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Traditional views of atonement have come under attack recently. Not only have
specific theories been criticized, but some writers reject the very idea of atonement.
Since some arguments to this effect have been based on scientific knowledge of the
world, it is important to develop an understanding of atonement that makes contact
with the modern science-theology dialogue. In this article,1 that is done as part of
the chiasmic cosmology program in which the universe is seen in the context
of a theology of the cross.

Sin is described here as a threat to creation, and a view of atonement stressing the idea
of “new creation” is presented. This involves a reorientation toward God’s intended
goal of the evolutionary development of humanity and the world, which sin had
thrown off course. The work of Christ is then seen as the descent of the Creator
in order to re-create, the cross-resurrection event paralleling God’s initial creatio
ex nihilo. The effects of this work on humanity are the death of the human as sinner
and the new life of the believer reconciled to God. This article concludes with
brief discussions of the Christ-Adam relationship, the new creation theme in other
models of the atonement, and the cosmic scope of atonement.

B
elief in the atoning work of Christ

has come under attack recently.

There is nothing new about criti-

cisms of specific “theories of the atone-

ment,” but today a number of writers

who want to retain some semblance of

Christianity reject the very idea of atone-

ment. There are a number of reasons for

such criticisms, such as the belief that

divine requirement of atonement im-

plies a legalistic and vindictive picture

of God.

The Need to Relate
Salvation and Science
There are also, however, arguments

based on the modern scientific under-

standing of the world. Two centuries

ago and more, some writers saw the

heliocentric model of the planetary sys-

tem and the possibility of a plurality of

worlds as incompatible with Christian

ideas of salvation. In 1832, for example,

Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “I regard it

as the irresistible effect of the Coperni-

can astronomy to have made the theo-

logical scheme of Redemption absolutely

incredible.”2 More recently, the difficulty

of reconciling the traditional Christian

“Fall” scenario with what is known of

evolution has been claimed to render

the concept of atonement pointless.

John Spong argues this way:

As post Darwinians, we no longer

believe we were created perfect.

We were created as single cells of
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life and evolved into our present complex,

conscious and self-conscious forms. Since we

were never perfect, we could not fall into sin.

Since we could not fall into sin, we could not be

rescued. How can one be rescued from a fall

that never happened or be restored to a status

we never possessed?3

Such claims are not new. They have long been used

by nonbelievers in attacks on traditional Christianity

and by Christians who reject the idea of human evo-

lution. In an earlier article in this journal, I explained

why such arguments are inept and sketched a way of

understanding original sin in an evolutionary con-

text.4 Nevertheless, an understanding of atonement

that is plausible in a scientific context is a necessity

if the gospel is to be proclaimed convincingly in

a scientific world.

In recent decades, an extensive dialogue between

Christian theology and science has focused on issues

related to the doctrine of creation but has shown

relatively little interest in questions of how God

saves humanity and the world in Christ.5 The need

to make the message of salvation in Christ con-

vincing to scientifically literate people means that

the scope of religion-science discussions must be

extended to include salvation in a more central way.

This is also necessary for the coherence of Chris-

tian thought, which holds that the God who saves

us is the God who has created us. As Athanasius

said in a phrase so basic that it might be called

“Athanasius’ Axiom,” “The renewal of creation has

been the work of the selfsame Word that made it

at the beginning.”6 Theology must take science

seriously in its treatment of sin and salvation, as

well as in its reflections on creation.

Christians over the centuries have developed

a number of “theories of the atonement,” such as

Christus Victor, Vicarious Atonement, and Moral

Influence.7 These all have some biblical support

and can be helpful in preaching and in Christian

education. My point here is not that they should

be abandoned entirely but that there is another way

of understanding atonement that is better able to

deal with issues raised by the modern scientific

picture of the world. The model I will sketch sees

atonement in terms of the biblical concept of “new

creation,” an idea implicit in Athanasius’ Axiom.

More precisely, and with evolution in view, we will

speak of a reorientation of creation through the life,

death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Other

theories have not neglected the new creation theme,

but they have not given this concept a prominent

place.

“The renewal of creation

has been the work of the selfsame

Word that made it at the beginning.”

