CHAP TER 10

JESUS’ DEATH FOR OTHERS:
THE STORY AND THE FORMULAS

On the basis of what we have seen in Chapters 2–9 of this work, we may now
return to the question with which we began Chapter 1, namely, the meaning
that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers ascribed to the brief, formulaic phrases that they used
to speak of the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of his death. Before addressing this question, however, it is important to understand clearly in broad terms the story
centered on Jesus that his ﬁrst followers told. The reason for this is that, in
order to make sense of the formulas used throughout the New Testament to
allude to Jesus’ death, some type of underlying narrative is required. Because in
this chapter we will be reviewing and summarizing material that has already
been examined in detail in the previous chapters, references and notes here
will be relatively sparse.

JESUS’ DEATH IN THE CONTEXT OF THE STORY
TOLD BY HIS FIRST FOLLOWERS
Like other stories regarding the election and redemption of Israel that existed
among Jews in Jesus’ day, the story of salvation that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers told
began even before creation. In whatever way the origin of Jesus as God’s
Son was understood, from beginning to end that story revolved around him.
Through him, God had created the world and had intended to bring about an
obedient people who would do God’s will and share in God’s glory. Although
the people of Israel played a vital role in this story, from the start God’s plan
had contemplated the inclusion of people from all nations and tongues as
members of his people. In Paul’s words, God’s intention from the start was to
establish a worldwide family of sisters and brothers who would be “conformed
to the image of his Son,” Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:29).
It is not clear if Jesus’ ﬁrst followers believed that God had anticipated
from the start the sin of Adam and human death. While neither the Hebrew
Scriptures nor the New Testament writings speak explicitly of a “fall” into
sin, Paul seems to attribute the origin of death to Adam’s sin in Rom. 5:1221, although it is not entirely clear in what sense he uses the language of
death and dying there and elsewhere. If God foresaw human sin even before
creation, then evidently God’s eternal plan also contemplated the sending
of God’s Son into the world to redeem human beings from their sin. It is
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also possible that the ﬁrst believers would have said that it was only after the
ﬁrst human beings had sinned that God determined to send God’s Son into
the world. In later centuries, theologians came to debate whether God’s Son
would have become human had Adam and Eve not fallen into sin,1 yet it is
unclear how Jesus’ ﬁrst followers would have responded to this question.
In any case, the fundamental problem to which Jesus’ followers pointed
was human sinfulness. This understanding of the human plight was in continuity with Jewish thought. In particular, the gentile nations were thought
to be irremediably immersed in sin, due in large part to their polytheism and
their idolatrous practices. They were considered to be far from the true God
and to live in ways that God strongly condemned. However, like other Jews,
Jesus’ ﬁrst followers also pointed to the sinfulness of Israel. While this sinfulness was deﬁned in diﬀerent ways according to the diverse interpretations of
the law that existed among Jews, ultimately it was understood in terms of a
failure to live according to God’s will. Many Jews no doubt interpreted the
fact that the land of Israel as well as Jews around the world continued to be
subject to Rome and other powers on the basis of the idea running throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, according to which disobedience merited divine
chastisement and obedience merited blessings and redemption. In that case, if
Israel had not yet been redeemed but instead continued to be chastised, it was
because the people had not yet become suﬃciently obedient or an insuﬃcient
number of Jews were practicing the obedience God demanded.2 Nevertheless,
not all Jews understood their situation in these terms, since eschatological
hopes varied greatly, and many Jews apparently did not have any clear eschatological hopes at all.
Numerous texts from the New Testament speak not only of sin but of death
as the plight from which human beings needed to be saved (Matt. 4:16; Luke
1:79; John 5:24; 8:52; Rom. 5:12-21; 6:16-23; 7:5, 24; 1 Cor. 15:26, 51-56;
Eph. 2:1-2; Col. 2:13; Heb. 2:14-15; 1 John 3:14; Rev. 20:12-15). Precisely
how the relationship between sin and death was understood in ancient
Judaism and among Jesus’ ﬁrst followers is not entirely clear. Death could
be regarded in physical terms or as referring to some type of spiritual reality
both in this world and the world to come.3 In either case, because death was
the result of human sin, the real problem was not believed to be death itself
but human sinfulness. If God had imposed death because of sin, whatever
1. As Georges Florovsky has shown, the debate over whether God would have sent his Son into the world
had human beings not sinned took place primarily in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries among Western
theologians, though Florovsky argues that this debate was already anticipated by St. Maximus the Confessor in
the sixth century (Creation and Redemption; Belmont, MA: Nordland, 1976, 163-70). On this question, see also
Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 5th ed. (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 282.
2. See N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, Vol. 1 of Christian Origins and the Question
of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 270-73.
3. Ernest Best points to numerous passages from second-temple Jewish literature that present physical
or biological death as the result of human sin, yet also observes that many texts speak of spiritual death in
the present world as the consequence of sin (Essays on Ephesians; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1997, 78-82,
commenting on Eph. 2:1).
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his purpose was in doing so, the only thing that could lead God to do away
with death was that people renounce sin and distance themselves from their
sinful ways. Death was therefore not an end in itself, as if God accomplished
his purposes or satisﬁed his justice merely by punishing sinners with death;
nor did God’s imposition of death on human beings involve any type of solution to the problem of human sin. The view that death was the intrinsic and
natural consequence of human sin rather than a divinely-instituted punishment would also lead to the conclusion that the real problem that needed to
be resolved was not death itself, but the sin that led to death.
In the thought of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, therefore, the plight from which
human beings needed to be saved was not divine condemnation itself, but
rather the sinful way of life that had divine condemnation as its consequence. This
understanding of humanity’s plight runs contrary to that associated with
penal substitution views, which deﬁne Jesus’ saving work in terms of delivering human beings from death as the divine punishment to which they were
subject on account of their sins. From the perspective of Jesus’ followers, however, if human beings lay under God’s condemnation, it was because their
persistent sinfulness would not allow them to be brought to the fullness of life
that depended upon their living in conformity to God’s will.
For Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, the law alone was incapable of addressing the
problem of the sinfulness of Israel and the nations. In the latter case, it was
obvious to all that large numbers of non-Jews were never going to become
law-observant Jews. Even if that were possible, however, Jesus’ followers
maintained that the Mosaic law had never been able to bring God’s people
Israel into conformity with God’s will, nor could it ever do so. This was partly
because the law itself did not give one the power to observe it, but also because
Jesus’ followers did not identify God’s will fully with the law. Therefore, even
if one was able to live in accordance with its commandments, it did not follow that one was thereby living fully in conformity with God’s will. Because
of their convictions regarding Jesus, his ﬁrst followers deﬁned God’s will by
looking to Jesus and the way he had lived and died. For them, the law had
fulﬁlled a temporary purpose in placing a wall around Israel to preserve it as a
people, holding sin in check and preparing the way for the coming of Christ.
According to the story told by Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, the law had also had
the purpose of preﬁguring what God intended to accomplish through his Son.
This was true of the rest of the Hebrew Scriptures as well, including the narratives, the prophetic writings, and the Psalms. The idea that events associated with Adam and Noah foreshadowed typologically what would take place
through Jesus suggests that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers believed that the divine plan
being realized in their day had been devised at least from the time in which
human history had begun, if not earlier. The events that had taken place in
the days of ﬁgures such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, Joshua, and David
played a role in this plan in several ways. Historically, those events represented
diﬀerent stages in the realization of the divine plan and laid the foundation
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for what was to follow. Everything that had taken place in the centuries prior
to Jesus’ coming paved the way for what would take place through Jesus, the
apostles, and the ekklēsia that was to result from their work. Those events also
served as ﬁgures or types of what would come to take place through Jesus and
in the period following his death and resurrection. God had revealed to Israel’s
prophets and other ﬁgures such as David what would some day come to pass
through Jesus and had led them to put into writing what they had foreseen.

Jesus’ Death and Resurrection as the Consequence of his Ministry
In the thought of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, the heart of the divine plan began to be
fulﬁlled with Jesus’ coming. As a descendant of David, he was the messianic
king God had promised to Israel. Nevertheless, the people of Israel had not
understood this plan nor conceived of Jesus’ kingship in the proper terms, since
they had not expected a lowly king who would serve others humbly in love
and attempt to bring others to do the same. God had sent John the Baptist
to prepare the way for Jesus’ ministry by beginning to proclaim the coming of
God’s reign and calling others to repentance through the baptism he oﬀered.
According to the story told by Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, Jesus’ ministry had
included a number of diﬀerent aspects, all of which were aimed at the wholeness or shalom of others. He had dedicated himself to healing others physically and casting out evil spirits from those oppressed by those spirits. Jesus’
teaching, however, had also been aimed at bringing about the wholeness of
others in several ways. He proclaimed God as a fatherly ﬁgure who was fully
committed to the wholeness of all, and thus called on people to believe in and
trust fully in that God and in Jesus himself as his unique representative and
spokesperson. Due to his desire for the wholeness of all, the God of Jesus also
demanded that people assume that same commitment in the way they dealt
with others. As God’s Son, Jesus had instructed others how to live in this
manner both through his words and his actions. He called on others to follow
him as their Lord by dedicating themselves to seeking the well-being of all
together with him and under his guidance and direction.
An integral part of Jesus’ teaching had been the rejection and denunciation
of beliefs and practices that ran contrary to his own vision of God and God’s
will. In particular, he had stood in opposition to those who spoke of a God
who was not unconditionally committed to the wholeness of all out of love
for all. This involved speaking out not only against the conduct of those who
sought things such as power, honor, and wealth at the expense of others, but
also against interpretations of the Mosaic law that he regarded as oppressive
and unjust in that they gave priority to something other than the well-being
of all or did not contribute to that well-being. When the law was interpreted
in that way, it was no longer fulﬁlling its purpose, but had become an end in
itself rather than a means to promote human wholeness. Jesus had especially
lashed out against those who justiﬁed the oppression of others in the name
of Israel’s God and the law, especially when they claimed to be speaking and
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acting as God’s representatives. Among such people were not only many of
the Jewish teachers of the law, but also those belonging to the high-priestly
elite in Jerusalem.
According to Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, when Jesus spoke of God’s reign, he
continually contrasted it with many of the the values, attitudes, and practices
that were widespread in his day, both among Jews and non-Jews. He also
questioned the dominant political, economic, social, and religious system, as
well as the foundational beliefs on which it was based. This meant rejecting
many of the common conceptions of God promulgated among both Jews
and non-Jews in order to proclaim a diﬀerent God. It also involved reaching
out especially to those who had been marginalized, excluded, and hurt by the
beliefs regarding God that he rejected and by the systems and people who
upheld and propagated those beliefs.
Jesus was also said to have anticipated the coming of God’s reign in its
fullness, that is, a new situation in which the present system would be overthrown and replaced by a new order characterized by justice and wholeness
for all. Those who stubbornly persisted in injustice would be excluded from
that new order, while those who were committed to the values proclaimed by
Jesus would participate in it. Even the faithful who had passed away would be
able to participate in that reign, since they would be raised in order to share
in the blessings of the age to come. Jesus had told his disciples that he was the
one through whom that reign would be established, often referring to himself
as the Son of Man. In this way, Jesus had identiﬁed himself as the Messiah or
Christ, as well as the Son of God.
While in one sense all were to follow Jesus, in another sense Jesus had
called only a few disciples in particular to follow him wherever he went in his
itinerant ministry. Jesus’ purpose in calling disciples had been to prepare those
whom he would later send out as apostles to carry out a ministry of the same
type to which he had dedicated himself.
According to the story told by Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, these various aspects
of Jesus’ ministry had generated a great deal of controversy and conﬂict, leading many who opposed Jesus to seek to have him put to death. Fully aware
of this reality, Jesus had gone up to Jerusalem with his disciples at the time
of the Jewish Passover. There he had taught and carried out a prophetic act at
the temple. In response, the Jewish authorities had made plans to arrest Jesus
in secret in order to have him executed at the hands of the Romans. Knowing
what was to happen, Jesus had celebrated a ﬁnal meal with his disciples and
several hours later had been arrested, tried by the Jewish and Roman authorities, and ﬁnally put to death on a Roman cross. At no point, however, had
Jesus sought to escape death or attempted to save his life. Rather, he had gone
to his death trusting fully in God and asking that all that he had sought for
others might soon become a reality through him. God’s response to all that
Jesus had done had been to raise him from the dead on the third day following his cruciﬁxion and then exalt him into heaven.
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Although God had exalted Jesus to a position of full power and authority
at God’s right hand, it was necessary for some time to pass before Jesus would
return in glory to establish God’s reign deﬁnitively. When that day came, all
would be raised from the dead and judged by God together with Jesus. Prior
to Jesus’ return, however, it was necessary for the good news regarding the
salvation God promised to bring through Jesus to be proclaimed throughout
the world. This would be the task primarily of the disciples or apostles Jesus
had prepared during his ministry, as well as other apostles called by Jesus and
those who worked with or under those apostles. During this time, a worldwide community of believers in Jesus known as the ekklēsia or “church” would
be formed. Those forming part of this community would live according to the
values taught and embodied by Jesus, rather than submitting to the oppressive
system and its rulers, and could have assurance that they would participate
in the reign he was to bring. They could thus be conﬁdent that God forgave
them their sins and accepted them as righteous. As they confessed their faith
in Jesus as Lord and were baptized in order to live under Jesus’ lordship, they
were incorporated into the community of believers.
Jesus’ rejection at the hands of many of the Jewish leaders and many of the
Jewish people had also foreshadowed the way in which Jesus’ disciples and
followers would be rejected by many after he had died and been raised. Just
as many Jews had persecuted Jesus due to the claims he had made regarding
his authority, as well as his teaching and practices, so also those who followed
him and proclaimed the gospel would face rejection and persecution as they
sought to share the gospel and live it out in their daily lives. Ironically, however, this persecution would lead to the proclamation and acceptance of the
gospel among the gentile nations throughout the world. All of this formed
part of the plan that had been foretold long ahead of time in the Hebrew
Scriptures.
In general terms, this is the story about Jesus and salvation that his ﬁrst
followers told. Undoubtedly, many parts of this story are found only in some
of the New Testament writings. Only in the Pauline letters, for example, do
we ﬁnd explicitly the idea of a divine plan or mystery existing from before
the ages and read about the sin of Adam and its consequences for human
beings. Alternatively, the Pauline letters have little to say regarding the ministry Jesus carried out and the circumstances surrounding his death. We can
hardly doubt, however, that Paul and the authors of the other letters found in
the New Testament were acquainted with the story of Jesus’ ministry, death,
and resurrection, at least in broad terms. In fact, as a number of scholars have
argued, a close look at the letters of Paul and the authors of the other New
Testament letters reveals that they do indeed seem to have been acquainted
with much of the material found in the canonical Gospels and Acts, even
though those letters allude explicitly only to very little of that material.4
4. On Paul’s knowledge of the material that appears in the Gospels and Acts, see especially David
Wenham, Paul: Follower of Jesus or Founder of Christianity? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995); James D. G.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF BELIEFS REGARDING THE
SALVIFIC SIGNIFICANCE OF JESUS’ DEATH
As I argued in Chapter 5, precisely how Jesus conceived of his death is not
entirely clear. In general terms, we can be fairly certain that he believed that
the giving up of his life would contribute in some way to the salvation of others, yet beyond this it is diﬃcult to say. Even if one accepts as historical the
lutron anti pollōn saying attributed to Jesus in Mark 10:45 and some version
of the words attributed to Jesus over the bread and wine at the Last Supper,
these brief formulas are open to so many diﬀerent interpretations that we
cannot be entirely sure what he meant by them. For this reason, just as we
cannot take such brief formulaic sayings as a starting-point to understand
what Jesus thought of his death, so also must we begin elsewhere in order
to address the question of how his ﬁrst followers interpreted his death. The
best starting-point is the overarching story told by Jesus’ ﬁrst followers that
we have just seen, as well as the diﬀerent aspects of that story that we have
examined in Chapters 6–9 of this work.
Initially the greatest challenge Jesus’ ﬁrst followers faced was that of
explaining why God had allowed Jesus to die the humiliating and scandalous
death of the cross if he was indeed the Messiah and God’s Son. Jerry Sumney
notes that “anyone who would continue to value [ Jesus’] life and teaching
to such an extent that they formed their group identity around them had to
develop responses to outsiders who interpreted the death of Jesus by giving
cruciﬁxion one of its usual meanings.... [T]he Jerusalem church would have
had to reject explicitly those meanings (e.g., that Jesus was a criminal or a
false messiah) and provide alternative meanings. Any kind of adherence to
Jesus after his cruciﬁxion would have entailed the same demand.”5 As Michael
Wolter stresses, it was virtually unthinkable to ascribe some type of salviﬁc
signiﬁcance to death by cruciﬁxion:
Josephus called it “the most miserable death” (B.J. 7.203), and for Cicero it is
the “most despicable and revolting execution” (Verr. 2.5.165).... This evaluation
has its basis in the fact that cruciﬁxion was not only a decisively gruesome but
also a degrading means of execution. It was regarded typically as punishment for
slaves, as servile supplicium, with which in New Testament times mainly bandits
and insurrectionists in Roman provinces as well as other violent criminals were
executed.... [W]e can plainly see where the provocative and shocking element in
the Christian interpretation of Jesus’ death as salviﬁc must have lain in the eyes of
the majority of the non-Christian society in light of this constellation—it lay in
the claim that a salviﬁc eﬀect came from a dishonorable death on a cross, that it
thus was not a heroic death, a “voluntary” and “glorious” death, to which a salviﬁc
Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 183-95. Passages from New Testament
letters other than those of Paul, such as 1 Tim. 6:13, Heb. 5:7-10, 7:14, 13:12-13, 1 Pet. 2:21-23, 2 Pet. 1:17-18,
and Rev. 1:7, 11:8 also seem clearly to presuppose a knowledge of the events narrated in the Gospels on the
part of the readers.
5. Jerry L. Sumney, “‘Christ Died For Us’: Interpretation of Jesus’ Death as a Central Element of the
Identity of the Earliest Church,” in Reading Paul in Context: Explorations in Identity Formation. Essays in
Honour of William Campbell (ed. Kathy Ehrensperger and J. Brian Tucker; London: T & T Clark, 2010), 171.
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eﬀect for others was ascribed, but an imposed and horrible, even disgraceful and
ignominious death.6

