
Views of the Atonement-A concise overview for reflection and discussion


This piece was created from my own reflections and vision. I used ChatGPT as a tool to help shape the text from my original 
concepts and structure. The final form is the result of thoughtful revision and my own editorial hand. Mike Haddorff


1. Ransom / Rescue Theory 
Origin: 2nd–5th centuries — Irenaeus, Origen, Gregory of Nyssa

Summary: Humanity was captive to sin and death. Through the incarnation Christ entered that 
bondage to set us free by rescuing humanity from Death’s power. This ancient vision of 
liberation remains central in Eastern Orthodoxy and has some influence on western thought.

Emphasis: Deliverance and healing; love rescuing from Death. (Death carries a specific 
meaning, the self destructive behaviors, what we humans tend towards and need rescue from)


2. Christus Victor 
Origin: Gustaf Aulén, Christus Victor (1931)

Summary: Reframes the early rescue idea as God’s own triumph. Through the cross and 
resurrection God defeats sin, death, and evil. This view carries much influence in western 
thought today.

Emphasis: Cosmic triumph; love that overcomes the powers of destruction.


3. Satisfaction Theory 
Origin: Anselm of Canterbury, Cur Deus Homo (Why God Became A Man) (11th century)

Summary: Sin dishonored God and disrupted moral order. Christ’s obedient life and death 
“satisfied” divine honor and restored balance.

Emphasis: Honor restored through obedience to God.


4. Penal Substitutionary Atonement (PSA) 
Origin: Reformation (16th century) — Luther, Calvin

Summary: Builds on Anselm but centers on wrath and justice. Sin deserves punishment; God’s 
holiness cannot ignore it. God provides what His justice demands, Christ bearing sin’s penalty 
for us. Wrath is satisfied, justice fulfilled, mercy opened.

Emphasis: Wrath satisfied through substitution; love revealed in sacrifice.


5. Moral Influence Theory 
Origin: Peter Abelard (12th century)

Summary: The cross reveals God’s love so deeply that human hearts are moved to repentance 
and change. Salvation is inner transformation.

Emphasis: Love that awakens and renews the heart.


Summary 
Across centuries, Christians have described one mystery in many ways: God reconciling the 
world through Christ, love entering, bearing, and restoring. Some theologians  such as Karl 
Barth never chose a single theory but leaned toward God entering humanity to heal it from 
within. Other moderns, like Tim Keller, affirmed Penal Substitution while seeing how each view 
illuminates the whole. The discussion continues to this day. This should remind us that no one 
image exhausts the mystery of divine action through the cross.