—Athanasius’ Axiom

The word “atonement” is often understood in a lim-

ited sense, as if it had to do only with sacrificial

concepts. It is important to remember the more

fundamental meaning of the word. Here popular

etymology is correct, for the word is literally

at-one-ment. It was used by Tyndale to translate

katallag�s in 2 Cor. 5:18, where most modern versions

use “reconciliation.”8

While the model of atonement suggested here

has broader interest, the purpose of presenting it in

this setting is to relate atonement to scientific under-

standings of the world, and especially to issues

raised by evolution. We will not consider the work

of Christ in itself as a scientific theory. Scientific

issues are more important for understanding the

context of salvation (and, in particular, what we are

saved from) than for the process of salvation itself.

So if science seems to have a peripheral role in some

of the following discussion, readers should remind

themselves of the whole picture of divine activity

in the world, activity of which the atoning work

of Christ is a part.

Previously I have dealt with issues of science and

technology in terms of a theology of the cross, as

part of what I have called “chiasmic cosmology.”9

Luther developed that theology to deal with issues

of sin and salvation, the central concerns of the

Reformation.10 In addressing scientific issues re-

lated to creation, I have used it in a different way,

and now reconnect with the matters that Luther

had in view. The connection between the cross-

resurrection event and creation will not be a surprise

if we remember Athanasius’ Axiom. The Creator

is also the God of new creation, who in spite of

sin and everything that threatens the world brings

creation to its intended goal.
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The Threat to Creation
Ephesians 1:10 tells of God’s “plan for the fullness of

time, to gather up all things in [Christ], things in

heaven and things on earth.” Creation is for the sake

of Christ. But something has gone wrong with that

plan. Atonement is needed because creation is alien-

ated from God, an alienation revealed by human sin.

In Romans 1, Paul emphasizes that refusal to

acknowledge the true God as Creator is the basic

human problem.

Sin threatens creation. The basic sin has often

been seen as pride, the desire of the creature to

usurp the place of the Creator. We want to be more

than what God has created us to be. Feminist theo-

logians, however, have emphasized that, in their

experience, resistance to God’s will is often

expressed in the opposite way, as a failure to be

what God intended them to be in the fullest sense.

We may indeed be tempted to usurp God’s place,

but we may also be tempted to be unengaged non-

entities, refusing our calling to represent God in

ruling and serving the world.11 Our failure may be

the deadly sin of pride but it can also be the deadly

sin of sloth. And it may be falsehood, a willful

denial of the truth about God and the world.12

Sin in all these forms is an attempt to thwart God’s

will for creation.

The common biblical terms for sin (Hebrew chata’

and Greek hamartan�) have the sense of missing a

mark. The same idea of failing to achieve a goal can

be discerned in the Old Testament’s common word

for “repent,” shubh, which means to turn back or

return. If God intended creation to move toward

the goal described in Eph. 1:10, creation is under

threat if part of it moves away from that goal.

Seeing sin in this way helps us to deal with the

challenge to Christian concepts of sin and salvation,

the challenge that arises from evolution. The rest

of this section summarizes an earlier article in this

journal, which should be consulted for further

detail.13

God has created humanity through an evolution-

ary process in which natural selection was a major

factor. Our prehuman ancestors were the members

of their species who were most successful in compe-

tition with others for various survival needs. They

were not “sinful” because they killed, deceived,

were sexually promiscuous, and did other things

that would be sinful for their human descendants.

But when the first humans, hominids who somehow

were made aware of God and God’s will for them,

came into being, they would have had strong pro-

pensities for the same types of behavior which

would have been difficult to avoid. They would

have been strongly tempted by the basic sin, that of

putting other things ahead of God.

Sin threatens creation. …

Our failure may be the deadly sin

of pride but it can also be the deadly

sin of sloth. And it may be falsehood …

Sin in all these forms is an attempt

to thwart God’s will for creation.

Studies of our closest primate relatives show that

they do behave in ways that natural selection leads us

to expect of the first humans.14 There is cooperative

behavior among other primates, as there presumably

was among our ancestors. But our knowledge of

evolution in general and primate behavior in parti-

cular makes it quite unlikely that the first humans

lived in a sinless “state of integrity” for any period

of time.