In spite of these diﬃculties, apparently it was not long after Jesus’ cruciﬁxion that his ﬁrst followers began ascribing some positive and salviﬁc meaning
to his death. Undoubtedly, they did so as a result of their reﬂection upon all
that Jesus had said and done, both throughout his ministry and in his last
hours.7 Nevertheless, as Cilliers Breytenbach has noted, there seems to have
been little in their Jewish tradition that would have assisted them in the process of ﬁnding meaning in what had happened to Jesus: “Seen from Jewish
tradition, the question of the possible beneﬁciary purpose of the death of
the cruciﬁed ‘King of the Jews’ was a novum. There was no exact model into
which Jewish Christians could ﬁt in the cruciﬁxion of Jesus. Being confronted
with this cruciﬁxion as being that of the ‘King of the Jews’ they had to assign
meaning to it.”8
More than anything else, what seems to have inﬂuenced Jesus’ ﬁrst followers to begin to ascribe salviﬁc signiﬁcance to his death was their conviction that God had raised Jesus up from the realm of the dead. If God had
the power to raise and exalt his Son after he had died, then obviously God
could have intervened prior to Jesus’ death to save him from the suﬀering and
humiliation associated with the cross. The fact that God had chosen not to do
so could only mean that God had had some purpose or reason for allowing
his Son to be cruciﬁed. Their task was therefore to discern that purpose or
reason. If God had allowed Jesus to suﬀer and die, it must have been because
his suﬀering and death contributed to the salvation of others in some way,
making possible something that would not have been possible if God had
spared his Son the cross. As I have argued in the previous chapters, from
their perspective, the reason Jesus’ death had been necessary was not because
there was no other way for God to forgive sins, deliver human beings from
the forces of evil, reveal to them the extent of God’s love, provide them with
the example they needed to live in love, or enable them to participate in a
death to sin and a resurrection to new life. Rather, Jesus’ suﬀering and death
had been necessary because, as the consequence of all that he had lived for, it
was the only way in which Jesus might be established as the type of Lord he
had now become, and at the same time establish the type of community God
had desired to create. In other words, it had been necessary for Jesus to suﬀer
and die in order to accomplish what he had sought to accomplish through his
ministry, and what God had sought to accomplish through him: a new people
6. Michael Wolter, Paul: An Outline of his Theology, trans. Robert L. Brawley (Waco, TX: Baylor University
Press, 2015), 115-16.
7. In principle, of course, it is possible that the risen Jesus interpreted his own death to his disciples
following his resurrection, as Luke reports, though most historians would consider this highly unlikely (see
Luke 24:25-27, 44-47; Acts 1:3).
8. Cilliers Breytenbach, “The ‘For Us’ Phrases in Pauline Soteriology: Considering their Background and
Use,” in Salvation in the New Testament: Perspectives on Soteriology (ed. Jan G. van der Watt; NovTSup 121;
Leiden: Brill, 2005), 166.
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who would dedicate themselves fully to living in love and solidarity with God,
with Jesus, and above all, with one another and with humanity as a whole.
As I argued in Chapter 6, the conviction that Jesus had risen from among
the dead led his ﬁrst followers to the conclusion that he must have gone to
his death asking God that he might be raised and exalted as Lord so that
he might consummate the salvation of others that he had sought in life and
death. Just as he had lived for others, seeking the salvation of all, so also he
had died for others, and had asked God to be raised and exalted for others.9
And the way he would be “for others” and save them was by exercising his
lordship in order to bring all to live for God and others like him.
On the basis of their belief in his resurrection and exaltation, Jesus’ ﬁrst
followers must have concluded that what had made it possible for this new
community of followers to exist and to live in the way Jesus had taught and
embodied was not only what Jesus had done prior to his death, but also what
he continued to do from heaven. They came to believe that Jesus had poured
out the Holy Spirit to guide and strengthen them, and that he would some
day return in glory to save them and others. At the present time, he also interceded on their behalf as mediator, thereby giving them assurance of God’s
forgiveness and acceptance. From their perspective, Jesus had been exalted by
God not only on account of what he had done in his life and death, but also
on account of what he would do in the future. In eﬀect, the way Jesus had
lived and died for others ensured that, once he had been raised, he would continue to consecrate himself entirely to the salvation of others. On this basis,
God had exalted him to his right hand of power.
In Chapter 6 of this study, we noted that it was natural for Jesus’ followers
to begin to interpret Jesus’ death in sacriﬁcial terms. In his death, Jesus had
oﬀered himself up to God on behalf of others, interceding to God for them.
The content of this intercession was not only that God forgive them their sins,
but also that God continue to act to strengthen them in their faith and commitment and to enable them to reach out to others so that their community
might grow and expand. As we saw in Chapter 8, Jesus was believed to have
died not only so that his followers might live in a new community under him,
but also so that this community might be fully committed to living in love in
the same way that he had. Through his faithfulness unto death to that task, he
had established a new basis upon which God related to all those who followed
him, as well as a new basis upon which his followers related to God and one
another. Whether or not Jesus had spoken of a new covenant, this new basis
for relating to God and one another, independently of the Mosaic law, would
eventually lead his followers to understand themselves to be living under a
9. Bernd Janowski rightly notes that the language of giving one’s life for others used in the New Testament
has to do just as much with Jesus’ life and ministry as it does with his death: “Der Begriﬀ der „Lebenshingabe”
meint die Gesamtexistens Jesu, d. h. das Leben, das Jesus in liebender Hingabe an die anderen gelebt hat, und
den Tod, der die Konsequenz—und nicht das Ziel (Finalsinn)—dieses Lebens war” (“Das Leben für andere
hingeben: Alttestamentliche Voraussetzungen für die Deutung des Todes Jesu,” in Deutungen des Todes Jesu im
Neuen Testament; ed. Jörg Frey and Jens Schröter; WUNT 181; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005, 116; see 97-118).
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covenant that was distinct from that which God had established with Israel
many centuries earlier.
The convictions of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers regarding Jesus’ identity as risen
and exalted Lord and Son of God also led them to develop the interpretations of Scripture we examined in Chapter 9. Those interpretations enabled
them to convince others of their own convictions and to defend those convictions against those who questioned and criticized them. Their use of Scripture
allowed them to argue that, rather than demonstrating that Jesus was not who
they believed him to be, Jesus’ cruciﬁxion had deﬁned more than anything else
the extent of his love for all people, as well as the love of the God whom he had
called “Father” or “Abba.” Jesus’ willingness to die on a cross, and his Father’s
willingness to hand him over to such a death, had shown that the love, solidarity, and self-giving of God and Jesus knew no limits or bounds. That same love
was to deﬁne the identity of his community of followers, who could only truly
call Jesus “Lord” if they loved God and others in the same way Jesus had done.
The narratives regarding Jesus’ passion that quickly developed among his
followers served to stress all of these same points.10 Jesus’ death had been a
miscarriage of justice, perpetrated by sinful men opposed not only to Jesus,
but to God himself. Nevertheless, all that had taken place had been God’s
will in the sense that God had intended to bring the greatest good out of the
greatest evil ever perpetrated by human beings. Neither sinful human beings
nor the evil powers of the present age had been able to prevail over the love of
God and of his Son Jesus for all people.

Jesus’ Death as the Death of a Prophet
New Testament scholars have often argued that initially Jesus’ ﬁrst followers
understood his death as similar to the violent deaths that Israel’s prophets
and other righteous individuals from Israel’s history had endured. This idea
is in fact well-attested in the New Testament (Matt. 21:11, 46; 23:29-39;
Luke 11:46-51; 13:33-34; 24:19-20; Acts 3:14, 22-23; 7:52; 1 Thess. 2:1415). Frequently, however, the same scholars also aﬃrm that those who viewed
Jesus’ death along the lines of the death of a prophet or righteous leader would
have ascribed no real salviﬁc signiﬁcance to it.11 Obviously, this involves
10. On the development of the pre-Marcan passion narratives, see especially Raymond E. Brown, The Death
of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave. A Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four Gospels (ABRL;
New York: Doubleday, 1994), 1:53-106. John T. Carroll and Joel B. Green rightly question Martin Kähler’s
aﬃrmation that the Gospels were in essence passion narratives with extended introductions and note that the
“form–critical consensus on the ancient, autonomous existence of the passion narrative” has gradually been
disappearing (The Death of Jesus in Early Christianity; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995, 5-6). Ellen Bradshaw
Aitken is probably right to aﬃrm that “the account of formation of a story of Jesus’ suﬀering and death” was
rooted in ritual practice: “stories were told, songs were sung, and rituals were performed in such a way that Jesus’
death became the central point in the reenactment of the cultic life of the community.... To tell a story about
Jesus’ death was also to tell a story about the identity of the community” (Jesus’ Death in Early Christian Memory:
The Poetics of the Passion; NTOA/SUNT 53; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004, 16).
11. James Dunn, for example, writes: “An important corollary to the Acts sermons’ concentration on the
resurrection is the absence of any theology of the death of Jesus. His death is mentioned, but only as a bare fact
(usually highlighting Jewish responsibility). The historical fact is not interpreted (2.23, 36; 3.13-15; 4.10; 5.30;
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equating salvation with the forgiveness of sins. Since the death of a prophet
was not thought to make atonement for the sins of others, supposedly those
who regarded Jesus’ death as similar to that of a prophet would not have
believed that anyone had been saved by his death.
While scholars are undoubtedly correct in maintaining that in ancient
Jewish thought the death of a prophetic ﬁgure did not make atonement for
the sins of others, the reason for this is that, as I argued in Chapter 4, Jews in
antiquity did not believe that suﬀering and death in themselves atoned for sin.
In Chapter 5, however, we saw that the deaths of leaders or prophetic ﬁgures
who are violently and unjustly put to death, such as Martin Luther King Jr.
and Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero, can indeed serve to bring about the
liberation and transformation of others. This occurs when those who identify
with the cause or principles for which those leaders stood and for which they
gave up their life become so incensed and outraged that they lose their fear
and instead stand up against those who are oppressing them.
One of the ways in which the deaths of prophetic ﬁgures aﬀect others is
that they tend to polarize the members of the community or society of which
they form part by forcing all to take sides either for or against the person
who was killed or executed. Some justify the death of the prophetic ﬁgure
by aﬃrming either that he or she deserved to die, or else that he or she was
to blame for acting in ways that provoked others to anger, including those
responsible for the killing. Others, however, consider the ﬁgure’s death to be a
grave injustice and take the side of that ﬁgure over against those who carried
out or justify the killing, viewing them as oppressive, immoral, or unjust.
Among those who identify with a leader or prophetic ﬁgure who is killed
or put to death, two very diﬀerent reactions can be observed. Some respond
with fear and seek to avoid a similar fate by hiding, ﬂeeing, or disassociating
themselves from the person killed. Some may simply become discouraged and
on that basis abandon whatever cause or movement the prophetic ﬁgure had
been leading. This is generally what those responsible for the leader’s death
hope will happen. It is likely that this was the reason why those who arrested
Jesus and put him to death left his disciples and followers alone. They believed
that, once Jesus had been put to death, his followers would be overcome with
fear or simply become discouraged and disband, since Jesus would no longer
be present to direct and inspire them. In this way, any threat that Jesus or his
followers posed would come to an end.
However, the violent death of a leader or prophetic ﬁgure can also lead
those who identify with him or her to respond very diﬀerently. They may not
7.52; 10.39; 13.27f ). It is never said, for example, that ‘Jesus died on our behalf ’ or ‘for our sins’; there are no
suggestions that Jesus’ death was a sacriﬁce” (Unity and Diversity in the New Testament: An Inquiry into the
Character of Earliest Christianity, 2nd ed.; London: SCM, 1990, 17). Similarly, Marinus de Jonge aﬃrms: “It is
generally accepted that a very early stage [sic] Jesus’ death was seen as that of an envoy of God rejected by Israel.... No
positive meaning is attached to his death as such” (“Jesus’ Death for Others and the Death of the Maccabean
Martyrs,” in Text and Testimony: Essays on New Testament and Apocryphal Literature in Honour of A.F.J. Klijn; ed.
T. Baarda et al.; Kampen: Kok, 1988, 143).
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only lose all fear and turn against those responsible for that death, but also
take some action against those they regard as responsible for that death. This
action may involve physical or verbal attacks or simply some type of prophetic
denunciation. Rather than disbanding or disassociating themselves from the
prophetic ﬁgure, they may come to identify even more strongly with that ﬁgure and rally around the cause that they associate with him or her. In this way,
the eﬀect of the death of the prophetic ﬁgure or leader is the opposite of what
those responsible for that death desired.
According to the Gospels, initially the disciples reacted precisely as those
who had Jesus put to death hoped they would. They ﬂed when Jesus was
arrested, denied him, abandoned him to die alone, hid behind closed doors
out of fear, and perhaps went back to the life they had lived prior to knowing
Jesus. At some point not long after his death, however, at least some of Jesus’
ﬁrst followers lost their fear and began to proclaim boldly their message with
regard to Jesus. They became willing to suﬀer persecution and even die for
what they believed concerning Jesus and the reign of God he had proclaimed.
As noted above, it is likely that their boldness was due to experiences that led
them to the conviction that Jesus had risen from among the dead.
It is not clear, however, to what extent Jesus’ ﬁrst followers actively
opposed the authorities whom they considered responsible for his death. The
Gospels and the book of Acts contain numerous passages that castigate the
Jewish authorities and leaders for putting Jesus to death and persecuting his
followers as well. Nevertheless, both those writings as well as others in the
New Testament indicate that Jesus’ followers tended to obey both the Jewish
and Roman authorities in general terms and opted for non-violent resistance
rather than open rebellion.
While Jesus’ death may not have led his ﬁrst followers to resort to physical violence against those whom they considered responsible for having Jesus
killed, at some point it does seem to have moved them to identify more
strongly with Jesus and the ideas they associated with him. From their perspective, the fact that he had died in the same way that other prophetic ﬁgures
and leaders had died contributed to the salvation of others by leading many
to grow even stronger in their commitment to Jesus and everything he stood
for. This does not mean, however, that Jesus’ followers initially saw Jesus’ death
simply as a model or example to be imitated.12 Rather, their conviction that
God had raised and exalted Jesus after he had oﬀered up his life for others
led them to identify with Jesus personally as their cruciﬁed and living Lord,
rather than merely identifying with the past event of his death or the love he
had shown by going to the cross. That love was not merely something that
they were called to reproduce on their own. What moved them to commit
12. Undoubtedly, the idea that in his death Jesus provided his followers with a model or example of
love that they are to imitate runs throughout the New Testament texts (see especially Michael Wolter, “Die
Heilstod Jesu als theologisches Argument,” in Deutungen, ed. Frey and Schröter, 305-8). Nevertheless, the
salviﬁc signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death in New Testament thought can in no way be reduced to this idea, as we
shall see further on.
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themselves to practicing the same love Jesus had shown in his death was not
his death per se, but their faith in him and in the God whom he had proclaimed. In other words, it was not so much what Jesus had done that transformed them, but the way in which they continued to relate to him, to the God
he had called “Father,” and to one another through him. It was belief in Jesus’
resurrection that distinguished Jesus from the other great prophetic ﬁgures of
history, many of whom had died exemplary deaths as Jesus had.
The conviction that Jesus had risen from the dead would also enable the
ﬁrst believers to overcome their fear of the authorities and others who sought
to persecute them for following Jesus. Although they might still suﬀer a great
deal, they could be conﬁdent that in the end God would raise them as he had
raised Jesus. They would also be led to conclude that if they denied Jesus or
refused to stand up for him as they should, some day they would meet with
the disapproval of both God and Jesus himself, and perhaps even be condemned by God and Jesus. Faith in Jesus’ resurrection would thus strengthen
their resolve to follow and proclaim him as Lord. In this case, however, this
resolve would be the result of their belief in Jesus’ resurrection, rather than any
eﬀect that his death had on them.
If Jesus’ ﬁrst followers initially saw his death as akin to that of the prophets who had preceded him, therefore, that would have been enough for them
to begin to aﬃrm that he had died for them and their sins. In this case, they
would have meant that Jesus had given up his life instead of seeking to preserve it in order that his community of followers might be emboldened to
turn away from their sinful ways and instead dedicate their lives to serving
God and others in love as he had, thereby experiencing salvation both in the
present age and the age to come. Jesus had been free to live for others and
dedicate himself to doing God’s will because he had trusted that, even if he
was put to death, God would raise him from among the dead. In the same
way, their faith in Jesus’ resurrection provided them with assurance that they
too could serve God and others without fear, since no matter what happened
to them, some day Jesus would return to bring about their salvation. Their love
and service of others, however, was not to be motivated by a selﬁsh concern
for their own salvation. In that case, rather than loving others, they would be
using them as a means to another end, serving them not because they truly
cared for them, but because they wanted to gain something for themselves.
In contrast, to love in the way Jesus and God himself had loved was to see
the well-being of others as an end in itself and to care deeply for others. By
deﬁnition, only those who loved in that way could truly attain the salvation
God had promised through Jesus.
At the same time, it was natural for Jesus’ ﬁrst followers to begin speaking,
not only of Jesus suﬀering and dying for them, but of their suﬀering and dying
for Jesus and for others as well. Just as many Jews in antiquity had suﬀered and
died for the Mosaic law in the sense that they were willing to endure hardships and death so that others might continue to value and obey the law, so
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also Jesus’ followers were willing to suﬀer and die for him in the sense that
they valued serving him out of love for others above all else, even their own
life. Through this service and dedication to the well-being of others, they also
sought to serve as Jesus’ instruments to bring others to faith in him so that
they too might ﬁnd life in him. Thus, just as Jesus had suﬀered and died for
believers, believers were also to be willing to suﬀer and die for Jesus, which
meant giving their lives for others continually as he had.
These same ideas would lead Jesus’ ﬁrst followers to speak of suﬀering
and dying with Jesus as well. Their dedication to Jesus and to God’s will as it
had been redeﬁned through Jesus would bring them to endure the same type
of persecution that Jesus himself had endured. At some point, some of them
would even be killed or put to death as Jesus had. They would therefore not
only identify with Jesus as their Lord, but also with his suﬀerings and death.
To follow him meant to suﬀer both for him and with him and, in some cases,
to die for him and with him as well.
For these reasons, even if initially Jesus’ ﬁrst followers primarily saw his
death as comparable to the deaths of other prophets, leaders, and righteous
persons, it is incorrect to maintain that they would not have ascribed any
salviﬁc signiﬁcance to his death. As they viewed Jesus’ death in light of the
ministry that had preceded and occasioned it and the resurrection and exaltation that had followed upon it, Jesus’ followers would come to the conclusion
that, through his death, Jesus had accomplished the salvation of others in the
sense that he had made it possible for others to live under God’s will as members of the community he had lived and died to establish. As they dedicated
themselves to serving God and others in the way Jesus had alongside of their
sisters and brothers in the faith, they looked back on Jesus’ willingness to suffer and die as the decisive moment that had made this new reality possible.

