by oppressive Roman
soldiers but a self-initiated sacrifice, an offering he came to make. In
that offering, he, though sinless, bore or carried our sins. Through his
sacrifice, guilty sinners are sanctified or cleansed of sin, defilement,and
shame.

God says through his divinely inspired Scriptures that somehow
Jesus’ death was my death and your death. We were helpless, spiritually
dead, and separated from God. Yet, when Jesus died on the cross, his
death was somehow ours so that we don’t have to be separated from God
anymore. We no longer have to be lost in a maze of self-centeredness,
living for ourselves. Because Jesus’ death was our death, we can live like,
with, and for Jesus, spiritually alive and connected to the living God.