Consider then those first hominids (without

deciding how large that group may have been,

or where or when they lived) who had evolved to

the point of self-awareness and linguistic ability.

They have developed abilities to reason and to com-

municate and, in some way, can receive and faintly

understand God’s Word. They have intimations of

God’s will for them, though we do not know how

those intimations may have come to them. These

first humans are at the beginning of a road along

which God wants to lead them and their descen-

dants to mature humanity and to complete fellow-

ship with him.

In principle they can follow that road, but it will

not be easy. They have inherited traits that enabled

their ancestors to survive and pass on their genes,

traits that predisposes them toward selfish behavior

and away from the kind of relationships that God

intends for them. Sin is not “hardwired” into them,

but tendencies toward it are strong. They can refuse

to trust God and can disobey God’s will for them.
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History shows that humanity from the beginning

has not worshipped and served the God of Israel

and has been involved in continual conflict. That

historical reality corresponds to the theological pic-

ture of humanity’s gradual departure from God in

Genesis 1–11. The first humans took a wrong road,

one leading away from the goal that God intended.

They and their descendants soon had lost their way.

This image of “taking the wrong road,” like that

of “the Fall,” is a metaphor for the human condition,

not a historical narrative. It is important to empha-

size that it is not the condition of being on a journey

that is sinful. The problem of sin is not that we are

on a metaphorical evolutionary road, but that we

are on a wrong road. Failure to make this distinction

may result in the work of Christ being seen simply

as one phase of the creative process, rather than

as a correction of something that had gone wrong

with it.15

Humanity is a “symbiosis” of genes and culture.16

Both help to transmit to each person the essence of

humanity but both can also contribute to deviation

from God’s intention for humanity. Our genetic

makeup, conditioned by natural selection, inclines

us toward selfish behavior. The cultures in which

we are conceived, born, and live exacerbate those

tendencies. We are born as members of a tribe lost

in the woods.

To say that there is a genetic component of origi-

nal sin does not mean that there is a “gene for sin.”

Whether or not an action is sinful generally depends

on the context in which it takes place as well as

the action itself. Genes may give us tendencies for

certain behaviors, but they do not force us to do

those things.

To say that there is a cultural component of origi-

nal sin means that sin is in part a result of our

environment, an effect of “nurture” as well as

“nature.” The effects of our environment can be far

more pervasive than mere examples, as the analogy

of fetal alcohol syndrome due to a uterine environ-

ment suggests. They are not things that we freely

choose to accept or reject, but influences that we

take in “with our mother’s milk.”

There is solidarity in sin,17 so that people make

up a “corrupt mass” (massa perditionis) in a classic

phrase. More modern language speaks of “struc-

tures of sin” such as racism in human societies.

A person born into a racist society is not predes-

tined to be a racist, but it will be very “natural”

to become one. Because of both genes and culture,

we all start our lives on that wrong road, far from

God, and thus are “missing the mark” from our

beginning. Our sin of origin truly is sin. As Tillich

put it, “Before sin is an act, it is a state.”18

Neither strict Augustinians nor determined

Pelagians will be satisfied with this model. Unre-

generate people are not compelled to sin, but all

people are sinners and would need grace even if

they could theoretically avoid “actual sins.” This

approach does preserve the essence of what the

western church has insisted upon, without theories

about human history and the transmission of sin

which are now seen to be untenable.

The Reorientation of Creation
With humanity separated from God and threatened

with “not dying merely, but abiding ever in the cor-

ruption of death,”19 what was God to do? Scripture

is clear about what God did do. With Abraham,

God began to turn the course of history in a direction

that would result in “all nations” being blessed.

The prophets call people to “return to the LORD,

your God” (Joel 2:13). Finally, the Creator appears

on the scene in person, Jesus Christ.

“Why Did God Become Human?” That was the

question posed by Anselm in his book Cur Deus

Homo.20 All the “theories” or “models” of the atone-

ment have tried to answer that question. We need

to bear in mind Forde’s reminder that theories

themselves do not save us or reconcile us to God.21

Theories and models are, however, helpful in com-

municating the gospel clearly.