Did Jesus’ First Followers Believe He Had Undergone the Messianic
Tribulation?
In Chapter 5 of this study, I have argued against the proposal of scholars
such as Albert Schweitzer, Dale Allison, and N. T. Wright that Jesus believed
that in his death he would undergo the messianic tribulation that many Jews
expected to take place before the consummation of all things. In principle,
even if Jesus did not view his death in that way, it is possible that his ﬁrst followers came to ascribe such a meaning to his death. However, when we look
closely at the New Testament writings, we ﬁnd not only little if any evidence
in support of such a possibility, but also good reasons to reject it.13
13. Richard Horsley goes so far as to aﬃrm, “The scholarly impression that a ‘great tribulation’ would be
a principal event in the supposed ‘apocalyptic scenario’ may be the result of tricks that their own translation
and literal reading played on the scholars. There is no reference to a special time of tribulation or suﬀering in
any of the second-temple apocalyptic texts, except for the brief statement in Daniel 12:1b.... [T]he ‘suﬀerings’
mentioned in Mark 13:19, 24a (also) referred to the eﬀects of Roman military attacks or acts of repression
and persecution by Roman client rulers, i.e., to historical-political conﬂict and distress. In both Daniel 12:1b
and Mark 13, on the basis of recent experience, the political repression was expected to become more severe
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The New Testament passages that speak of a period of intense suﬀerings
and tribulations before the end consistently refer to that period as something
that is to take place in the future, following Jesus’ death and resurrection (Matt.
24:3-51; Mark 13:3-25; Luke 21:7-36; Rom. 2:5-9, 16; 1 Thess. 4:13—5:3; 2
Thess. 1:6-10). Nowhere does one ﬁnd the idea that this time of tribulation
was believed to have taken place already during Jesus’ own lifetime or when
he died. When Jesus describes this tribulation in the Gospels, he regards it as
something that his disciples and others will experience, but he never aﬃrms
that he himself or the Son of Man will endure it. On the contrary, the Son of
Man will come from heaven to put an end to that tribulation. Neither Jesus’
followers nor others are ever said to be delivered from having to endure that
tribulation as a result of Jesus’ death. Furthermore, as we noted in Chapter 5,
for Jesus to endure that tribulation in the place of others would defeat entirely
its purpose, which was to test all people to see who would be truly faithful
and to purge sin and evil from among God’s people and the world in general
before the new age might be brought in.
Undoubtedly, numerous New Testament texts allude to Jesus’ own suﬀering
and his cruciﬁxion by using some of the same imagery associated with the
time of tribulation to come. Prior to his death, Jesus experiences intense anxiety and aﬃrms that his heart is troubled (Matt. 26:37-38; Mark 14:33; Luke
22:44; John 12:27). During his cruciﬁxion and immediately afterwards, the
earth becomes dark, the ground quakes, and some of the dead arise (Matt.
27:45, 51-54; Mark 15:33; Luke 23:44-45). Yet there is no good reason to
equate Jesus’ personal anguish and these other phenomena with the tribulation expected to take place at the end of the present age. They may be similar,
but they are not the same.
All of this suggests that Jesus’ followers regarded Jesus’ death as salviﬁc,
not because he had endured the expected tribulation himself in the place of
others, but because his death had made it possible for there to be a period of
time in which more people could be brought to faith and incorporated into
his community of followers in order to attain salvation through him (Matt.
24:14; Mark 13:10). Had God or Jesus acted during Jesus’ lifetime prior to
his death to bring to pass the events associated with the establishment of
God’s reign, including the resurrection of the dead and the ﬁnal judgment,
the number of those saved would have been relatively small. Nevertheless,
because Jesus’ proclamation of that reign was generating such conﬂict that the
authorities would not tolerate Jesus’ ministry for much longer before seeking
to put him to death, the only way for there to be more time for the gospel to
be announced throughout the world was for Jesus to accept death. His death
would therefore be regarded as “for others” or “for the many” in the sense that
it made it possible for there to be a period during which many more people
before the people were delivered. In neither case, however, does it seem to refer to a special period of time in
an eschatological scenario” (The Prophet Jesus and the Renewal of Israel: Moving beyond a Diversionary Debate;
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012, 45-46).
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from all over the world might come to hear and believe the gospel through
the apostolic proclamation, and thereby attain salvation.
While no passages in the New Testament state this idea explicitly, it is
implied in a number of passages. The Synoptics and Acts as well as several
of the New Testament epistles consider the time between Jesus’ resurrection
and his second coming as a time of opportunity for more people to repent
and dedicate themselves to living in a way pleasing to God, as Jesus taught.14
As we have seen in Chapter 9, Jesus’ death and resurrection are also viewed as
part of a divine plan aimed at the proclamation of the gospel throughout the
world. The way in which this divine plan is presented in the New Testament
also suggests that it was necessary for Jesus’ disciples and ﬁrst followers to go
through the experience of seeing Jesus suﬀer and die and then contemplating
him in his risen, gloriﬁed condition. Only in that way would they become
fully convinced of Jesus’ lordship and divine authority and be emboldened
and empowered to endure hardships and persecution as they went out into
the world to proclaim the gospel.
A related question that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers may have felt the need to
address is why God could not simply have exalted Jesus to a position of glory
and power for the whole world to see in order to usher in the kingdom immediately following his death and resurrection. In this way, all people could be
brought to believe in Jesus and become convinced of his lordship. Some may
have asked why, if God wanted all people to come to faith, the risen Jesus had
shown himself only to a small number of his own followers. Jesus’ followers
may have responded to this question by aﬃrming that, had God acted in that
way, people would have come to faith in Jesus and acknowledged his lordship,
not out of conviction, but solely out of fear or self-interest, desiring merely to
escape condemnation. They would therefore not have become truly committed to the values and way of life taught and embodied by Jesus. For people
to be ﬁt for God’s reign, they needed ﬁrst to be transformed in their way of
thinking and learn to give of themselves in love to and for others as Jesus had
done in his life and death. This could only take place as they identiﬁed not
only with the risen, gloriﬁed Jesus, but also with the love for God and others
that he had shown in his suﬀering and his death on the cross.
What many Jews found unique and strange about the proclamation of
Jesus’ ﬁrst followers was that in eﬀect they proclaimed two diﬀerent comings of
the Messiah. For the most part, those Jews who expected a Messiah seem to
have believed that the messianic age would become a reality as soon as that
Messiah was made manifest. A number of New Testament passages contrast
two diﬀerent comings of Jesus as the Messiah. In John’s Gospel, Jesus assures
his disciples that, even though he is going away in his death, he will return
once more for them ( John 14:2-3, 18, 28; 16:16-22). The book of Acts also
aﬃrms that it is necessary for Jesus to come again in order to bring about
14. See, for example, Matt. 24:42-51; Mark 13:31-37; Luke 21:34-36; 24:46-47; Acts 2:38-40; 3:19-21;
5:31; 17:30-31; 26:20; 1 Thess. 3:12-13; 5:1-10; 2 Thess. 2:1-2; 1 Tim. 6:11-15; James 5:7-8; 2 Pet. 3:1-18.
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the new age of salvation that many Jews associated with the Messiah’s ﬁrst
and only coming (Acts 1:11; 3:19-21). According to Heb. 9:27-28, Jesus’ ﬁrst
coming was to “deal with sin,” while his second coming will be to save those
who hope in him. This implies that Jesus’ ﬁrst coming was necessary in order
to bring about in God’s people the moral transformation necessary in order
for them to be saved at his second coming.