The answer to Anselm’s question for which

I argue here starts from two texts from St. Paul:

“If anyone is in Christ there is a new creation:

everything old has passed away; see, everything has

become new!” (2 Cor. 5:17) and “Neither circum-

cision nor uncircumcision is anything; but a new

creation is everything!” (Gal. 6:16).

The explicit phrase “new creation” is found only

in those two verses but the idea is much more

common. We might think, for example, of the

psalmist’s prayer of repentance that asks, “Create in

me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right

spirit within me” (Ps. 51:10). The use of the verb br’
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which expresses the divine prerogative of creation,

as in Gen. 1:1, is significant. The cross and resurrec-

tion of Jesus Christ echo God’s initial creatio ex nihilo.

As Bonhoeffer puts it,

[T]he God of creation, of the utter beginning,
is the God of the resurrection. The world exists
from the beginning in the sign of the resur-
rection of Christ from the dead. Indeed it is
because we know the resurrection that we
know of God’s creation in the beginning, of
God’s creating out of nothing. The dead Jesus
Christ of Good Friday and the resurrected
������ of Easter Sunday—that is creation out
of nothing, creation from the beginning.22

Themes related to new creation have been discussed,

with greater or lesser emphases, throughout the

course of Christian thought. With Athanasius’ Axiom

in mind, it is natural to look first to that theologian’s

early treatise On the Incarnation. The basic human

problem here is that, after humans had been created

and given the chance for participation in the life of

God, their choice of sin set them on the way back to

nonbeing.23 Athanasius argues that humanity was

safe from dissolution and non-existence only through

participation in the Logos, and thus could be saved

only by virtue of the re-creative work of the Logos.

“For being Word of the Father, and above all, he

alone of natural fitness was both able to recreate

everything, and worthy to suffer on behalf of all and

to be ambassador for all with the Father.”24

Over a century before Athanasius, Irenaeus, in

his defense of the Christian tradition against the

Gnostics, emphasized the unity of Creator and

Redeemer and presented a distinctive view of the

work of Christ as recapitulation. He saw Jesus going

through the whole course of an individual human

life to save humanity at all stages.25 This does not

mean that humanity is simply to be restored to its

original condition. As Wingren explains Irenaeus’

view,

[S]ince man was a growing being before he
became enslaved, and since he is not restored
until he has begun again to progress towards
his destiny, man’s restoration in itself is more
than a mere reversion to his original position.
The word recapitulatio also contains the idea of
perfection or consummation, for recapitulation
means that man’s growth is resumed and
renewed. That man grows, however, is merely
a different aspect of the fact that God creates.26

To recapitulate all of human life Christ also had

to come to the end of life: “Then, at last,” Irenaeus

says, “He came on to death itself, that He might be

‘the first-born from the dead, that in all things He

might have the pre-eminence,’ the Prince of life,

existing before all, and going before all.”27 But as

Irenaeus also insisted, the cross was not simply one

element in a formal scheme.

Atonement comes about because God in Christ

actually does something to change the status of

people who “were dead through the trespasses and

sins” (Eph. 2:1). To be effective, the work of Christ

must overcome the nothingness toward which sin-

ful humanity is headed, a nothingness which through

its terror of death, guilt, and meaninglessness, it

already experiences. If humanity and (as we shall

note later) the rest of creation with it, is on the way

to nothingness, God must re-create from nothing.

Atonement parallels in a precise way the divine

creatio ex nihilo. If that is the case, then we can begin

to understand the necessity of the cross in two

related ways.

The Descent of the Creator
Calvary is the way in which God enters into death—

even into the lowest and most humiliating end,

“the utterly vile death of the cross.”28 It is not just

that he dies, but that he suffers what was considered

the worst kind of death, one designed to be humil-

iating by Roman oppressors and considered cursed

by the Jewish tradition.

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

It was a death in separation from the source of life,

in the darkness in which God cannot find God. And

that is not only a human cry, for it is the person of

the Son of God who speaks. By taking on human

dying, God goes into the Deep, the nothingness that

threatens creation.