+FTVT%FBUIBOE*TBJBI
As we noted in Chapter 9, the manner in which Jesus’ ﬁrst followers interpreted the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of his death was also greatly inﬂuenced by their
reading of the Scriptures of Israel. While they came to believe that a number
of passages from the Psalms had been fulﬁlled in Jesus’ suﬀerings and death,
sooner or later they also came to interpret Isaiah 53 in that same sense. Because
several verses of Isaiah 53 allude to the servant’s suﬀering for the sins of others
and bringing about their healing and justiﬁcation in some way, New Testament
scholars have almost universally agreed that this passage played a vital role in
leading Jesus’ ﬁrst followers to see his death as an atonement for sins.
The New Testament writings do seem to indicate, however, that when
Jesus’ ﬁrst followers looked to Isaiah 53, their initial focus was not on the
verses that speak of the servant’s suﬀering and death for others or for their
sins, but other aspects of the chapter. Sam Williams has noted that all of the
six explicit quotations from Isaiah 53 in the New Testament allude either
to Jesus’ ministry, to the manner in which Jesus was persecuted and put to
death, or to the proclamation of the gospel, but do not reﬂect any idea of
expiation for sins.15 Matthew, for example, sees Jesus’ healing activity as fulﬁlling Isaiah’s words about God’s servant taking away inﬁrmities and diseases
(Matt. 8:17).16 In his epistles, Paul cites Isaiah 53 only twice: to support his
aﬃrmation that “not all believed the gospel” in Rom. 10:16-17 (see Isa. 53:1)
and to argue that his work of proclaiming the gospel where it has not been
heard previously is guided by the principle articulated in Isaiah 52:15: “Those
who have never been told of him shall see, and those who have never heard of
him shall understand” (see Rom. 15:20-21).17 As noted in Chapter 9, certain
parts of Isaiah 53 would have been seen merely as pointing forward to what
Jesus would suﬀer and the way he would die. In fact, the only New Testament
15. Sam K. Williams, Jesus’ Death as Saving Event: The Background and Origin of a Concept (HDR 2;
Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975), 222-24.
16. As Lidija Novakovic has argued, this is the sense of the Hebrew original, in contrast to the Septuagint,
which speaks of the servant carrying the sins of others and emphasizes his suﬀering on behalf of others
(“Matthew’s Atomistic Use of Scripture: Messianic Interpretation of Isaiah 53:4 in Matthew 8:17,” in Biblical
Interpretation in Early Christian Gospels, Vol. 2: The Gospel of Matthew; ed. Thomas R. Hatina; LNTS 304;
London: T & T Clark, 2006, 155-59).
17. See Francis Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith, 2nd ed. (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark,
2016), 505-6. While the belief that what was prophesied in Isaiah 53 has been fulﬁlled in Christ may be
embedded within the “substructure of Paul’s thought,” as Watson argues, Paul’s epistles provide no basis for
claiming that he found in Isaiah 53 any answers to the question of precisely how Christ’s death beneﬁts others,
as Watson himself must recognize (503-16).
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passage that explicitly relates Jesus’ suﬀerings and death with the verses from
Isaiah 53 that refer to the vicarious nature of the servant’s death is 1 Pet.
2:22-24.18 Nevertheless, we may still explore in general terms the question of
how Jesus’ ﬁrst followers would have come to see Jesus as having fulﬁlled the
verses from Isaiah 53 that speak of the servant suﬀering and dying for others
and for their sins.19
In verses 5 and 8 of the Hebrew version of Isaiah 53, as well as verses 5
and 12 of the Septuagint, we ﬁnd the aﬃrmation that the servant suﬀered
and died because of the people’s sins and transgressions (MT mippesha‘; LXX
dia tas hamartias/anomias). This involves positing some causal relationship
between the people’s sins and the servant’s suﬀerings. Some New Testament
scholars have claimed that Jesus’ disciples and earliest followers considered
that Jesus had died on account of their sins in the sense that he had been
put to death as a result of their own shortcomings and failures in his last
days and hours, rather than for any personal sins he had committed himself.20
This seems unlikely, however, since the sins that were thought to have led to
Jesus’ death would have been not only those of his closest disciples, but those
of other human beings as well, including especially the Jewish and Roman
authorities. What had led to Jesus’ cruciﬁxion was not anything his followers
had done, but the active opposition to sinful practices and structures that had
characterized his entire ministry, as well as his activity on behalf of an alternative community and system. On the basis of what we have seen so far in
this work, we must also rule out the possibility that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers interpreted these verses from Isaiah 53 in the sense that the sins of humanity had
made it necessary for Jesus to die as humanity’s substitute in order to deliver
human beings from the punishment their sins deserved.
According to Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, what was necessary was not that human
sin be punished, but that the members of God’s people turn back to him in
love and obedience in order to live in accordance with his will. This was the
purpose for which God had sent Jesus. The aﬃrmation that Jesus had suﬀered
and died on account of the people’s sins would be understood in the sense that
the persistent sinfulness of the people had made it necessary for Jesus to come
and carry out a ministry designed to bring about in others the life of righteousness God desired to see. His dedication to this ministry of saving people
from their sinful ways had led to conﬂict and ultimately the cross. Therefore,
because Jesus’ suﬀering and death had been the consequence of Jesus’ coming
and his faithfulness to the task given him, he could be said to have suﬀered
and died because of the people’s sins.
18. On the New Testament passages that show the inﬂuence of Isaiah 53, see especially Hans-Ruedi
Weber, The Cross: Tradition and Interpretation of the Cruciﬁxion of Jesus in the World of the New Testament, trans.
Elke Jessett (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 53-58.
19. For the discussion that follows, the reader may wish to refer to the table that appears in Chapter 4
on page 207.
20. See, for example, Jacob Kremer, Der erste Brief an die Korinther (RNT; Regensburg: Pustet, 1997),
322-23.
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In any case, Jesus’ ﬁrst followers would not have seen his suﬀerings and
death in themselves as bringing about in others the change of life God
desired to see. Rather, his suﬀerings and death formed part of an overarching
divine plan aimed at establishing a community of people who would leave
behind their sinful ways in order to live in conformity with God’s will as
deﬁned through Jesus. This community had now been established not only
as a result of what Jesus had done in life and death, but also as a result of all
that had taken place and would continue to take place following his resurrection, including Jesus’ ongoing activity through the Holy Spirit, as well as his
heavenly intercession on behalf of believers. Everything that God had done
through Jesus had made it possible for believers to be delivered from their
sins and transgressions by living in a new way and on that basis receive divine
forgiveness, not only for the sins of the past, but also for the sins they would
inevitably continue to commit after coming to faith. Jesus had suﬀered and
died in order that all of these things might become a reality.
The divine plan to save people from their sins, therefore, had required that
Jesus die. As mentioned in Chapter 9, however, this was not because of some
blind fate or merely the necessity that the Scriptures be fulﬁlled, but because
only by giving up his life could Jesus establish a community in which all would be
fully committed to doing God’s will in the way deﬁned by him through his life, sufferings, and death. Only if he himself had been fully committed to that will to
the end could he expect to bring into existence a community of followers who
would share the same commitment and serve as his instrument for bringing
one another and others outside of the community into accordance with that
will. Furthermore, for such a community to exist, it was necessary that it be
under a Lord who had dedicated his life to the salvation of others. The only
way that Jesus could be such a Lord was by oﬀering up his life to God when
his work on behalf of others had led to the threat of the cross.
According to this understanding of Jesus’ suﬀerings and death, it would not
matter whether phrases such as “our sins” and “our transgressions” in Isaiah 53
would be seen as alluding only to the sins of Israel or to those of the nations
as well. Even if Jesus’ ﬁrst followers believed Isaiah had had in mind only the
sins of Israel when he spoke of the servant suﬀering on account of the sins
of others and bearing those sins, they would nevertheless eventually come
to maintain that people of all other nations needed to be saved from their
persistent sinfulness just as much as the people of Israel did. The fact that,
from the perspective of the ﬁrst believers, Jesus had died seeking to establish a
community of followers composed of people from all the nations meant that
Jesus could also be viewed as having died, not only for the sins of believers, but
for the sins of all people, even though many would not ultimately be saved.
Jesus might also be thought to have died for the sins and transgressions
of people from past generations. This was because in some way their sin had
contributed to the ongoing sinfulness of their descendants. It is likely that
Jesus’ ﬁrst followers believed that those who had lived prior to Jesus’ coming
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might also come to be saved from their sins through Jesus when he returned
to judge all people. If Jesus was believed to have preached the gospel to the
dead during the time he had passed in the realm of the dead, as 1 Pet. 3:18-20
and 4:6 aﬃrm, the purpose of his proclamation must have been seen as that of
sharing with at least some of the dead the good news regarding the fulﬁllment
of God’s promises of salvation through him so that they too might attain salvation by coming to live under his lordship some day.
The other aﬃrmations of Isaiah 53 could also be understood on the basis
of these same basic ideas. The phrase in Isa. 53:6, “the Lord has delivered him
up for our sins” (kurios paredōken auton tais hamartias hēmōn), could be read
in the sense that the people’s sins had been the cause of the servant’s being
given over to death in three ways. First, it was the persistent sinfulness of
God’s people and their resistance to God’s previous eﬀorts to deliver them
from that sinfulness that had made it necessary for Jesus to come and carry
out a ministry aimed at bringing them to change their ways—a ministry that
would result in his violent death. Second, the people’s sinfulness had led them
to reject Jesus and have him killed. While of course only a small number of
persons had actually been responsible for having Jesus put to death, their sin
might be seen as paradigmatic of the sin of all and as an expression of the sinfulness of God’s people or human beings as a whole. In that case, because all
people had consistently rejected God’s eﬀorts to bring them to abandon their
sinful ways, the sin of those who had acted to have Jesus cruciﬁed was simply
one more instance of the sinfulness of all people. And third, it had been Jesus’
eﬀorts to establish a people who would no longer live in sin that had led to
his death. The same interpretations could be given to the Septuagint version
of Isa. 53:8, which states that “because of the lawless deeds (apo tōn anomiōn)
of my people he was led to death.”
In Isa. 53:5, both the Masoretic text and the Septuagint aﬃrm that through
the servant’s wounds the people were healed. This could simply be understood
to mean that, as a result of Jesus’ willingness to endure physical abuse at the
hands of those who mistreated him and put him to death, many had found
salvation. This was true both in the sense that they now lived in conformity
with God’s will and in the sense that they had attained wholeness to some
extent in the present age, and could be certain that they would be made fully
whole in the age to come. Similarly, the aﬃrmation that “the chastisement of
our peace was upon him” in Isa. 53:5 could be read as referring to the notion
that Jesus’ willingness to endure suﬀering and death in accordance with God’s
will had made it possible for many to come to experience the shalom God
desired for all. As we observed in Chapter 4, both the Hebrew musar and
the Greek paideia used in this verse refer to chastisement that has a corrective
purpose. In this case, in order to bring others into conformity with his will so
that they might have peace—including both peace with God and peace in a
general sense in the present world and the world to come—, God had willed
that Jesus endure the type of suﬀering that sinners deserved for their sins.
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Nevertheless, Jesus’ suﬀerings and death had not been an end in themselves, as
if they had been necessary for a perfectly holy and just God to forgive sins or
grant peace, but rather had been the consequence of his eﬀorts to establish the
ekklēsia or church, the community of those who would practice the righteousness God desired. Jesus’ willingness to endure this “chastisement” on behalf of
others had made it possible for this new reality to come to pass and for them
now to participate in it.
In the last two verses of Isaiah 53, both the Masoretic text and the
Septuagint aﬃrm that the servant bore the people’s sins in some sense (vv.
11-12). Similarly, in the Hebrew text, v. 6 speaks of God having laid the iniquity of the people on the servant, while v. 4 states that the servant bore the
blows or wounds of the people. This last phrase could be read either in the
sense that it was the people themselves who struck the servant or in the sense
that the servant bore blows that were intended by some for others, whether
justly or injustly. No matter how Jesus’ ﬁrst followers read these words, they
would not have understood them in the sense that it had been necessary for
God to inﬂict suﬀering and death on Jesus in order to forgive human beings.
Nor did they conceive of human sins as some type of actual metaphysical
entity or substance that could be transferred to Jesus. N. T. Wright’s notion
that the sins of humankind had to be “concentrated” and “piled up in one
great obvious heap” in order to be condemned by being placed on Christ in
his death would have been entirely foreign to their thought.21 Jews in antiquity did not believe that sins were actual entities or substances that could be
“concentrated” or “piled up in a heap,” and much less transferred to another
person, such as Jesus. Even if Jesus’ followers had conceived of sin in this way,
they would not have thought that there was some reason why it was impossible for God to deliver human beings from that sin simply by overlooking it
or destroying it by ﬁat, without Jesus having to suﬀer and die.
Undoubtedly, Jesus’ followers might aﬃrm that, because of their sins and
Jesus’ innocence, it was they rather than Jesus who deserved to suﬀer the type
of things that Jesus had suﬀered. However, their logic would not be that God’s
strict and inﬂexible justice required that all sin receive its proper retribution
but rather that, if they were the ones whom God was attempting to correct and bring into conformity with his will, it was they rather than Jesus
who should have suﬀered and endured chastisement. Even if they believed
that Jesus had suﬀered what they deserved to suﬀer, they would not have
concluded that he had endured their suﬀering in their place as their substitute. Rather, he had suﬀered what their sins deserved in order to save them
and others from their persistent sinfulness and the divine condemnation that
resulted from that sinfulness. However, it was not his suﬀerings in themselves
21. N. T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Edinburgh: T & T
Clark, 1991), 196, 198. Characterizing the thought of Paul in Rom. 8:3, Wright speaks of “the strange plan of
God to deal with sin by collecting it in one place and condemning it there,” and aﬃrms that “only so can sin
be properly dealt with” (198).
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that saved them and others from their sinfulness, but all that he had taught
and embodied in life and death, as well as everything that God had continued
to do through Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and the community of believers following Jesus’ resurrection and exaltation.
According to what we saw in Chapter 4 of this study, the allusion to the
servant having borne the sins of others would probably not have been understood in the sense that Jesus bore the punishment that others deserved for
their sins in order to bring them back to God. Rather, what he had borne was
the responsibility of bringing others to leave behind their sinful ways or the
consequences of his commitment to that task, in spite of the suﬀering that
this entailed for him. Jesus might also be said to have borne the sins of others
in the sense that he had been willing to suﬀer and die in order for others to be
delivered from their persistent sinfulness and the divine condemnation that
resulted from that sinfulness. This deliverance would take place as a result of
their incorporation into the community of followers that would be brought
into existence through Jesus’ faithfulness unto death to the task given him.
Because it was God who had sent Jesus to carry out the ministry he did
and handed him over to death when that ministry had led to conﬂict, in a
sense God could also be seen as the one who had been responsible for Jesus’
suﬀerings and death. In reality, of course, it was the sins of the people that
were ultimately responsible for Jesus’ death, since had they not been mired in
sins, it would not have been necessary for God to send Jesus and have him
carry out a task that would lead to his death. Jesus’ followers would therefore
interpret Isaiah’s aﬃrmation that God had laid upon his servant the iniquity
of all to mean that God had laid on Jesus’ shoulders the task and responsibility
of doing what was necessary to deliver the people from their persistent sinfulness and, when that task had led to the threat of death, God had willed that
Jesus remain faithful to that task to the very end. Only in that way could that
task be fully accomplished.
Jesus’ followers would have understood the allusion to the servant’s interceding for the transgressors in the Hebrew version of Isa. 53:12 as referring either to Jesus’ petition that God forgive those who cruciﬁed him (Luke
23:34) or to the implicit petition on behalf of the salvation of others that he
was believed to have made as he faced death. This does not necessarily mean
that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers believed that Jesus had actually prayed to God asking him to save and forgive others in his last hours and minutes. As we saw in
Chapter 6, the fact that Jesus was oﬀering his life up to God due to his commitment to seeking the salvation of sinners, as he had throughout his ministry, would lead his followers to see Jesus’ death as an implicit petition for God
to grant forgiveness and salvation to all those who would come to live under
his lordship. Because Jesus’ followers believed that he had been fully conscious
of the divine plan of which his death formed part, they would also have interpreted his death as an implicit petition that people from all over the world be
brought to form part of the church or community of followers that would be
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established through his death. In that case, the transgressors on whose behalf
Jesus had interceded would be thought to have included all people.
The manner in which Jesus had oﬀered up his life to God as a result of his
dedication to bringing others into conformity with God’s will would provide
Jesus’ followers with the basis necessary to apply to Jesus the aﬃrmation that
many would be made or declared righteous as a result of the servant giving up
his life (Isa. 53:11 MT). From their perspective, Jesus’ faithfulness unto death
in seeking to form around himself a people committed to practicing righteousness had not only accomplished that objective, but had provided a basis
upon which God might declare righteous the members of that people. The
justiﬁcation of many and the bearing of their sins mentioned in Isa. 53:11-12
would also be seen in relation to Jesus’ intercession. He could be said to have
borne them and their sins on his heart as he went to his death in that his ultimate objective was that through him they might ﬁnd healing and salvation
from their persistent sinfulness and be accepted by God as righteous, in spite
of their sins.
Although Jesus’ ﬁrst followers must have interpreted Isaiah 53 on the basis
of what had taken place in Jesus’ ﬁnal days and hours in Jerusalem, their reading of Isaiah 53 undoubtedly aﬀected the way they interpreted Jesus’ death
as well. This does not necessarily mean that they made up certain events in
order to make the narrative they told regarding Jesus’ passion and death conform to Isaiah 53. They apparently did, however, emphasize in that narrative certain ideas mentioned in Isaiah 53 that could be seen as having been
fulﬁlled in what had happened to Jesus, such as his being rejected, beaten,
counted among the transgressors, and ﬁnally killed, even though he had not
done anything deserving of such a fate. It is less certain whether Jesus actually
remained silent before his accusers or was buried in the tomb of a wealthy
person (Isa. 53:7, 9).
More importantly, the fact that Isaiah 53 aﬃrms that the servant suﬀered
and died for others and for their sins and transgressions may have led Jesus’
ﬁrst followers to use the same type of formulas to allude to the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of his death. If so, it was not their understanding of Jesus’ death that led
them to use such formulas, but rather the existence of such formulas in Isaiah 53 that
led them to speak of Jesus’ death in new ways. In that case, they came to employ
language that was not their own in order to refer to the manner in which
Jesus’ suﬀering and death had contributed to the salvation of others. In other
words, they adapted their understanding of Jesus’ death to ﬁt the formulas
found in Isaiah 53, rather than simply realizing that the formulas articulated
ideas and interpretations of Jesus’ death that had already arisen among them.
Therefore, even though Isaiah 53 was not a starting-point for their interpretation of Jesus’ death, it served as a catalyst for their reﬂection and brought them
to speak and conceive of the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death in new ways.
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Jesus’ Death
There seems to be little evidence that passages from the Hebrew Scriptures
other than Isaiah 53 led Jesus’ ﬁrst followers to begin to aﬃrm that Jesus had
died for others or for their sins. As we noted in Chapter 4, outside of Isaiah
53, the idea of vicarious death is virtually absent from the Hebrew Scriptures.
Nevertheless, as we also saw in Chapter 4, the books of 2 and 4 Maccabees
provide evidence that by the ﬁrst century CE some Jews could speak of certain persons suﬀering and dying for others and for the law. On this basis, a
number of scholars have argued that some of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers looked to
the “martyr-theology” that is found in 2 and 4 Maccabees to deﬁne the manner in which Jesus’ death was salviﬁc.22
Of course, nothing in the New Testament indicates that these two writings had any direct inﬂuence on the way Jesus’ ﬁrst followers came to interpret
his death. Because Jesus was neither attempting to uphold the law when he
died nor being persecuted by the Romans for having remained faithful to the
law, it is doubtful that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers would have seen any direct parallel
between him and ﬁgures such as Eleazar, the seven brothers, and the mother
who had died for the law. The notion of dying for the law, however, could have
inﬂuenced Jesus’ followers to speak of Jesus dying on behalf of something
else, such as the truth of what he had taught, the salvation of others, or the
church. In that case, just as those persecuted and tortured in 2 Maccabees
were said to have died because of their commitment to the law and in order
to strengthen others in that same commitment (2 Macc. 6:27-28; 7:9, 11; cf. 4
Macc. 7:9; 18:4), so Jesus could be said to have died due to his commitment to
bringing others into conformity with God’s will and seeking the salvation and
transformation of others. For reasons we have seen previously, the faithfulness
that he had shown in his death would strengthen others in their own commitment to living in the way Jesus had taught and embodied, thus leading to
the formation of a community of followers dedicated to practicing justice and
righteousness in the way God desired.
Some New Testament scholars have argued that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers
would have seen the Mosaic law as the agent or instrument through which
Jesus was condemned and, on that basis, come to regard the law as a power
22. See, for example, Jarvis J. Williams, Maccabean Martyr Traditions in Paul’s Theology of Atonement: Did
Martyr Theology Shape Paul’s Conception of Jesus’ Death? (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 85-119. Whereas
in this work Williams argued that “martyr theology primarily or exclusively shaped Paul’s conception of Jesus’
death,” he now has softened his claim so as to aﬃrm that “it is more plausible to argue that martyr theology was
one tradition (among other traditions) that inﬂuenced both Paul’s conception of and presentation of Jesus’ death
and the beneﬁts of his death for others....” (Christ Died for Our Sins: Representation and Substitution in Romans
and Their Jewish Martyrological Background; Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2015, viii-xi). While Williams looks
to the accounts of the Jewish martyrs in 2 and 4 Maccabees to argue for a penal substitution understanding of
Christ’s death, David Seeley argues that those same passages instead led Paul to a “mimetic” interpretation of
Jesus’ passion and death (The Noble Death: Graeco-Roman Martyrology and Paul’s Concept of Salvation; JSNTSup
28; Sheﬃeld: JSOT, 1990, 84-99, 145-49).
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hostile to Jesus.23 This manner of thinking would set Jesus and the law at odds
with one another and could even lead to the conclusion that, since Jesus was
innocent of any wrongdoing, the law had been shown to be contrary to God’s
will and therefore might even be abolished. It is doubtful, however, that Jesus’
ﬁrst followers thought in these terms. The Gospel passion accounts and other
New Testament passages stress both Jesus’ innocence and the injustice of the
authorities in condemning Jesus to death. Those authorities were not acting
in conformity with the law, but contrary to it. The process against Jesus in the
four Gospels is presented as highly irregular. The authorities arrest and judge
Jesus surreptitiously at night rather than trying him publicly, make use of false
witnesses, and end up condemning Jesus without having demonstrated that
he has in fact done anything illegal and deserving of death, as even Pilate is
forced to recognize. They incite the mobs and end up pressuring Pilate to sentence an innocent man to death. The process leading to Jesus’ condemnation
is a sham and a travesty of justice.
In the New Testament, therefore, it is not the law but sinful human beings
who act to have Jesus put to death. The fact that the authorities acted contrary to the law in condemning Jesus is stressed in several passages from Acts,
as well as in 1 Pet. 2:19-23. In Acts 2:22-23, Peter explicitly mentions that
Jesus was “cruciﬁed and killed by the hands of those outside the law,” while
Stephen accuses the Jewish leaders of betraying and murdering Jesus as the
righteous one, and immediately claims that those leaders have not kept the
law (Acts 7:52-53). Similarly, Luke presents Paul as stressing that the people
and leaders acted contrary to the law in condemning Jesus to death: “Even
though they found no cause for a sentence of death, they asked Pilate to have
him killed” (Acts 13:28). The author of 1 Peter speaks of “suﬀering unjustly”
for doing what is right and applies Isa. 53:9 to Jesus in the context of allusions
to what he endured in the process against him: “He committed no sin, and
no deceit was found in his mouth” (1 Pet. 2:19-23). For all of these reasons,
it seems doubtful that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers saw the Mosaic law as responsible
for Jesus’ death.
The notion that the law was condemned and brought to an end when it
sentenced Jesus to death, therefore, would have been foreign to the thought
of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers. Even though Jesus was supposedly condemned for
23. Heikki Räisänen, for example, writes that “Paul’s encounter with the risen Christ revealed to him that
the law had come to an end, for God’s vindication of Jesus simultaneously signalled his judgment over the very
law that had condemned Jesus, put him under a curse and brought him to the cross” (Paul and the Law, 2nd
ed.; WUNT 29; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1987, 249). Morna D. Hooker claims that, for Paul, “the inadequacy
of the Law is seen in the fact that one who was condemned by the Law has been pronounced righteous by God.
Christ has been declared righteous, not only apart from the Law, but in spite of the Law. In the resurrection, the
Law’s verdict has been overthrown” (“Paul and Covenantal Nomism,” in Paul and Paulinism: Essays in Honour
of C. K. Barrett; ed. Hooker and S. G. Wilson; London: SPCK, 1982, 55). Similarly, Johan Christiaan Beker
aﬃrms that, for Paul, “Christ had died not only to forgive the sins, which were committed under the law, but
also to break the power of the law itself, because the law had cursed him whom God had vindicated. Paul’s
interpretation of Christ’s death and resurrection never wavers. It means above all the end of the dominion of
the law and our transfer to a new lordship that saves us from the law’s condemnation and grants us new life in
Christ” (Paul the Apostle: The Triumph of God in Life and Thought; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980, 261).
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blasphemy due to his claim to be God’s Son, from the perspective of Jesus’
followers, Jesus had not in fact committed blasphemy, since he had told the
truth. Therefore, the commandment that sentenced to death those who blasphemed did not apply to him (Lev. 24:16). In fact, Jesus’ followers would
almost certainly have claimed that Jesus was the one on the side of the law.
Because he had taught the true meaning and proper interpretation of the law,
which pointed to him as its fulﬁllment, in reality he was the one defending
the law against those who interpreted and used it improperly to justify their
oppressive and unjust actions.
For this reason, Jesus’ ﬁrst followers might have agreed in principle with the
notion that Jesus had died for the law in the way that Eleazar, the seven brothers, and their mother had done, according to 2 and 4 Maccabees. However,
because they believed that Jesus was greater than the law and had sought to
bring others to obey and follow him rather than merely obeying and following
the law, they apparently did not aﬃrm that Jesus had died on behalf of the law.
Instead, he had given up his life for something that went beyond the law.
Another signiﬁcant diﬀerence between Jesus’ death and the deaths of
Eleazar, the seven brothers, and their mother is that the latter were said to
have suﬀered on account of their sins (2 Macc. 7:18, 32). As we have seen
in Chapter 4, the idea behind such an aﬃrmation is that God was chastising the people through Antiochus for having disregarded the Mosaic law
and attempting to bring them back into a life of conformity with his will as
expressed in the law. Because Jesus’ followers regarded Jesus as innocent of
any sinful behavior, they would not have made the same type of statement
regarding Jesus. It is possible, however, that they intended to contrast Jesus
with ﬁgures such as those mentioned in 2 Maccabees by aﬃrming that Jesus
had suﬀered and died, not for his own sins, but for the sins of others. This
would be understood in the sense that God’s purpose in subjecting his Son
to suﬀerings and death was to bring back into conformity with his will, not
Jesus, but others through Jesus. The idea would be the same as that just noted
with regard to Isaiah 53, where God has the innocent servant suﬀer so that
the sinful people may be brought back to repentance and obedience.
Both the suﬀerings of Eleazar, the brothers, and their mother in 2 and 4
Maccabees and the suﬀerings of the servant of Isaiah 53 are said to bring
about in God’s people a recommitment to a life of obedience to God by
means of the eﬀect that those suﬀerings have on those who observe them.
The sinful people realize that it is their own sins that are the cause of the
suﬀerings of the ﬁgures in 2 and 4 Maccabees and Isaiah 53, since the purpose for which God is inﬂicting suﬀering is to bring the people as a whole
to repentance. Nevertheless, in these passages, those suﬀering on account of
the guilty majority are relatively righteous or innocent in comparison to the
majority. In contrast, in the New Testament, Jesus is not said to have endured
any type of suﬀering that by right should have been inﬂicted upon the people
as a whole for their sins.
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Nevertheless, an important point of similarity between Jesus’ death and
the deaths of the ﬁgures in 2 and 4 Maccabees as well as the servant of Isaiah
53 is that Jesus’ death also convicts others of their sins and reveals to them
the depths into which they have fallen and their need for repentance. This is
especially clear in Peter’s Pentecost sermon, where, after he tells the crowd
that they have cruciﬁed and killed the Messiah whom God sent to them, they
are “cut to the heart” (Acts 2:22-23, 36-37). In a general sense, both Jews and
non-Jews could see their own sin as responsible for Jesus’ death in that it was
their sinfulness that had made it necessary for Jesus to come and carry out a
ministry aimed at bringing them back to God—a ministry that had resulted
in Jesus’ death. Some might even have compared themselves with those who
unjustly condemned Jesus and have seen their own sinfulness reﬂected and
expressed in the unjust acts of those who had acted to have Jesus put to death.
On the basis of these ideas, it might be said that Jesus had died for the sins
of others in the sense that he had died to make evident to all the sinfulness of
their ways. He had also died for their sins in the sense that their sins had led
God to send his Son into the world to attempt to bring all to repent of their
sins and turn back to God through him. The inevitable consequence of his
coming and his eﬀorts to accomplish these objectives in the midst of a sinful
people had been his death.
It seems probable that 4 Maccabees was written some time after Jesus’
death, in which case it could not have inﬂuenced directly the way in which
Jesus’ ﬁrst followers interpreted his death.24 It is possible, however, that some
of the ideas regarding vicarious suﬀering and death expressed in 4 Maccabees
already existed in some form among Jews in the time of Jesus. If the book
is dated toward the end of the ﬁrst century CE, the interpretations Jesus’
ﬁrst followers were giving to his death may even have exerted some direct or
indirect inﬂuence on the author of 4 Maccabees. While of course we cannot
draw any ﬁrm conclusions regarding these possibilities, even if Jesus’ followers
drew on ideas such as those found in 4 Maccabees in order to give meaning to
Jesus’ death, they would have understood those ideas against the background
of the interpretations of Jesus’ death that we have seen in this chapter and the
previous ones.
Thus, for example, just as in 4 Macc. 6:28 Eleazar is presented as praying to God, “Make my blood their puriﬁcation,” Jesus may have been seen as
going to his death asking that what he was suﬀering result in the puriﬁcation
of others from their sins. This puriﬁcation, however, would not be the direct
consequence of his death, as if in itself his death would purify others forensically by making it possible for God to forgive them. Rather, the idea would
be that Jesus was asking God that his death serve as a means by which what
he had been seeking throughout his ministry might become a reality, namely,
that others come to live a life of purity in conformity with God’s will. This
24. As was noted in Chapter 4, most scholars consider that 4 Maccabees was written toward the end of
the ﬁrst century CE.
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would take place once Jesus had risen and the community of followers he
had sought to establish had become a reality. His blood—understood as his
faithfulness unto death to the task given him—would lead to the puriﬁcation
of others in that it would deﬁne forever the community of followers who lived
under his lordship as a community of persons fully committed to serving God
and others in love as Jesus had. By practicing love, compassion, justice, and
righteousness in solidarity with Jesus, who by virtue of his willingness to die
for others had been exalted as Lord, not only would they be puriﬁed in their
way of life, but they would also be accepted by God as pure.
Although the New Testament never presents Jesus as praying to God,
“Receive my soul as their antipsuchon,” as Eleazar does in 4 Macc. 6:28, or
aﬃrms that Jesus “became an antipsuchon for the sin of our nation” (4 Macc.
17:21), the basic ideas reﬂected in these phrases might nevertheless be applied
to what Jesus had done. Jesus could be said to have oﬀered himself up to God
as an antipsuchon for others or for their sins in the sense that he had sought
to obtain something for others from God in exchange for giving up his life,
namely, salvation and the forgiveness of sins. In eﬀect, Jesus had asked God to
respond to the sacriﬁce of his life by receiving favorably all those who would
identify with Jesus and with his death by living under his lordship as his followers and by dedicating their lives to others as he had. Likewise, Jesus had
oﬀered himself up to God for others asking that God respond by granting
forgiveness to all those who would form part of his community of followers.
Once more, however, the basis both for Jesus’ petition and for God’s favorable
response to that petition would be the new life of righteousness and obedience that would be brought about in those who lived as Jesus’ followers. The
idea would therefore be similar to that of 4 Maccabees, where God accepts
the death of Eleazar and others who die out of faithfulness to the law as an
antipsuchon for others and for their sins on the basis of the renewed obedience
to the law that would be brought about among the members of God’s people,
thanks to the willingness of Eleazar and others to give up their lives for the law.
Just as Eleazar, the seven brothers, and the mother had died seeking to remain
obedient to the law, not only for their own sake, but in order that others might
be strengthened in their obedience, so Jesus had gone to his death seeking to
bring about in others the obedience to God that God desired to see.
In the minds of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, what distinguished Jesus from those
like Eleazar who had died for the law, however, was that Jesus had risen from
among the dead and had been exalted as Lord following his death. Seen in
connection with his resurrection, the idea that Jesus had died seeking salvation and forgiveness for others would therefore also be understood in the
sense that, once risen, he would continue to carry out his eﬀorts to bring
others into conformity with God’s will by means of the Holy Spirit and the
community of followers itself.
If Jesus’ followers did come to speak of Jesus oﬀering up his life in exchange
for others or for their sins, they would not have seen this in terms of some type
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of negotiation between Jesus and God or as a kind of do ut des transaction. In
his justice and love, what God desired was not that someone die so that human
sin might be punished, but that all be brought into conformity with his will.
Because this would be possible only through Jesus’ own dedication to doing
God’s will until the very end of his life, God could be said to have responded
to Jesus’ death by granting the salvation that not only Jesus but God himself
wanted all people to receive. Therefore, what Jesus had been seeking for others
in exchange for giving up his life was not something that God was refusing
to grant unless he received a “payment” or “ransom” from Jesus. Rather, God
promised to grant forgiveness and salvation to Jesus’ followers in exchange for
Jesus’ death because that death was the means by which God would obtain the
righteous, obedient people he had always desired to have.
To some extent, Paul’s aﬃrmation in Rom. 3:25 that God put Christ forward as a hilastērion through his blood (en tō haimati autou) seems to echo 4
Macc. 17:22, which asserts that “through the blood of these devout ones and
the hilastērion of their death, divine providence preserved Israel” (4 Macc.
17:22). Although we will examine Rom. 3:25 more closely in Chapter 12,
here we may brieﬂy note that if Jesus’ followers came to think of Jesus or his
death as a hilastērion in the same sense that 4 Maccabees does, they would
have understood this in the sense that God put away his wrath against the
people for their sins on account of Jesus’ self-oﬀering on their behalf. However,
what would be seen as appeasing God’s wrath was not Jesus’ death or blood
in itself, as if God and his justice were satisﬁed by Jesus’ bloody death on the
cross, but Jesus’ faithfulness unto death to his God-given task of bringing
into existence a people who would live in accordance with God’s will under
Jesus’ lordship. Only because Jesus had remained faithful to that task all the
way to his death was it now possible for that people to exist and live as God
desired, since had Jesus himself not been fully obedient to God up to the end,
he could not have been established as Lord over a people who would also be
committed to the same type of obedience. Here again, the idea of Jesus’ followers would have been similar to that of 4 Maccabees, where those who give
up their life and shed their blood for the law put away God’s wrath by bringing others to assume their same commitment to living in accordance with
the law. Ultimately, it was not blood or death that put away God’s wrath, but
the unbending commitment to doing his will. The death of the faithful was
at times the consequence and ultimate expression of that commitment, yet it
might also serve to bring about in others that same commitment.