This is not mere metaphor or symbolism. The

Apostles’ Creed is quite explicit: “crucified, dead,

and buried.” It continues with a phrase that was

probably the last to be added to the creed and which

has inspired a good deal of discussion: descendit ad

inferna. Even the translation of this phrase is de-

bated. The traditional rendering is “He descended

into hell,” while the version of the International

Consultation on English texts is “He descended to

the dead.”29
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The traditional translation is richer but the modern

one is not a mere banality. The redundancy, if in-

deed it is that, of saying “crucified, dead, and

buried. He descended to the dead” means “He

really did die. It is no figure of speech.” Further-

more, we should not be misled by speculations

about the afterlife that envision the souls of the

departed as being immediately in heaven. There is,

of course, that kind of picture in some places in

the New Testament, but there is a sterner view in

the Hebrew tradition. “In Sheol who can give you

praise?” (Ps. 6:5; cf. also Ps. 88:5).

[Calvary] was a death in separation

from the source of life, in the darkness

in which God cannot find God …

By taking on human dying,

God goes into the Deep,

the nothingness that threatens creation.

However, the traditional English translation is “he

descended into hell,” and the typical Orthodox icon

of the resurrection shows the “Harrowing of Hell,”

with the risen Christ breaking down the gates of

hell, trampling down Satan, and releasing the saints

of the Old Testament from prison. A similar idea

was endorsed by Luther and the Lutheran tradition

at the time of the Reformation.30 The descent, in other

words, is seen as the first act of the risen Christ.

The Reformed tradition, on the other hand, has

understood Christ’s descent into hell as his suffer-

ing the torments of the damned, including forsaken-

ness by God, before his death. Mark 15:34 points

in this direction. The descent into hell is then seen

as the depth of Christ’s passion.31 Barth developed

this idea at some length in the Church Dogmatics.

The Roman Catholic von Balthasar, on the other

hand, in his theology of Holy Saturday, emphasized

Christ’s descent or his “going to the dead” as fol-

lowing his physical death but still, in a sense, as

part of this passion. A recent study deals with the

approaches of both of those theologians, with ex-

tensive citations.32

Those two views, the descent into hell as the

nadir of the passion and as the first act of the resur-

rection, are not mutually exclusive. Popular Ameri-

can television can illustrate that. The series Prison

Break, in its later seasons, has moved on to other

plot elements, but its original idea was intriguing.

A man has been wrongly sentenced for murder, and

to free him, his brother deliberately gets convicted

of a crime so that he can get into the same prison

and break his brother out. That illustration can be

used to speak of Christ’s descent into hell only with

care, but within limits it is useful. God “made him

to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might

become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor. 5:21).

“Dead to Sin and Alive to God”
As Rom. 6:11 indicates, this work of re-creation is not

something that God does for God’s own self. It is

the work of atonement, the restoration of creation to

its divinely intended course of development which

culminates in the goal sketched in Eph. 1:10.

Since the idolatry of which Paul speaks in

Romans 1 separates humanity from God, that false

faith must be destroyed before true faith in the true

God is possible. In the passion and death of Christ,

false faith comes to its inevitable consequence, the

destruction of humanity. Jesus Christ is what hu-

manity was always intended to be, and humanity

that has turned away from God, humanity that does

not want to be what God intended, kills him.

Which is to say, we kill him. Of course the cross

did not come upon God unawares: it happened

“according to the definite plan and foreknowledge

of God” (Acts 2:23). But it was not God who cried,

“Crucify him”; it was not God who demanded his

death. It was our representatives in the Jerusalem

crowd. Jesus died “for us” because we had to get

rid of him in order to preserve our systems and

our projects that were challenged by the message

he proclaimed.33

God allows us as sinful people to kill our one

hope, the union of God with humanity in Christ,

as the end of our self-chosen road. This is God’s

“alien work” which is foreign to God’s character

as love. But it is work that must be done if true

faith is to be possible. Because if we are brought

to realize what has happened—that our idolatry

has destroyed the basis for our life and the hope

for our future—then our false faith is shattered,

and we are brought to see that we cannot put our

ultimate trust in ourselves or in any creature.
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And when we have been reduced to nothing,

the fact that Christ crucified is risen can bring about

real faith in the real God, the one who “justifies the

ungodly … gives life to the dead and calls into exis-

tence the things that do not exist” (Rom. 4:5, 17).

Trust in the true God comes about when the cross-

resurrection event becomes a reality for people.

“Faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard

comes from the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17).

Against these claims for a new creative act of God

in the death and resurrection of Christ, a skeptic

may point out that there was no radical change in

the world or the human race around AD 30. But

no one who reflects on God’s initial creative work

should be surprised by this. God did not make

a fully formed world instantaneously. His creative

Word called into being a world that was capable of

development; the universe was ten billion years old

before life came into being on our planet. Over the

past fourteen billion years, God has been working

in and through created things as instruments, co-

operating with the natural processes which science

describes.34 Similarly, the claim that the historical

development of our world was turned back toward

its proper goal by God’s re-creative act in the cross-

resurrection event is compatible with the belief

that it may take a long time before God’s activity

in creation through the means of grace has made

significant progress toward that goal.

New creation takes place for the individual, but

it is not just an individual matter. It is the creation

of a new humanity (Eph. 2:15).35 Paul speaks of

this as the Body of Christ, the corporate reality

of which Christ is the head. Teilhard de Chardin

suggested that the Body of Christ should be seen as

the future of the evolutionary process.36 As single

cells united a billion years ago to form multicellular

organisms, so single persons are united in Christ

in a true human community. Individual differ-

ences are not crushed out but, as Paul emphasizes

in 2 Corinthians 12, they are brought out by being

united. As Teilhard put it, “union … creates …

differentiates … [and] personalizes.”37

Christ and Adam
A question that will naturally be asked about this

discussion of sin and atonement has to do with

passages in which Paul connects Christ and Adam—

Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15:21–22, 45–49. How can the

work of Christ reverse the effects of the sin of Adam

if there was no historical Adam? The background of

these Pauline texts and their interpretation are com-

plex and cannot be explored in detail here, but some

aspects of an answer to that question are in order.

To begin we should note that the model of ori-

ginal sin developed in an earlier article and sum-

marized here does not require that there was no

historical Adam. Genetic data make it hard to see

how all present humans could have descended from

a single couple living at any time that might fit a his-

torical Adam and Eve, but the proposed model

would not have to be changed if that turned out

to be possible. My arguments do not depend on the

size of the original human population.

We should also not overemphasize the impor-

tance of the Christ-Adam connection in Romans.

In the first three chapters, Paul sets out the basic

problem of universal sinfulness and God’s solution

to the problem in Christ without mentioning Adam.

He sees sin extending far back in history but there

is no mention of Adam or a unique “Fall” event.

It is not until Chapter 5 that Paul appeals to the

Christ-Adam pattern. This does not mean that the

latter chapter should be ignored, but it would be

wrong to infer from it that Paul believed the atoning

work of Christ to be dependent upon a fall of an

individual Adam.

In fact, that Christ-Adam relationship is ex-

pounded for the sake of Christ, not of Adam. Paul’s

purpose in these passages was not to teach us about

Adam but rather to tell us the significance of Christ.

It is “the man of heaven,” not “the man of dust”

(1 Cor. 15:48–49) who shows us what God intends

humanity to be and who, in fact, accomplishes that

goal for creation.

It is certainly likely that Paul, as a first-century

Jew, believed Adam to have been a historical figure.

The situation may be similar to what we find in

Genesis 1, which uses ideas about the physical

world such as the “dome” of the sky and the waters

above it (Gen. 1:6–8). These are instances of the

Holy Spirit’s “accommodation” of inspiration to the

views of a biblical writer and that writer’s cultural

context in matters that are not essential to the theo-

logical point being made.38 The theological point for

Paul is the significance of Christ, not the historicity

of Adam, and one way of speaking about the signifi-
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cance of Christ may make use of a nonhistorical

figure. Dunn’s brief discussion of this point is help-

ful.39 In particular, “[T]he effect of the comparison

between the two epochal figures, Adam and Christ,

is not so much to historicize the individual Adam

as to bring out the more than individual significance

of the historic Christ.”40

The Theme of New Creation in
Other Theories of the Atonement
All three major “theories of the atonement” have

connections with the theme of new creation, though

they do not give it a central role. In the “Latin

theory,” Christ makes satisfaction for the offense to

God’s honor by human sin. God’s “honor” was not

simply an abstract concept for Anselm but had to

do with God’s plan for a predestined number of

souls to enter the heavenly city. That had to include

humans because of the fall of some of the angels.41

Thus atonement repairs the damage done to creation

by sin so that God’s purpose for creation can be

fulfilled.