Jesus’ Death and the Akedah, the Bronze Serpent, and the Passover
Lamb
Another passage from the Hebrew Scriptures that many scholars believe
exerted a strong inﬂuence on the way in which Jesus’ ﬁrst followers came to
interpret Jesus’ death is the story of the binding of Isaac or Akedah in Genesis
22. As we saw in Chapter 4, it is important to avoid reading back into that
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passage any ideas of penal substitution, which are entirely foreign to ancient
Jewish thought as well as the thought of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers.
At ﬁrst glance, it would seem that this passage did not lend itself to being
applied to Jesus’ death, for several reasons. First, what was thought to have
moved God to ask Abraham to sacriﬁce Isaac was not the sin of Abraham,
Isaac, or anyone else, but merely God’s desire to test Abraham to see whether
he would be fully obedient to God’s will, no matter what God asked of him.
Second, in contrast to Jesus, Isaac was not actually sacriﬁced, and thus did not
actually die. Third, and most importantly, there does not seem to be any point
of comparison between Jesus and either Isaac or Abraham in the story. In
principle, Jesus would not be compared to Isaac, because Isaac was not the one
oﬀering himself up. Rather, it was Abraham who was to oﬀer up Isaac. The
words “your only son, whom you love” that God addresses to Abraham with
regard to Isaac in Gen. 22:2 seem to echo the New Testament allusions to
Jesus as God’s only-begotten and beloved Son. In Genesis 22, however, Isaac
is the only beloved son, not of God, but of Abraham. The fact that God is not
the one being asked to oﬀer up his only Son, but the one who asks Abraham
to oﬀer up his son and the one to whom Isaac is to be oﬀered up in sacriﬁce,
seems to rule out any comparisons between the God of Jesus and Abraham.
For the same reason, Jesus would not be compared to Abraham since, in contrast to Jesus, Abraham was the father of the only beloved son, rather than
the son himself. Furthermore, whereas Jesus had oﬀered himself up to God
as God’s Son, Abraham had not. Abraham had instead been at the point of
putting his son to death, whereas in the thought of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers it was
not God who had put his Son to death but evildoers. God had merely allowed
those evildoers to crucify his Son.
It therefore seems unlikely that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers looked to the story of
the Akedah to interpret Jesus’ death. Nevertheless, that possibility cannot be
ruled out entirely. A comparison might be drawn between the way in which
Abraham had been willing to give up his only beloved son and the way in
which God had also been willing to hand his only Son over to death. The
story of the Akedah could be seen as illustrating the truth that it was more
diﬃcult and painful to oﬀer up the life of one’s only son than to oﬀer up one’s
own life. Thus God’s willingness to give up the life of the Son he loved would
be regarded as the greatest expression imaginable of God’s love. It is worth
noting, however, that none of the New Testament writings allude explicitly to
the story of the binding of Isaac as preﬁguring typologically what would take
place in Jesus.
As we noted in Chapter 4, in later Jewish thought the willingness of Isaac
to oﬀer up his own life to God came to be stressed. The story thus came to be
seen as an expression not only of Abraham’s total obedience to God, but that
of Isaac as well. Those Jews who identiﬁed with Isaac in oﬀering their lives
up to God as he had and presented their sacriﬁcial oﬀerings to God with the
same spirit that Isaac had shown could be assured of God’s acceptance.
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If Jesus’ ﬁrst followers applied these ideas to Jesus, then they would have
compared the way Isaac oﬀered up his own life to God with the way Jesus
had done so. This would reinforce the idea that Jesus’ death had been sacriﬁcial. If as Jews they believed that, when Isaac oﬀered up his life, he was
conscious of the fact that future generations would invoke his sacriﬁce and
that their sacriﬁces would be accepted by God on the basis of his own, then
Jesus’ followers might believe that Jesus was also oﬀering up his life thinking
of those who would come to believe in him and identify with his sacriﬁce. In
this way, Jesus’ sacriﬁce would serve as a basis for the self-oﬀering of believers, which would be acceptable to God by virtue of their identiﬁcation with
Jesus. Nevertheless, just as it was not Isaac’s sacriﬁce itself that moved God
to accept the sacriﬁces of later generations, but rather their identiﬁcation with
Isaac’s sacriﬁce and the fact that they oﬀered themselves and their gifts to
God in the same spirit as Isaac, so also Jesus’ ﬁrst followers would not see
Jesus’ sacriﬁcial death in itself as moving God to accept believers in spite of
their sins. Rather, what would lead to God’s acceptance and forgiveness was
the identiﬁcation of believers with Jesus’ sacriﬁce and with the same spirit of
dedication to God that Jesus had manifested when he oﬀered up his own life
on behalf of others.
While it is doubtful that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers looked to the story of the
binding of Isaac to interpret the signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death, it seems clear
from the New Testament that they believed that the story of the lifting up
of the bronze serpent and the sacriﬁce of the Passover lamb preﬁgured the
manner in which Jesus would be lifted up on the cross and oﬀer up his life
or blood on behalf of others, as we saw in Chapter 9. The fact that both the
story of the bronze serpent and the story of the ﬁrst Passover celebration in
Egypt pointed back to moments when God had acted to save Israel meant
that both stories could be seen as anticipating typologically the way in which
God would act through Jesus to bring salvation to those who would live as
members of his chosen people.
When they looked to the ﬁrst of these two stories, Jesus’ followers could
claim that, just as the Israelites in the desert were delivered from the suﬀerings
God had inﬂicted on them on account of their sin when they looked up at the
bronze serpent erected by Moses, so now all people could be saved by looking
up in a spiritual or metaphorical sense at Jesus, once hung upon the cross but
now risen and exalted. Nevertheless, the story of the bronze serpent did not
lend itself to further comparisons with what had taken place in Jesus’ death.
The bronze serpent had been neither a sacriﬁcial oﬀering nor a living being
who had endured death voluntarily in obedience to God’s will. Although the
Israelites had been delivered from divine punishment by means of the serpent,
in reality God had granted them this means of deliverance out of compassion
for them only when they had acknowledged their sin and asked Moses to
intercede to God for them (Num. 21:6-9). Thus, even if through Jesus and his
death God had now provided a means by which sinful people might be saved,
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it was still necessary for them to repent as the Israelites had done. This means
that it was not Jesus’ death per se that was thought to save others.
Both Paul and the Fourth Gospel seem to see the death of the Passover
lamb as preﬁguring what would take place in Jesus. Many scholars have
claimed that, when Jesus’ ﬁrst followers read the story of the ﬁrst Passover in
Exodus 12, they would have seen it as alluding to the ideas of substitutionary
death and the power of the blood of a sacriﬁcial lamb to avert God’s wrath or
death itself. Just as the blood smeared on the doorposts averted the angel of
death, so also the blood of Jesus averted the death penalty.
There are several problems with this interpretation, however. First, in the
original text, there is no hint of the idea that God sent the angel of death as
a punishment for the sins of Israel or even those of the Egyptians in general. Instead, it would have been clear to Jesus’ followers that God had slain
the ﬁrstborn sons of the Egyptians in response to Pharaoh’s stubbornness in
refusing to release the Israelites from their bondage, and in order to demonstrate to the Israelites his power so that they might believe in him. The blood
of the Passover lamb was therefore not tied to the forgiveness of sins.25
Second, Jesus’ followers would not have seen the blood of the lamb as
having some type of mysterious or quasi-magical power to save the Israelites.
Rather, it was simply a means by which the Israelites had identiﬁed which
homes were theirs so that the angel of death might pass over those homes. For
the same reason, even if Jesus was identiﬁed with the Passover lamb, his blood
would not be seen as possessing any type of power to eﬀect the salvation and
forgiveness of others, much less to place God under obligation to save and
forgive anyone.
Third, the slaughtering of the Passover lambs was not seen as an end in
itself, nor was its primary purpose that of obtaining the lamb’s blood so as to
use it as some type of talisman against the angel of death. Rather, the Israelites
slaughtered the lambs primarily to eat them in a ritual meal. Although when
the ﬁrst Passover was celebrated in Egypt the Israelites had used the blood
of the lambs to identify their homes, from that time on, as far as we know, no
type of ritual was performed with the blood of the lambs sacriﬁced at the tabernacle or temple on the festival of Passover, other than returning that blood
to YHWH or oﬀering it to him. Thus neither the original sacriﬁce of the
Passover lambs nor the annual reenactments of that sacriﬁce were thought to
have the purpose of saving those who participated in them from God’s wrath
or even from death itself.

25. This point is rightly emphasized by Jane Lancaster Patterson, who observes that the Passover feast
involved joyful celebration of Israel’s deliverance from slavery in Egypt (Keeping the Feast: Metaphors of
Sacriﬁce in 1 Corinthians and Philippians; ECL; Atlanta: SBL, 2015, 54-62). In particular, the fact that those
participating in the meal ate “reclining, as free people, not sitting, as was the custom for servants,” reminded the
people of their liberation (60; cf. 134). She adds that the theme of God’s forgiveness was not a principal part of
the Passover celebration, but was simply “assumed”: “the death of the lamb is an act of obedience that initiates
God’s deliverance of the people from oppression, not forgiveness of past sins” (133, 135).
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Once again, then, Jesus’ ﬁrst followers would interpret typologically the
story regarding the Passover lamb without drawing further comparisons
between the sacriﬁcial death of the lamb and the sacriﬁcial death of Jesus.
Neither Paul nor the Fourth Evangelist appear to relate the blood of Jesus
to the blood of the Passover lamb. Nor do they ascribe any salviﬁc or atoning power to Jesus’ death or blood in the passages in which they compare
Jesus to the Passover lamb. While the celebration of the Eucharist would
have brought to mind the Passover meal and the consumption of the meat of
the Passover lamb, particularly given the fact that Jesus’ Last Supper with his
disciples was remembered by many as having been a Passover meal, in itself
the comparison of Jesus with the Passover lamb would not lead them to speak
of Jesus’ death or blood as producing some salviﬁc eﬀect for others.

5IF6TFPG4BDSJÜDJBM-BOHVBHFUP4QFBLPG+FTVT%FBUI
As we have seen in Chapter 6, at some point Jesus’ followers came to look
to the prescriptions regarding sacriﬁcial oﬀerings in the Hebrew Scriptures
and the sacriﬁcial practices at the Jerusalem temple in order to interpret the
signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death. The analogies, however, would not be as readily
evident as one might imagine. Strictly speaking, Jesus’ death had not been
a sacriﬁcial oﬀering. Obviously, he had not been ritually slaughtered in the
way sacriﬁcial victims were, nor had he been oﬀered up to God on an altar.
Undoubtedly, the Jewish high priests had been involved in having him put
to death, yet neither they nor anyone else understood their condemnation of
Jesus in terms of having oﬀered Jesus up to God as a sacriﬁce. Rather, they
had merely judged Jesus to be a wrongdoer deserving of death.
In addition, as we saw in Chapter 3, it is a mistake to suppose that the biblical prescriptions regarding sacriﬁce or the worship activities carried out in
the Jerusalem temple were thought to revolve around the death of sacriﬁcial
victims. There were many types of sacriﬁcial oﬀerings made at the temple that
did not involve the death of animals, just as there were many acts of worship
and piety that took place there in which no type of sacriﬁce was oﬀered. The
temple was primarily a place of prayer. Those who presented sacriﬁces were
in essence oﬀering up to God prayers together with oﬀerings that embodied
the desires and sentiments behind those prayers. Furthermore, most of the
sacriﬁces oﬀered to God were not for sins, but instead were expressions of
thanksgiving and devotion to God, as well as petitions for God’s blessings.
Of course, the animals sacriﬁced at the temple were also not thought to be
oﬀering themselves up to God voluntarily or expressing their own devotion or
dedication to God. Although the animal victims undoubtedly suﬀered, eﬀorts
were made to make their death as painless as possible. An important part of
most of the animal sacriﬁces was also the consumption of the animal’s ﬂesh.
Other parts of the animal’s carcass, such as the hide, the breast, and the limbs,
were given to the priests or to the oﬀerers to be used for a variety of purposes.
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The use of the blood was especially important, since it needed to be oﬀered or
returned to God or else disposed of properly.26
For these reasons, it is probable that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers would not immediately have associated Jesus’ death with the death of sacriﬁcial animals. They
had not taken Jesus to the temple and oﬀered him up sacriﬁcially there or
consented to his death in the way that those involved in the sacriﬁcial rites
consented to the death of animal victims. If God’s acceptance of a sacriﬁce
for sin depended on the repentance and commitment to obedience of those
oﬀering it, then Jesus’ followers would have continued to see their own repentance and commitment to God’s will as a necessary condition for obtaining
forgiveness. Although Jesus had no doubt bled during his ordeal, none of the
Gospel passion accounts stress this point. The only bleeding of Jesus mentioned explicitly takes place when he prays at Gethsemane and when his body
is pierced after his death (Luke 22:44; John 19:31-36).27 Jesus had suﬀered a
great deal, in contrast to the sacriﬁcial animals whose suﬀering was limited.
There were very few analogies between what went on at the temple and what
had taken place in Jesus’ death.
Initially, if Jesus’ ﬁrst followers looked at Jesus’ death in light of sacriﬁcial
practices, they would probably have drawn comparisons between Jesus and
the priests rather than between Jesus and the sacriﬁcial victims put to death.
It was the priests who actually oﬀered up sacriﬁces on behalf of others and
communicated to God in words and actions the sentiments and petitions
of which the oﬀerings were an expression. As we see in the letter to the
Hebrews, if Jesus’ followers spoke of Jesus as a sacriﬁcial victim, they would
do so only after they had come to see him as fulﬁlling the role of a priest,
since it would then be said that the oﬀering he had made was not an animal,
but himself.
As we saw in Chapter 6, because the primary task of the priests was not to
put animals to death but to oﬀer up petitions to God together with the sacriﬁces, Jesus’ death would be seen as a petition on behalf of others. The emphasis
would therefore be, not on Jesus’ suﬀering and death per se, as if these were
salviﬁc in some way, but on the implicit petition he had made on behalf of
others as he went to his death. It was this petition embodied in the oﬀering
of himself that had led God to grant acceptance and forgiveness to those on
whose behalf Jesus had oﬀered himself, namely, all those who would repent of
their sins and commit themselves to living according to God’s will as deﬁned
through Jesus. Ultimately, it was not the sacriﬁcial death of Jesus itself that
26. On the use of the blood and other parts of the animals sacriﬁced at the Jerusalem temple, see Roland
de Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions, Vol. 2: Religious Institutions, trans. John McHugh (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1965), 415-21.
27. Of course, there are doubts as to whether Luke 22:44 formed part of the original Gospel of Luke
and, strictly speaking, the passage does not speak of Jesus bleeding, but only of his sweat becoming like drops
of blood. On the problem of the authorship of this verse and of the interpretation of Luke’s allusion to Jesus’
sweat falling as drops of blood, see Brown, Death of the Messiah, 1:180-86. With regard to John 19:31-36, it is
signiﬁcant that the shedding of Jesus’ blood there takes place after Jesus had died.
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pleased God and obtained God’s forgiveness for others, but the fact that the
love that Jesus had shown in oﬀering his life up to God would be reproduced
among those who identiﬁed themselves with Jesus and his sacriﬁce. Jesus’
self-oﬀering on behalf of others was pleasing to God because it would lead to
the existence of a people who would approach God through Jesus in the same
spirit, making Jesus’ self-oﬀering their own.
A number of passages from the New Testament indicate that at some
point Jesus’ followers came to speak of Jesus’ blood as salviﬁc in some sense.
Of course, the word “blood” could be used in many diﬀerent ways and could
mean many diﬀerent things. To speak of blood was not always to speak of
sacriﬁcial blood, since blood could also refer to things such as kinship, human
corporality (“ﬂesh and blood”), violent death, or simply the substance that
runs through the veins of animals and human beings. When Matthew presents Pilate as washing his hands of Jesus’ blood, for example, and has the
crowd exclaim, “His blood be upon us and our children” (Matt. 27:24-25),
the word blood is not being used in a sacriﬁcial sense. In this and many other
passages from the New Testament, blood merely refers to a violent death. In
itself, of course, a violent death would not be considered as salviﬁc for anyone.
Only when such a death served to put an end to the oppressive ways of certain
individuals or groups or provoked others to protest and take action against
those who had acted unjustly could it be seen as beneﬁtting others.
As we saw in Chapters 3 and 4, among Greeks, Romans, and other peoples
in antiquity, the oﬀering of sacriﬁcial blood in itself could be thought to please
the gods and appease their wrath. However, this was due to concepts of the
divinity that were very diﬀerent from the Jewish view of Israel’s God YHWH.
What caused YHWH’s wrath was not the failure of his people to oﬀer sacriﬁces to him, as if he needed or desired the sacriﬁcial oﬀerings in themselves,
but the people’s persistent sin and injustice, particularly when they were unrepentant of their sinfulness. There is no reason, therefore, to think that Jesus’
ﬁrst followers would have believed that the shedding or oﬀering up of Jesus’
blood in itself had pleased God or appeased his wrath at human sins. Like
other Jews, they would have believed that only the repentance and return to
God of those who had sinned could bring God to forgive them and accept
them again.
Jesus’ followers could have related Jesus’ blood to the salvation or redemption of others without necessarily understanding his blood in a sacriﬁcial
sense. However, this would have required focusing not only on the violent
nature of his death, but on the fact that he had remained faithful to the task
for which God had sent him in spite of and in the midst of the violence
directed at him. Once again, it would not be his death per se that led to the
salvation of others, but his total commitment to seeking the salvation of others in life and death. His faithfulness to that objective had led God to raise
him as Lord and had made it possible for others to attain salvation by living
under him in faith and loving obedience.
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When Jesus’ ﬁrst followers began to speak of Jesus’ blood in a sacriﬁcial
sense, they must have done so because they associated his blood with the
oﬀering of himself that he had made in his last days and hours. They would
have had in mind not so much the actual, physical blood that Jesus had shed
in his passion and death, but the fact that he willingly endured a violent death
out of dedication to God and love for others. Although Jesus’ death had been
a violent one, his disciples were aware that he had not merely been a passive
victim of the violent aggressions of others, but to some extent had brought
that violence upon himself. Jesus had gone up to Jerusalem of his own volition, in obedience to the work his Father had given him to do, fully conscious
of what awaited him there. He had not only taught openly and undauntedly
at the temple in ways that angered the authorities, but he had also carried
out a provocative act at the temple, violently turning over tables and driving
out those doing business there. Undoubtedly, he had been aware of what the
consequences of his actions would be. His followers believed that Jesus had
also gone to pray in the Garden of Gethsemane knowing that he would be
arrested and subsequently mistreated, mocked, beaten, humiliated, and cruciﬁed. Whether or not they knew much about what had taken place during
his process before the Jewish leaders and Pilate, they believed that he had to
a large extent remained silent, and that he had not resisted the authorities,
implored them to spare his life, or tried to defend himself against the injustices being perpetrated on him.28
Therefore, even though they saw Jesus’ death as a violent and unjust act
committed against him, they also saw it as something that he had endured
and embraced willingly. This made it possible to speak of Jesus as having
oﬀered himself up to God and to associate his blood not only with the violent
death he had suﬀered but with the sacriﬁce of his life. Furthermore, because
everything Jesus had done had been motivated by his love for others rather
than any type of self-interest, when his ﬁrst followers associated sacriﬁcial
ideas with his blood, they would have seen that blood as symbolizing and representing not only Jesus’ oﬀering of himself up to God, but also the fact that
he had oﬀered himself up to God on behalf of others, whose salvation he had
been seeking and had continued to seek up until his last breath.
When Jesus’ followers spoke of Jesus’ blood in a sacriﬁcial sense, the most
important image that would come to mind for them would be that of the
priests sprinkling blood in the holy place or presenting that blood to God by
28. Citing the work of scholars such as Cliﬀord Geertz, Sallie McFague, John Aston, and George Lakoﬀ,
Patterson argues that “sacriﬁce has become so embedded in Christian thought (particularly in relation to the
cruciﬁxion of Christ) that it has almost lost its metaphorical sense and become, to a certain extent, literalized,
or what some would call a ‘dead’ metaphor” (Keeping the Feast, 27). She quotes McFague’s observation, “The
greatest danger [for a powerful metaphor] is assimilation—the shocking, powerful metaphor becomes trite
and accepted....” (27; see McFague, Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in Religious Language; Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1982, 41). According to Patterson, the result of the extensive use of metaphorical images related
to sacriﬁce in association with Jesus’ death on the cross resulted in the minimization or loss of the political
signiﬁcance of the cruciﬁxion, particularly the culpability of the Roman authorities in Jesus’ execution and the
resistance to Rome’s rule that led to his cruciﬁxion (23, 27).
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means of the other rites prescribed in the Mosaic law. They would especially
recall the Day of Atonement rites, in which the high priest went into the
Holy of holies to sprinkle blood before YHWH on the mercy seat during
the days of the tabernacle and ﬁrst temple. Because in their day the Holy of
holies no longer contained the ark of the covenant and the mercy seat, they
may have simply thought of Jesus entering into God’s presence to oﬀer him
his own blood or life. Just as the priests who approached God with sacriﬁcial
blood oﬀered up prayers to God together with that blood, so Jesus would also
have been thought to have been oﬀering up to God prayers on behalf of others together with his blood or life as he died, seeking the salvation of others.
God’s act of raising Jesus from the dead would be understood as his favorable
response, not only to Jesus’ sacriﬁcial oﬀering of himself to God, but also to
the petition he had made on behalf of the salvation of those who would identify themselves with his sacriﬁce by living as members of the community on
whose behalf he had oﬀered up his life.29
In ancient Hebrew and Jewish thought, sacriﬁcial blood was also said to
cleanse. While it could cleanse sacred places and objects, it was also thought
to cleanse the people themselves. Nevertheless, as we saw in Chapter 3, this
was not because they came into contact with the blood or because it was
applied to them in some way. According to Lev. 16:30, not only the sacred
places and objects were cleansed through the Day of Atonement rites but
the people themselves, even though the people never come into contact with
sacriﬁcial blood during those rites. Thus it was not the blood itself that was
thought to cleanse the people, but the confession of their sins, as well as the
fact that they “denied” or “humbled” themselves before God (Lev. 16:21, 29,
31). They were cleansed from their sins in the sense that, by virtue of the
repentance and recommitment to God that they expressed by means of their
participation in the rite, they could be assured that God accepted them and
had put away from his consideration the sins they had committed. Of course,
those who participated in the sacriﬁcial rites in this way could also experience
a sensation of having been cleansed in their interior and their heart. In Jewish
thought, it was in this sense that the rites with blood served to purify the
people from their sins.
When Jesus’ ﬁrst followers said that they had been cleansed through Jesus’
blood, therefore, they would have understood this aﬃrmation on the basis of
these same ideas. They identiﬁed themselves as those on whose behalf Jesus
had oﬀered up to God his life or blood and identiﬁed as well with the spirit of
love and self-sacriﬁce of which Jesus’ death on their behalf had been the ultimate expression. Through their faith and repentance, they counted themselves
29. Patterson rightly notes that the metaphorical interpretation that Jesus’ followers began to give to
his death resulted in their appropriation of “a web of related ideas involving (among many other things)
atonement, priesthood, holiness, oath-making, eating, community, thanksgiving, death, life, cleanliness, men’s
work and women’s work” (Keeping the Feast, 24). Of course, among the most important metaphorical images
they came to use in order to stress the sacriﬁcial aspect of Jesus’ death were those that were related to the
shedding and use of sacriﬁcial blood.
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among those on whose behalf Jesus had interceded in his death in the same
way that those Jews who participated in the Day of Atonement rites counted
themselves among those on whose behalf the priest approached God with
blood, pleading for mercy and forgiveness. By participating in those rites, of
course, it was presupposed that the people had repented of their sins and were
committing themselves to living according to the covenant. In the same way,
by deﬁnition, to approach God now through Jesus’ blood implied a commitment to leaving behind one’s sinful ways and living under the covenant
that had been established or ratiﬁed through Jesus. While in Moses’ day God
had prescribed that the members of his people who had repented of their
sins draw near to him through the blood of sacriﬁcial animals to ask for and
receive his forgiveness so as to be puriﬁed, now God had come to prescribe
that all people repent and approach him in the same spirit through the blood
of Jesus. Because God had accepted Jesus’ self-oﬀering on behalf of all who
would draw near to him through Jesus, those who now did so could be conﬁdent of their acceptance by God in spite of their sinfulness. In this way, then,
they would see themselves as having been cleansed through Jesus’ blood.
Jesus’ ﬁrst followers also related his blood to the establishment of the covenant, or new covenant, that God had brought into existence through him.
In the Hebrew Scriptures, the only account in which sacriﬁcial blood is said
to have been sprinkled on the people is Exod. 24:1-8, where Moses is said
to have taken the blood of oxen that had been sacriﬁced to God and, after
sprinkling half of it on the altar, to have sprinkled the rest of it on the people.
There is no evidence that in ancient Judaism this contact with blood was
thought to have actually puriﬁed the people physically or to have obtained
their forgiveness. In fact, in the Exodus account, the people had consecrated
themselves to God prior to the rite Moses performed, and thus were already
in a state of puriﬁcation (Exod. 19:11-15). The sprinkling with blood would
therefore be understood as symbolizing the way in which YHWH and the
Israelites were being bound together as a result of God’s giving them the law
and their expression of their commitment to live according to that law. After
listening to the commandments Moses had given them, as well as hearing of
God’s intention to make them his special people, they had responded, “All
that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient” (Exod. 24:7; cf.
v. 3). On the basis of this response, Moses sprinkled the blood on them and
told them, “See the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in
accordance with all these words” (Exod. 24:8).30
Among Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, this passage would obviously have brought to
mind what Jesus was remembered to have said and done at the Last Supper
over the bread and wine. Jesus’ words over the bread, “This is my body,” would
30. Zechariah 9:11 also uses the phrase “blood of the covenant” in the context of allusions to the arrival of
Israel’s king riding on a donkey and the establishment of his dominion from sea to sea (see 9:9-10), yet it is not
clear whether this verse inﬂuenced Jesus’ followers to ascribe salviﬁc signiﬁcance to Jesus’ blood or played any
role in their interpretation of the words attributed to Jesus over the cup at the Last Supper.
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have been understood in a sacriﬁcial sense, especially when the phrase “given
for you” was added to those words. Jesus had oﬀered up his life to God, handing his body over to death, on their behalf—not because God would accept
that oﬀering in their stead, but because Jesus was consecrating himself entirely
to their salvation as their Lord and asking that God bring about for them that
salvation through him. While his ﬁrst followers apparently remembered Jesus’
words over the wine in diﬀerent ways, whether they spoke of the cup as his
blood of the covenant poured out for many (Matt. 26:27-28; Mark 14:24) or
as the new covenant in his blood (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:25), the idea seems
to have been that, by oﬀering up his life, Jesus was establishing a covenant
with them and all others who would become his followers. The love for others
shown by Jesus in his death or by means of his blood would also be seen as
deﬁning the nature of the new covenant established through him. Whereas in
the covenant sealed with sacriﬁcial blood under Moses, the people had committed themselves to living according to the prescriptions of the Mosaic law,
in the covenant established through Jesus’ blood, those following Jesus committed themselves to living under Jesus’ lordship according to God’s will as it
had been deﬁned through Jesus, especially in his death.
When Jesus’ followers used and heard the words “blood of the covenant”
or “new covenant in my blood” in connection with Jesus and his death, then,
multiple ideas would come to mind. Participating in the eucharistic celebration by eating of the bread as Jesus’ body and drinking of the cup as Jesus’
blood of the covenant would be understood in terms of identifying with Jesus’
sacriﬁcial death, both in the sense of including oneself among those for whom
Jesus had died and in the sense of committing oneself to giving of oneself
as Jesus had done, living under his lordship in the new covenant established
through his death. In relating the forgiveness of sins with Jesus’ death or blood,
they would have these same ideas in mind. Through his death or blood, Jesus
had established a new covenant in which they could obtain God’s forgiveness
as they lived under Jesus as their Lord. At the same time, of course, the one
establishing this covenant had been God himself, who had sent Jesus, handed
him over to death, and subsequently raised him as Lord.
Once all of this is understood, there is no reason to maintain that when
Jesus’ ﬁrst followers spoke of partaking in Jesus’ body and blood (1 Cor. 10:1617), they believed that they received Jesus’ body and blood in a real or ontological sense, as if these constituted some type of actual substance that was
mysteriously communicated to them through the bread and wine. Nor is there
any evidence that when they spoke of Jesus’ blood in a sacriﬁcial sense, they
thought that it had some type of power to atone for human sins or obtain
God’s favor and forgiveness, and much less that God forgave them their sins
simply because Jesus had shed his blood. Nowhere in the New Testament is
Jesus spoken of as interceding to God with his blood in heaven. If his ﬁrst
followers did conceive of such an idea, perhaps by recalling images of the
Jewish priests interceding before God with sacriﬁcial blood, they would have
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understood this not in the sense that Jesus’ spilled blood now put God under
obligation to forgive their sins but rather in the sense that, through his death,
Jesus had obtained God’s acceptance and forgiveness for all who would live
under his lordship. Thanks to their relation with Jesus and their inclusion
among those who lived under the new covenant established through his death
and his exaltation to God’s right hand, from where Jesus interceded on their
behalf, they could have assurance that God forgave and accepted them.
One sacriﬁcial image that appears nowhere in the New Testament is that
of the goat for Azazel or scapegoat mentioned in Lev. 16:20-26. In spite of
this, due to the inﬂuence of penal substitution ideas, scholars have repeatedly claimed that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers believed that the loading of sins on the
scapegoat and its subsequent death preﬁgured the way in which the sins of
the world would be laid upon Jesus, who would die for those sins on the cross.
In reality, however, there is no evidence that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers applied
scapegoat imagery to Jesus or his death in that sense. Even Hebrews, which
stresses so strongly the Day of Atonement rites prescribed in Leviticus 16,
never alludes to the scapegoat ritual. The ﬁrst explicit comparisons between
Jesus and the scapegoat appear in the second century in the Epistle of Barnabas
and Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho. While Barnabas sees the cursing of the
scapegoat as comparable to the way in which Christ was cursed, he sees not
God but the Jewish leaders as the ones who pronounced that curse (Barn.
7:6-11). Justin also sees the scapegoat as a type of Christ in the sense that the
priests and elders laid hands on Christ and sent him oﬀ to die (Dial. 40:4).
For Justin, the two goats symbolize the two comings of Christ, the ﬁrst of
which involved suﬀering, humiliation, and death. Neither Barnabas nor Justin
make any mention, however, of the idea that the sins of God’s people are
taken away by the goat for Azazel.
There is no reason, therefore, to think that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers associated
Jesus’ death with the death of the scapegoat on the Day of Atonement rites.
While they associated the forgiveness of sins with Jesus’ death, which they
considered sacriﬁcial, they believed that no one’s sins were taken away without repentance and a commitment to living according to God’s will. Nothing
would lead them to think that their sins had been laid on Jesus when he died
and in that way had disappeared from God’s sight. As we have seen, sacriﬁce was never understood in that sense in the Hebrew Scriptures or ancient
Judaism. Even if at some point Jesus’ followers did come to view Jesus’ death
in relation to the way sin was said to be loaded on the scapegoat and removed
from God’s sight, they would have understood this in symbolic fashion, just
as the Jews in antiquity understood that rite. Unlike the scapegoat, however,
Jesus had ascended to God’s presence to be at his side in glory forever rather
than being left out in the wilderness to die and decay.
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Jesus’ Death and the Christus Victor*EFB
As we saw in Chapter 1, in recent decades many New Testament scholars
have claimed that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers drew on ideas derived from apocalyptic
thought to make sense of his death. According to these scholars, Jesus’ followers considered his death to be some type of “cosmic event” that had put
an end to the world as it had been previously and had ushered in a new age.31
Some have aﬃrmed that Jesus was thought to have engaged and defeated
apocalyptic powers of sin and evil.32 In particular, Jesus’ followers supposedly
believed that Jesus had taken on Satan and overcome him. In this way, even
though evil in the world had not yet been done away with deﬁnitively, Jesus
had achieved the decisive victory over the evil powers, thereby assuring their
ultimate defeat. All that was left was a “mopping-up” operation.
Undoubtedly, there are several New Testament passages that speak of
Jesus achieving a victory over Satan and the forces of evil ( John 12:31; Col.
2:15; Heb. 2:14). There is no reason, however, to read these in ontological
terms, as if some actual cosmic, apocalyptic victory had been fought and won
by Jesus in some invisible or other-worldly sphere. Undoubtedly, in the New
Testament writings, Satan and the forces of evil are presented as being active
during Jesus’ last days and hours through ﬁgures such as Judas and the human
authorities who had Jesus put to death, as we noted in Chapter 9. Seen in
the context of the story we have seen previously, what those forces of evil
were thought to have sought was not so much to destroy Jesus, but to dissuade him from being faithful to his mission. This is what Satan was thought
to have been doing in the stories concerning Jesus’ temptation at the outset
of the Synoptics and through Peter when he rejected the notion that Jesus
might suﬀer and die in Jerusalem (Matt. 4:1-11; 16:22-23; Mark 1:13; 8:3233; Luke 4:1-13).
The sense in which Jesus would be thought to have defeated Satan and
these other forces of evil, therefore, was simply that he had not allowed them
to dissuade him from his commitment to doing God’s will, in spite of the
consequences. Undoubtedly, those powers could be said to have accomplished some type of victory over Jesus by having him put to death. In the
end, however, Jesus’ faithfulness unto death had made it possible for God’s
plan of bringing about a new, obedient people through Jesus to continue
and eventually reach its consummation some day. When that day came, evil
would come to an end, together with all those who unrepentantly persisted
in practicing evil.
31. Such an idea is especially associated with Rudolf Bultmann, who spoke of Christ’s death as a “cosmic
event” and maintained that, for Paul, Christ’s death and resurrection are “cosmic occurrences” that ushered
in the new age and the new humankind (Theology of the New Testament, trans. Kendrick Grobel; New York:
Scribner, 1951, 1:296, 299-300).
32. See, for example, Beker, Paul, 182-208; Beverly Roberts Gaventa, “Interpreting the Death of Jesus
Apocalyptically: Reconsidering Romans 8:32,” in Jesus and Paul Reconnected: Fresh Pathways into an Old Debate
(ed. Todd D. Still; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 125-45.
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While it could therefore be said that Jesus had been victorious over the
forces of evil, this would not be understood in the sense that he had physically overpowered those forces by virtue of his divinity, as many of the church
fathers later came to claim. In the thought of Jesus’ disciples, God had always
been capable of overpowering Satan and the forces of evil physically, even
without Jesus or his death. To the extent that Jesus was believed to be God’s
Son, the same was thought to be true of Jesus as well. As God’s Son, Jesus had
not had to become man, die on a cross, and then rise from the dead in order
to defeat Satan and the demonic powers. Nothing in the New Testament
suggests that Jesus was thought to have defeated those powers by actively
engaging them in combat in some invisible sphere. Nor were those powers
thought to now exist in a weakened state or to have been bound in some way
so that they were no longer free to act in the way they had prior to Jesus’ death.
Among Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, the defeat of those powers would take place at
the eschaton, when Jesus would return to establish God’s reign in its fullness.
In the meantime, they remained just as active as they had been previously.
Similarly, their ultimate defeat was no more certain after Jesus’ death than it
had been before he died, since in Jewish apocalyptic thought God had always
intended to do away with them when the time came. What Jesus had done
did not alter this in any way. The one thing that had changed was that, thanks
to what God had done through Jesus in his ministry, death, and resurrection,
many people were being brought into conformity with God’s will and thus
were no longer living subject to the power of Satan. If anything, the powers
of evil were thought to have responded to this new reality by becoming even
more hostile and aggressive toward Jesus’ followers.