In the Christus Victor model, Christ defeats the

powers of evil that stand against humanity and that

hold us in bondage. Although Christians have not

always been aware of it, this theme is connected

with the ancient image found in some Old Testa-

ment texts (Job 26:12–13; Ps. 74:12–17; Ps. 89:8–13;

Isa. 51:9–10) of the Chaoskampf, the battle with chaos

through which God created the world. The Gospel

stories of Jesus walking on the sea make the point

that the same God is present in Christ, and suggest

that his work parallels that of those ancient mythic

images of creation.42

The Christus Victor theory could thus be seen as

a model of re-creation clothed in dramatic images

and metaphors. The approach taken here does not

have the emotive impact of a combat with demonic

powers, but it is correspondingly free of the prob-

lems that are raised by giving a central role to Satan

in our understanding of atonement.43

In “moral influence” theories, the crucified Christ

brings about a change in those who behold him.

The focus of most versions of such theories has been

our response of love to the love shown by God, but

we should emphasize first the creation of faith—

faith which indeed is active in love (Gal. 5:6).

In spite of the way in which such theories are often

described, the change that takes place need not

be purely “subjective.” At their best, they can be

understood as descriptions of an act of new divine

creation that God brings about. With John 12:32

in mind, Knutson spoke of these theories as giving

a “Magnet Picture” of the atonement.44 We can

think of the way a magnet makes pieces of iron into

little magnets even as it draws them to itself.

The Cosmic Scope of New
Creation
To this point, the focus has been on our own species,

but there are biblical texts that suggest that all

creation, not just terrestrial humanity, is in need of

atonement. Paul’s statements in Rom. 8:18–25 about

the subjection of creation to “futility” and its longing

for liberation; the hope for new heavens and earth

in Isaiah, 2 Peter, and Revelation; and especially the

promise of the reconciliation of “all things” to God

through the cross in Col. 1:20 point in this direction.

We need to remain aware of these statements about

the wider creation, but we should not allow the cos-

mic sweep of atonement to tempt us into excessive

speculation about how it might be effected.

While the first human sin did not cause an abrupt

change in the natural world, sinful human attitudes

and behaviors have had a negative impact on the

terrestrial environment. In recent years, we have

become aware of how exploitation of nature has

led to the destruction of habitats and extinction

of species. The reconciliation of humanity to God

would include fulfilling our responsibility to repre-

sent God in caring for the earth; as a result, the

“nonhuman” parts of our planet would become

more fully what God intends for them.

What we have said about the inevitability of sin

for an intelligent species created through evolution

applies to any putative extraterrestrials as well as

to humans. If there are intelligent extraterrestrials,

we can be sure that they are in need of atonement.

The fact that at present we know nothing more

about such creatures, either from Scripture or from

science, means that anything else we say about the

matter must be guesswork. Nevertheless, it seems

likely that an understanding of atonement centered

on the idea of new creation will be better equipped

to deal with this issue than will models which were
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developed before the church took the possibility of

extraterrestrials seriously.

We have, at best, hints about how the work of

Christ might affect creation beyond the earth. Ephe-

sians 3:10 says that the church is to make known

the wisdom of God “to the rulers and authorities in

the heavenly places.” That originally meant procla-

mation to angelic powers, but we may see it today

as a call to a cosmic mission.45 Robert John Russell

argues that the resurrection of Christ is the first

instance of a new law of nature, and that might

be connected with the possibility of causal influence

of God’s ultimate future on the past.46 It is worth

pursuing such ideas as we attempt to understand

more fully the atoning work of Christ in a universe

that we understand through scientific study. But

we must also bear in mind Paul’s reminder that

“now we see in a mirror, dimly” (1 Cor. 13:12a). �
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