+FTVT%FBUIBOE(SFDP3PNBO#FMJFGTSFHBSEJOH7JDBSJPVT%FBUI
Although Jesus’ ﬁrst followers seem to have looked primarily to ideas from
their Jewish background to develop their understanding of the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death, due to the Greek and Roman presence in Palestine during the three centuries prior to Jesus’ birth, in principle we cannot rule out the
possibility that they were inﬂuenced by Hellenistic thought and culture. This
means that, as they reﬂected on Jesus’ death, they may have looked to ideas
such as those we saw in Chapter 4 with regard to vicarious death and atonement in ancient Greco-Roman literature. While there would be no apparent
parallels between the way certain ﬁgures had died in the midst of armed conﬂicts and the way in which Jesus had died, Jesus’ ﬁrst followers might compare
his death to that of someone like Socrates, who had died for the truth he had
taught. The words attributed to Jesus about drinking from the cup given him
by the Father may have been derived directly or indirectly from the tradition regarding Socrates (Matt. 20:22-23; 26:39; Mark 10:38-39; 14:36; Luke
22:42; John 18:11). Of course, there were important diﬀerences between the
death of Socrates and that of Jesus. Yet both had chosen to die rather than to
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deny what they regarded as the truth, just as Eleazar, the seven brothers, and
the mother had chosen death over disobedience to the law.33
Undoubtedly, Jesus’ ﬁrst followers saw his willingness to die if necessary
as an expression of the ﬁrmness of his convictions about what he had taught
and done. What distinguished Jesus from Socrates and the ﬁgures mentioned
in 2 Maccabees, however, was that in the eyes of Jesus’ followers, he had not
merely defended and died for some truth, principle, or law independent of
himself, but for the claims he had made regarding his divine identity and
authority. His resurrection had also provided divine conﬁrmation of the truth
of those claims.
For the most part, however, it does not appear that Jesus’ followers looked
to Greco-Roman accounts regarding ﬁgures who had died for their country or
law in order to develop their own understanding of the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of
his death.34 To do so would have involved identifying God with the enemies
who attacked the people on behalf of whom the heroic ﬁgure had died, and
thus to aﬃrm that Jesus had to die to save people from God himself. Nor did
Jesus’ followers derive their interpretations of Jesus’ death from Greco-Roman
ideas regarding the manner in which the death or blood of an individual could
appease the wrath of the gods, since the God Jesus had proclaimed was very
diﬀerent from the gods of the nations, whose wrath was aroused not by sin
and injustice but by the failure of human beings to give them the sacriﬁces
and oﬀerings that they needed or desired.

THE COMMON, SHARED FORMULAS USED TO
REFER TO JESUS’ DEATH
On the basis of everything we have seen in our study up to this point, we can
now ﬁnally turn to the question of how Jesus’ ﬁrst followers understood the
type of formulaic allusions to his death mentioned at the outset of Chapter
1 of this work. As I have argued there, the fact that the same kinds of formula appear scattered throughout the various writings that make up the New
33. On the comparison between the death of Socrates and that of Jesus, as well as the possible inﬂuence—
whether direct or indirect—that the story of Socrates’s death had on the thought of Jesus’ followers, see
especially Wenhua Shi, Paul’s Message of the Cross as Body Language (WUNT 2/254; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2008), 53-66, 78-80. Greg Sterling has argued convincingly that Luke made use of the traditions regarding
Socrates in composing his passion narrative (“Mors philosophi: The Death of Jesus in Luke,” HTR 94 [2001]:
383-402).
34. In fact, Jeﬀrey B. Gibson has argued that, when the ﬁrst believers aﬃrmed that Jesus had died for the
sins of others, they wished to contrast the death of Jesus with that of other ﬁgures who were said to have died
for others in Greco-Roman literature: “I would suggest that in using this ‘dying formula’ Paul was engaged in a
profound polemic against the prevailing values of his day with respect to what ordinarily was thought to create
personal and public ‘salvation’ (sōtēria). The one whose death Paul proclaims as salviﬁc is the very antithesis of
those who in the secular instances of the ‘dying formula’ are known, proclaimed, and honored as having brought
about peace and security through their deaths. Instead of seeking or grasping doxa, he shuns it (Phil. 2:6-8).
Instead of engaging in or advocating war when he dies, he embraces defenselessness. Instead of dying for his
own, he dies for his enemies” (“Paul’s ‘Dying Formula’: Prolegomena to an Understanding of Its Import and
Signiﬁcance,” in Celebrating Romans, Template for Pauline Theology: Essays in Honor of Robert Jewett; ed. Sheila
E. McGinn; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004, 39; see 22-39).
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Testament suggests that, by the time those writings were composed, those
formulas had already been in widespread use for some time and formed part
of a tradition shared by communities of Jesus’ followers in many diﬀerent
places. Sumney, for example, has argued that, because in Paul’s letters there
is no evidence of disagreements with others over the meaning of Jesus’ death
and its centrality, and because Paul repeatedly uses traditional formulas to
refer to Jesus’ death without bothering to explain how those formulas should
be understood, there can be little doubt that he believed that throughout all of
the communities of believers, there was a common understanding of the signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death.35 We might say that a kind of “shorthand” or encoded
language had arisen within those communities that enabled Jesus’ followers to
summarize or encapsulate in a short phrase the wide variety of ideas that they
associated with Jesus’ death and the meaning that his death had for them. The
use of such formulaic phrases made it possible for them to allude quickly and
easily to an entire constellation of shared beliefs regarding Jesus and what he
had done without having to mention all of those beliefs explicitly or explain
exactly what they meant each time they wished to refer to the way in which
they had been saved by means of Jesus’ death.36
While the New Testament writings use a variety of formulas to allude to
the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death, for our purposes here we can categorize them under ﬁve diﬀerent groupings: 1) those that speak of Jesus suﬀering
or dying for or on behalf of others; 2) those that aﬃrm that he obtained some
salviﬁc beneﬁt for others through his death or blood; 3) those that use the
language of redemption or acquisition; 4) those that relate his death to the
sins or transgressions of others; and 5) those that refer to believers suﬀering
and dying together with Jesus.
Undoubtedly, to categorize in this way the diﬀerent formulas used in the
New Testament to allude to Jesus’ death involves including under each grouping a variety of diﬀerent phrases that were not necessarily interchangeable
or entirely synonymous with one another. This means that we must exercise
caution when attempting to reconstruct what the diﬀerent phrases may have
meant and avoid assuming that phrases that are similar to others convey the
exact same ideas. We must also not assume that a certain phrase would mean
the same thing in diﬀerent contexts. Nevertheless, we must not overlook the
fact that those who composed the New Testament writings used the same
types of formula in addressing readers with whom they were often not personally acquainted. They thus presupposed that their readers would be able to
understand the formulaic phrases they used without diﬃculty. Even if they
could not be sure that the readers were familiar with the exact phrase they
used, they could expect that the readers would understand that phrase on the
35. See Sumney, “‘Christ Died For Us’,” 164-70.
36. Wolter agrees that many of the “soteriological formulas” that appear in Paul’s letters were taken over
from older Christian communities, yet he also notes that, among New Testament scholars today, “the possibility
of identifying or indeed of reconstructing such ‘formulas’ is assessed with skepticism, for good reasons” (Paul,
95). Precisely for that reason, I will not enter into such a discussion in the present work.
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basis of their acquaintance with similar phrases that communicated the same
basic ideas.
There are, of course, a number of formulas used in the New Testament
to speak of the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death that do not ﬁt under any
of the ﬁve headings just listed. Nevertheless, because those formulas appear
only in the writings of a single author, such as Paul, or are relatively infrequent in the New Testament writings, we cannot assume that they were as
widely known and used as the phrases to be considered here under the ﬁve
headings mentioned.
Because the purpose of this section is to discern the way in which the
formulaic phrases most frequently used in the New Testament to speak of
Jesus’ death would have been understood by his ﬁrst followers collectively in
the diﬀerent communities of which they formed part, here we will not analyze the particular passages in which those phrases appear. The question of
what those formulas meant in general terms must be distinguished from the
question of what those formulas meant in each of the contexts in which they
were used. Once we have explored the ways in which Jesus’ ﬁrst followers collectively would have understood the diﬀerent formulas, we can then analyze
each occurrence of those formulas in the New Testament texts to ask why the
author of a certain writing chose to use a particular formula in the context of
his argument or narrative. In other words, in this section we will look at the
most common formulas that the authors of the New Testament writings had
at their disposal to refer to the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death, while in
Chapters 11–16 we will examine the ways in which they used those formulas
to articulate the ideas that they wanted to communicate to those to whom
they wrote.

Jesus’ Death “For Us”
The most common and briefest of the formulas found in the New Testament
to refer to the salviﬁc signiﬁcance of Jesus’ death are those that speak of him
dying “for” others. Usually the preposition huper is employed in these formulas, although in several passages peri appears instead. In one instance, the
lutron saying of Mark 10:45 and Matt. 20:28, we ﬁnd the preposition anti,
which implies some type of exchange.
Generally, these phrases leave open the question of the persons or group
to whom they refer. Jesus is said simply to die or give his life up “for us,” “for
you,” or “for the many.” The phrase “for all” is found in a number of passages,
yet that phrase does not necessarily refer to all human beings universally. “All”
may mean all believers or Jews and gentiles together, rather than just one
of the two groups, without necessarily implying that every member of both
groups is included. It can also be understood as referring to all of the members of a particular group or to the author together with the readers, as in the
phrase “all of us.” On one occasion, Paul even aﬃrms that Jesus gave himself
“for me” (Gal. 2:20). Obviously, he does not mean to exclude others with the
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use of this phrase. On the contrary, its use seems to invite others to make the
same type of aﬃrmation regarding themselves.
When the phrase “for you” is used, it generally seems to refer not only to
the listeners or readers, but to others as well. Thus, for example, as we noted
in Chapter 5, when Luke and Paul present Jesus telling the disciples at the
Last Supper, “This is my body (given) for you” (Luke 22:19; 1 Cor. 11:24),
they seem to understand Jesus’ words as referring not only to those who were
present with him at that moment, but also to others who would come to faith
and share in future celebrations of the meal he had instituted.
Particularly ambiguous is the phrase “for us.” When used in these kinds of
formulas, it generally seems to refer to the church or community of believers.
In theory, however, it could also refer to human beings in general. Therefore,
its meaning must be determined by its context, although at times even when
viewed in context it remains ambiguous. In some New Testament passages, in
fact, the ambiguity may be intentional.
In considering this phrase, however, it is important to remember that the
authors of the New Testament writings were not contemplating that what
they wrote would be read some twenty centuries later by people around the
world of many diﬀerent cultures and languages. It is common for Christian
interpreters, including many biblical scholars, to read New Testament passages as if they referred directly to believers today. Commenting on Paul’s
language in Romans 6, for example, Brice Martin writes that “the Christian
has been set free from sin by Christ’s death,” and that “[b]y participation in
Christ’s death and resurrection we have died to sin (6:1-23).... We are no longer under the rule of sin but of grace.”37 However, when Paul spoke in these
terms, whether or not he was referring to all people generally or only believers, he had in mind those living in his day rather than ours. It is of course
likely that he believed that in the years and even decades to follow, the world
would continue to exist and many more people would be incorporated into
the church Jesus had founded. Nevertheless, we cannot and must not simply
assume that he had future generations in mind when he used such language,
since he was addressing his letters only to a particular group of people in his
own day. As was mentioned in the Introduction to this work, while Christians
today certainly identify themselves with those to whom the New Testament
writings were addressed, to see those writings as referring to people of our
own time interferes with the task of reconstructing their original meaning in
their own historical context.
Due to the inﬂuence of penal substitution ideas in New Testament scholarship, the preposition huper has often been understood in the sense that Jesus
did something in the place of others rather than on their behalf. In fact, for
a long time it has been so commonplace to claim that huper is synonymous
with anti that scholars feel no need to argue in favor of such a claim. While
undoubtedly the meaning of prepositions is always extremely variable, there is
37. Martin, Christ, 109.
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no reason to read ideas of substitution or exchange back into the texts that use
huper in relation to Jesus’ suﬀering and death. The normal meaning of huper is
simply “on behalf of ” or “in favor of.” Throughout the New Testament, huper
is used particularly when referring to prayer on behalf of someone else.38
When Jesus’ ﬁrst followers spoke of Jesus having suﬀered, died, or given
up his life on behalf of others, they probably had in mind a combination of
ideas rather than a single meaning. On the basis of the story they told, above
all they would have meant that Jesus had died seeking the salvation of others,
including of course not only those who were his followers at the time of his
death, but also those who would come to believe in and follow him after his
death and resurrection.
Since the time of the Reformation, Protestant theologians have debated
over the question of whether Jesus died for all people or only for believers. This
debate is based on the mistaken assumption that Jesus’ death was believed to
fulﬁll some necessary condition in order for human beings to be forgiven
and saved. According to penal substitution views, this condition was that he
undergo the penalty to which others were subject on account of their sins.
The question then becomes whether in his death Jesus fulﬁlled the necessary
condition for all people to be forgiven and saved or only for believers.
This understanding of Jesus’ death was entirely foreign to the thought of
Jesus’ ﬁrst followers. For them, Jesus’ death in itself did not fulﬁll some condition that made it possible for God to forgive and save human beings. As we
have seen, in ancient Jewish thought and the thought of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers,
the condition for people to be forgiven and saved was that they repent of
their sins and commit themselves to living in accordance with God’s will. In
the mind of his ﬁrst followers, Jesus had gone to his death hoping that, as a
result of his death, people from all over the world would be brought to repent
and live as God desired by being incorporated into his community of followers. In that sense, he had oﬀered up his life for all people. When they spoke
of Jesus dying for all people, however, Jesus’ ﬁrst followers had in mind only
the people of their day and perhaps future generations who would hear the
gospel. The only sense in which Jesus could be said to have died for people of
previous generations or people from faraway places who would never hear the
gospel was that, through his death, he had sought to be exalted to a position
of power and authority as Lord so that he might some day raise the dead and
bring about the salvation of people who had lived in diverse times and places.
As I argued at the end of Chapter 7, in New Testament thought, those who
had been committed to practicing righteousness and justice on the basis of
the knowledge of God and God’s will that they had received would be saved,
even if they did not know of Christ.
While the salvation Jesus had sought for others in life and death undoubtedly had to do with the well-being of people in the present age, in the minds
38. See, for example, Matt. 5:44; Acts 8:24; Rom. 8:27, 34; 10:1; 15:30; 2 Cor. 1:11; 9:14; Eph. 1:16; 5:20;
6:19; Phil. 1:4; Col. 1:9; 4:12.
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of his ﬁrst followers, what he had ultimately sought in life and death was the
coming of God’s reign. At that time all would be able to experience God’s
blessings in deﬁnitive fashion. Because his followers were convinced that
Jesus himself was the one who would serve as God’s instrument to establish
that reign and usher in the awaited new age, they must have thought that
Jesus had died asking that God make that reign a reality through him. At
the same time, it was obvious to Jesus’ followers that neither God’s reign
nor the new age they longed for had been established yet. Instead, what had
happened was that, following his death, Jesus had been exalted to God’s
side, from where he would come again in glory and power in order to bring
to pass what God had promised.
From the perspective of his followers, then, Jesus had attained the salvation of others in a proleptic sense. By remaining faithful to his Father’s will up
until his last breath, he had obtained from the Father the response he desired,
since he had now received the power and authority to bring about the salvation of others at his second coming. Of course, the reason God had raised
and exalted Jesus was that, through his faithfulness unto death, he had shown
himself to be worthy and capable of being God’s instrument to bring about
the salvation of others. Just as Jesus had been seeking power, not for his own
sake, but for the sake of others, so also God had raised Jesus, not only for his
own sake, but so that he might accomplish the salvation of others that God
desired to bring to pass through Jesus. It is a mistake, therefore, to claim that
God’s primary purpose in raising Jesus was merely to vindicate him or correct
the injustice committed against him.39 While Jesus’ ﬁrst followers probably
conceived of Jesus’ resurrection in these terms, they were also convinced that
God had raised and exalted Jesus for their sake. Just as God had sent Jesus for
their sake—not for the sake of God himself or Jesus—and had handed him
over to death for their sake, so also God had raised Jesus for their sake.
Because it was necessary for people to repent of their sins and live according to God’s will in order to be saved, Jesus’ followers no doubt came to believe
that Jesus had also given up his life in order to make it possible for this condition to be fulﬁlled in those who would come to believe in him. As he faced
death, he had desired and asked God to be raised, not only so that he might
return some day to bring in God’s reign, but also so that he might continue
to be active in the world from God’s side in the present by pouring out the
Holy Spirit on others, by illuminating and guiding them through that Spirit,
by presiding over the community of those who would live under him as Lord,
and by working through his followers to bring others to faith in him. In other
words, Jesus’ followers believed that as he went to Jerusalem and then to his
death, Jesus had had in mind not only the deﬁnitive establishment of God’s
39. Marinus de Jonge, for example, is typical in seeing Jesus’ resurrection as “his personal vindication”
(“Jesus’ Rôle in the Final Breakthrough of God’s Kingdom,” in Geschichte–Tradition–Reﬂexion: Festschrift für
Martin Hengel zum 70. Geburtstag, Band III: Frühes Christentum; ed. Hermann Lichtenberger; Tübingen:
J. C. B. Mohr, 1996, 285).
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reign, but also all that he would do in the time between his resurrection and
his second coming to bring others into communion with God through himself so that they might participate in that reign.
Of course, it was not only what Jesus would do after he had risen that
made it possible for believers to live in a new way, but all that he had done
during his ministry and the way he had faced his death when that ministry
led to conﬂict. Therefore, he could also be said to have died for others in the
sense that he had willingly endured the consequences of his dedication to
bring about in others a life of conformity to God’s will through everything
he had taught and embodied in his life and death. Thanks to Jesus’ willingness to give his life for them both during his ministry and in his last days
and hours, by denying themselves, taking up their cross, and following Jesus,
believers could now experience God’s salvation in the present age as well as
the age to come.
The belief that the gloriﬁed Jesus continued to intercede for others from
God’s side in heaven would also lead Jesus’ ﬁrst followers to conclude that, as
he went to his death, he had sought not only that he might remain active in
and among his followers once he had risen, but also that he might carry out
that ministry of intercession on their behalf. He had also died for them in
that sense. The basis for his intercession was the new way of living that was
being brought about in his followers by his past, present and future ministry
on their behalf. His past ministry had provided others with the understanding necessary to do God’s will. In various ways, that ministry had also laid the
foundation for the community of followers of which they now formed part to
exist and to take the shape it did. His present ministry from heaven involved
pouring out the Holy Spirit to strengthen and guide the members of his community in the way that they should live in order that they might form part
of God’s reign. That heavenly ministry included petitioning God to provide
them with all that they needed so that they might remain constant and faithful. The community of followers Jesus had prepared and established during
his lifetime also served as a means by which he continued to be active both
among believers and in the world at large. In addition, Jesus’ future activity of
returning to raise the dead and establish God’s reign deﬁnitively transformed
his followers in the present, since it gave them hope and thereby strengthened
them in their faith and commitment to follow him. Thus Jesus could be said
to have died for others in the sense that he had given up his life so that all
that he had done for others in the past and all that he would continue to do
for others in the present and future might bear fruit and enable people from
around the world to attain the salvation he had sought for them by living
under his lordship.
Jesus’ death had also served the purpose of bringing about in others the
same total commitment to God’s will that he had manifested throughout his
life, and particularly in his last days and hours. Only by assuming that commitment himself could he hope to see it in others. Assuming that commitment,
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however, meant assuming its consequences as well, and therefore dying on
behalf of others in order to bring about in them that same commitment for
their own sake. As we have noted previously, this did not mean that Jesus had
died simply to provide an example for others to follow. While he did wish for
others to oﬀer up their lives for others as he had done and was continuing to
do as he went to his death, this was not something that they would simply
do on their own independently of him by attempting to imitate what he had
done for its own sake. The example they were to follow was not that of suﬀering and dying, but rather being willing to endure all things in order to live for God
and others like Jesus. By giving up his life for them, what Jesus sought was not
the suﬀering and death of his followers, but their dedication to sharing with
others the love, compassion, and justice he had taught and embodied, thereby
giving witness to his lordship of service. What Jesus had wanted was not that
others imitate him, but that they follow him as their Lord.
Another sense in which Jesus could be said to have died for others is that,
through his death and the ministry that had led to his death, Jesus had come
to deﬁne God’s will for them. In order to attain the promises associated with
God’s reign, people needed to be committed to living according to God’s
will. However, they could only live according to God’s will if they understood
what that will consisted of. While Jesus’ teaching and ministry had led them
to grasp more clearly what God’s will entailed, it was his death more than
anything else that came to deﬁne God’s will as a life of total trust in God and
an absolute dependence on God’s goodness, grace, and mercy, as well as a willingness to love others unconditionally and dedicate oneself to the well-being
of all, as Jesus had done. Jesus’ death had thus been for others in that it had
enabled them both to know what God’s will consisted of and to live in accordance with that will. What motivated his followers to strive to live according
to that will was not only their conviction that true life, peace, and happiness
could be attained only by living in the way that Jesus had lived, but also their
belief that, if they followed the same path that Jesus himself had followed,
they would be raised to the life of the new age as he had been.
Jesus’ death would also be understood as being for others in the sense that
it was the ultimate and supreme expression of everything he had stood for
and attempted to accomplish in others. In fact, Jesus’ followers would have
believed that when he had taught his disciples and others who had heard him,
he had been thinking not only of them, but also of others who would come to
hear his words through them. Jesus could be said to have died for others not
merely because of what he had done in his last days and hours, but because
his death was the consequence of all that he had done for others throughout
his ministry, which had generated conﬂict with the authorities and had ultimately led them to have him cruciﬁed. Under those circumstances, Jesus had
embraced death so that his followers would be able to stand for everything he
had stood for and also help to lead even more people to do the same so that
they might attain life not only for themselves but for others.
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As already noted above, according to numerous passages in the New
Testament, Jesus’ followers believed that Jesus had taught his disciples that a
period of time would pass between his resurrection and his second coming.
During this time, the gospel would be proclaimed to both the Jews and the
nations, enabling many to come to faith in Jesus so as to take part in God’s
reign. Jesus would therefore be seen as having died for others in the sense that
his death had opened up a window that made it possible for many others to be
saved through the proclamation of the gospel around the world. Not only did
Jesus’ death create more time for the expansion of the gospel and the church,
but it also served to prepare, strengthen, and embolden his apostles and disciples to go out into the world to share the gospel with others. By seeing
how Jesus had died and how God had responded to his death, they received
assurance that if they followed him in sharing with others the gospel of God’s
reign, they had no reason to fear what might happen to them, since one way
or another, God would take care of them as he had taken care of Jesus.
According to this logic, Jesus could even be said to have died for particular
individuals, such as Paul or the brothers and sisters for whom he had died in
Corinth and Rome (Gal. 2:20; 1 Cor. 8:11; Rom. 14:15). This was not because
either God or Jesus had contemplated the salvation of those individuals ahead
of time, but rather because, from even before creation, God had intended to
bring into existence through his Son an obedient people composed of persons
from all the nations of the world. In fulﬁllment of this intention, Christ had
died so that all persons, whether Jew or gentile, might come to form part of
this people. Therefore, whoever came to belong to the community for which
Christ had given up his life could aﬃrm that Christ had died for him or for
her, that is, so that he or she might come to form part of this new people
under Christ’s lordship. In the same way, each believer could say that she or
he had been chosen by God before creation, not because God had foreseen
the future existence of that believer and had chosen her or him personally by
name, but because that believer had been incorporated into the community of
people that God had foreseen and elected before creation. As Wolter observes
with regard to Rom. 14:15 and 1 Cor. 8:11, “each person who belongs to the
Christian community becomes one ‘for whom Christ died’.”40
On this basis, then, we can see that when Jesus’ ﬁrst followers aﬃrmed
that Jesus had suﬀered, died, or given up his life for others, they had a wide
array of distinct but inseparably connected ideas in mind. It also becomes
evident, however, that there is no need or reason to read back into these texts
the notion that Jesus had died in the stead of others. In his death, Jesus had
not undergone something that others would no longer have to undergo now
that he had done so. He had not suﬀered instead of others, since his followers
would still suﬀer as he did. He had not died instead of others, since all but
those who would be alive when he returned in glory would still die. He had not
saved them from eternal condemnation by enduring eternal condemnation in
40. Wolter, Paul, 109-10.
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their stead, since neither his death on the cross nor his descent into Hades to
preach the gospel there involved suﬀering eternal condemnation. He had not
saved others from God’s judgment by enduring that judgment in their place,
since all would still be judged by him and by God through him. The assurance
believers had that they would be judged favorably in the end rested, not on
Jesus’ death or blood per se, but on the new life of love and obedience that
God had now graciously brought about in them through their faith in Christ,
their cruciﬁed Lord. Thus it is important to avoid reading back into the texts
that speak of Jesus’ suﬀering and death being for others ideas that arose in
later Christian theology and continue to be aﬃrmed by interpreters today.

Jesus’ Death or Blood as the Means of Salvation
Throughout the New Testament, we ﬁnd formulaic sayings that aﬃrm that
believers have been redeemed, purchased, justiﬁed, sanctiﬁed, cleansed,
brought near, and reconciled to God through Jesus’ blood or death. Three types
of phrases are used in Greek to express this idea: the preposition dia with the
genitive (Acts 20:28; Rom. 5:10; Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:20-22; Heb. 13:12), the
dative of means (1 Pet. 1:18-19), and en with the dative (Rom. 5:9; Eph. 2:13;
Heb. 10:19; Rev. 1:5; 5:9; 7:14; cf. Rom. 3:25). In each case, the Greek phrase
refers to the means by which something is accomplished.
The inﬂuence of penal substitution thought in New Testament scholarship has repeatedly led scholars to interpret these passages in the sense that
Jesus’ death or blood fulﬁlled some condition that made it possible for God to
declare unrighteous, sinful believers righteous in a forensic sense so that they
might be saved. This involves attributing some type of atoning power to Jesus’
death or blood, which is said to eﬀect redemption, justiﬁcation, cleansing from
sin, and reconciliation with God.
This understanding of Jesus’ death or blood can be attributed at least in
part to the inﬂuence of the English, German, French, and Spanish translations of the New Testament that have been used by Western interpreters.
In all of these languages, the preposition that expresses the means by which
something is accomplished is also used to refer to the agent of constructions
with a passive voice. In English this is by, in German durch, in French par,
and in Spanish por. The result of this is that, even though scholars acquainted
with the Greek original of these diverse formulas are aware that they refer
to the means by which something is accomplished rather than the agent or
instrument accomplishing it, when they and others have read the relevant
texts in their own language, they tend to read the latter idea back into those
texts. In Greek, this would be equivalent to replacing the prepositions dia or
en with hupo plus the genitive case of the noun in many of the formulas found
in the New Testament. For example, in Rom. 5:9-10, Paul uses the Greek
phrases dikaiōthentes en tō haimati autou, “justiﬁed by means of his blood,”
and katēllagēmen tō theō dia tou thanatou autou, “we were reconciled to God
through [ Jesus’] death.” The meaning of these phrases changes considerably if
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we substitute the prepositions en and dia with hupo so as to aﬃrm that believers are justiﬁed by his blood, dikaiōthentes hupo tou haimatos autou, and were
reconciled to God by his death, katēllagēmen tō theō hupo tou thanatou autou.
This is equivalent to aﬃrming that Jesus’ blood in itself has justiﬁed believers
and that his death in itself reconciled them to God.
If we look at Rom. 5:9-10 in the versions of the Bible that have been most
widely used and thus most highly inﬂuential among Christians and biblical
interpreters over the past four centuries, we can see that they translate the
passage in ways that imply that the Greek preposition used is hupo rather
than dia or en:
Much more then, being now justiﬁed by his blood, we shall be saved from wrath
through him. For if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by the
death of his Son, much more, being reconciled, we shall be saved by his life (KJV).
Since, therefore, we are now justiﬁed by his blood, much more shall we be saved by
him from the wrath of God. For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to
God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be
saved by his life (RSV).
So werden wir ja viel mehr durch ihn bewahrt werden vor dem Zorn, nachdem
wir durch sein Blut gerecht geworden sind. Denn so wir Gott versöhnt sind durch
den Tod seines Sohnes, da wir noch Feinde waren, viel mehr werden wir selig werden
durch sein Leben, so wir nun versöhnt sind (Luther Bibel 1545).
A plus forte raison donc, maintenant que nous sommes justiﬁés par son sang,
serons-nous sauvés par lui de la colère. Car si, lorsque nous étions ennemis, nous
avons été réconciliés avec Dieu par la mort de son Fils, à plus forte raison, étant
réconciliés, serons-nous sauvés par sa vie (Louis Segond 1910).41
Luego mucho más ahora, justiﬁcados en su sangre, por él seremos salvos de la
ira. Porque si siendo enemigos, fuimos reconciliado con Dios por la muerte de su
Hijo, mucho más, estando reconciliados, seremos salvos por su vida (Reina-Valera
antigua)

All of these translations lend themselves to ambiguity. They can give the
impression that justiﬁcation and reconciliation with God are the eﬀect of Jesus’
death or blood. When read in this way, they lend support for the traditional
views of atonement, which claim that Jesus’ death or blood in itself satisﬁed
God’s justice and thus eﬀected the justiﬁcation of believers and their reconciliation with God.
The way in which the New Testament formulas are understood changes
signiﬁcantly when the idea of means is stressed in the translation used. In
English, this would be: “Much more surely then, now that we have been justiﬁed by means of his blood, will we be saved through him from the wrath of
God. For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by means of the
death of his Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved
41. The Bible de Théodore de Bèze 1588 translates these verses: “Beaucoup plustost donc, estans maintenant
iustiﬁés en son sang, serons-nous sauvés de l’ire par lui. Car si lors que nous estions ennemis, nous avons esté
reconciliés à Dieu par la mort de son Fils; beaucoup plustost, estans desia reconciliés, serons-nous sauvés par la
vie d’icelui” (Rom. 5:9-10).
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by means of his life” (Rom. 5:9-10). Such a translation not only preserves the
meaning of the original Greek text, but also precludes the idea that Jesus’
death in itself justiﬁes believers or reconciles them to God.
If the aﬃrmations that believers have been redeemed, purchased, justiﬁed,
sanctiﬁed, cleansed, brought near, and reconciled to God through Jesus’ blood
or death are understood on the basis of the story told by Jesus’ ﬁrst followers
as we have reconstructed it in this chapter and the previous ones, the meaning of those aﬃrmations is relatively simple and straightforward. Both Jesus’
blood and his death would be understood as referring to his faithfulness unto
death in seeking the salvation of others, as well as the manner in which he
oﬀered his life up to God on behalf of others with the same objective. By giving up his life in accordance with his Father’s will, he had brought into existence a community of people committed to obeying God and living in love
in the way Jesus himself had done. Those who form part of that community
have become God’s possession, practice justice and righteousness, and live a
holy and pure life. They are redeemed and cleansed from their former way of
living so as to be reconciled to God. On that basis, they are accepted by God
as righteous, holy, and pure and can approach God conﬁdently through Jesus,
in spite of the fact that they are not without sin. All of these things are now
possible, however, because Jesus was willing to give up his life so that they
might become a reality. His blood or death was therefore the means by which
God accomplished his salviﬁc purposes, creating a community of people who
now live as God’s own under the lordship of the cruciﬁed and risen Jesus.
For Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, therefore, it was not Jesus’ death in itself that was
salviﬁc, but the life and ministry that had preceded it, the manner in which
he had given up his life rather than seeking to save it, and all that God had
done and would continue to do through Jesus after he had given Jesus over
to death and then raised him. Nevertheless, because Jesus’ death represented
the ultimate and supreme expression of the love of God and Jesus himself and
constituted the basis for all that followed upon that death, including Jesus’
exaltation as Lord over all and the existence of a community of people committed to living in the way God had always desired, the authors of the New
Testament repeatedly point to Jesus’ blood or death in particular as the means
by which the new reality believers now experience has been brought about.

Redemption and Acquisition through Jesus’ Death
The language of redemption was used in various ways in antiquity in both
Jewish and Greco-Roman literature. In general, it had to to with the purchase
or acquisition of either goods or people.42 The idea of restoring someone or
42. On the background and usage of the language of liberation, acquisition, and redemption in Greek
and Hebrew writings in antiquity, see especially Stanislas Lyonnet, “The Terminology of Redemption,” in Sin,
Redemption and Sacriﬁce: A Biblical and Patristic Study (Lyonnet and Léopold Sabourin; AnBib 48; Rome:
Biblical Institute, 1970), 79-119. For a survey of research on the metaphors of redemption in New Testament
scholarship, see D. Francois Tolmie, “Salvation as Redemption: The Use of ‘Redemption’ Metaphors in Pauline
Literature,” in Salvation in the New Testament, ed. van der Watt, 247-51.
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something to a previous state or a state in which that person or thing originally or naturally belonged was also associated with the language of redemption. Thus, one might redeem some object or property that one had previously
owned from the one who had come to possess it either by right or through
some act of injustice. If one had given some object in pledge to another in
exchange for a loan, for example, one redeemed that object by means of a
payment. If a person had been sold into slavery or forcibly enslaved as a result
of violence or war, that person might be redeemed through some type of ransom payment or exchange. Slaves might also redeem themselves in the sense
of purchasing their freedom from their master. This would restore them to a
condition of liberty.
Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, the verbs padah and ga’al are used to
speak of redeeming goods, property, and persons. The basic idea was that of
acquiring or reacquiring something or someone that was previously or rightfully one’s own through some type of payment or act. As we saw in Chapter
3, in the case of both persons and animals, the ﬁrst-born were considered to
belong to God, yet they might be bought back from God through a sacriﬁcial
gift so as to be reincorporated into their family or, in the case of animals, into
their ﬂock. It is important to stress, however, that these payments or oﬀerings
were not seen as penalties or punishments. Rather, they were merely means by
which one acquired or reacquired something one desired.
The language of redemption could thus be used in a wide variety of ways
and in many diﬀerent senses. Such language particularly lent itself to metaphorical usage. Even today, we use the language of redemption metaphorically: one is said to “redeem oneself,” for example, by doing something to
make up for a wrong or an error one has committed. Obviously, when used
in a metaphorical sense, redemption does not involve any type of actual monetary exchange or transaction.
The Hebrew Scriptures frequently use the language of redemption metaphorically. In particular, God is said to have redeemed Israel from Egypt or
from bondage or captivity to other peoples.43 In this case, the idea is that
the people originally and by right belonged to YHWH as his possession.
They needed to be redeemed, however, when they came to be held captive by
another people or ruler, either because this other people or ruler had unjustly
enslaved them, as in the case of Pharoah and the Egyptians, or because God
had chastised the people by subjecting them to a foreign power in order to
correct or discipline them. Some scholars have argued that, by deﬁnition,
redemption always involved the payment of a price. Supposedly, even when
God himself redeemed his people, he inevitably paid a price, namely, that of
expending some eﬀort or energy in order to rescue or liberate his people.44
43. See, for example, Exod. 6:6; 15:13; Ps. 25:22; 107:2-3; Isa. 35:10; Jer. 31:11.
44. Leon Morris, for example, argues that the word lutron “necessarily involves thought of a ransom price,
a substitute, this being demanded by every occurrence of the term,” and that in the Septuagint, “redemption
consistently signiﬁes deliverance by payment of a price” (The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, 3rd ed.; Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965, 26-27; cf. 19). Morris also claims that, in biblical thought, the redemption God
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Such claims, however, involve forcing the metaphor in a way that goes beyond
its original intent or meaning. It seems doubtful that the ancient Hebrews or
Jews conceived of God in that way. Just as God had created the world simply
with his word, as the all-powerful and sovereign Lord of all, he could accomplish anything he proposed simply by desiring it to be so.
It thus seems likely that when the ancient Hebrews and Jews spoke of
God redeeming his people, they did not associate the idea of a payment with
God’s liberating activity. Rather, the reason that they used the language of
redemption was that they wished to stress the idea of God making the people
his own once more after they had passed into the possession of some other
power. Thus, for God to redeem his people went beyond merely rescuing them
or liberating them from bondage or oppression. It involved bringing them back
into a relationship in which they might once more live as his “treasured possession out of all the peoples” (Exod. 19:5; cf. Deut. 26:18). Obviously, God
desired this not merely for his sake but for theirs, due to his love for them. Only
by living obediently as his people could they experience the shalom that God
wanted them to possess.
A variety of terms are used in ancient Greek literature, including the
Septuagint and the New Testament, to convey these same basic ideas. The
most common of these are words derived from the noun lutron, such as the
verb lutroun and the nouns lutrōsis and apolutrōsis. At times the Septuagint
uses the verbs ruesthai and sōzein to translate padah and ga’al, thereby stressing the idea of deliverance, rescue, or salvation, without alluding to any type
of payment.45
In the New Testament, Luke uses the language of redemption to refer
simply to God’s act of liberating Israel from its present condition of bondage
or subjection to foreign powers. Mary, Anna, and the disciples on the road
to Emmaus on the day of Jesus’ resurrection are said to have looked forward
to the redemption of Israel or Jerusalem (Luke 1:68; 2:38; 24:21; cf. 21:28).
Other passages from the New Testament also use the language of redemption
simply to speak of the salvation of believers (Rom. 3:24; 8:23-24; 1 Cor. 1:30;
Gal. 3:13; 4:6; Eph. 4:30; Tit. 2:14; Heb. 9:12; Rev. 14:3-4). The idea of any
type of payment, exchange, or ransom is absent from these passages. In Rom.
8:19–22, Paul speaks of the creation itself being redeemed some day. The idea
there is that by right and by nature, creation belongs to God as the maker of
all, yet at present it has been “subjected to bondage.” Its redemption therefore
involves an act of liberation, though once again no type of actual payment
is involved. God does not need to “exert some eﬀort” at a cost to himself to
deliver creation from its bondage.
eﬀects “is not regarded as something he performs with eﬀortless ease.... This stress on Yahweh’s eﬀort seems
to be the reason for applying the redemption terminology to his dealings. The eﬀort is regarded as the ‘price’
which gives point to the metaphor. Yahweh’s action is at cost to himself ” (21-22). Further on, he adds that,
“though the idea of price may fade when God is the subject, it never disappears.... [T]he Old Testament writers
were not unmindful of the meaning of the words they were applying to God’s dealings with his people, for they
think of him as delivering at some cost” (27, 29).
45. See, for example, Job 5:20; 6:23; 33:28; Ps. 69:18; Isa. 1:27; 48:20; 54:5, 8; Hosea 13:14.
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This general background enables us to understand the way in which the
New Testament writings use redemption language in connection with Jesus’
death or blood. Such language conveys three basic ideas. First, there is some
type of bondage or plight from which sinful human beings must be delivered.
This condition of bondage may be attributed to evil powers, the sinful way
of life of those enslaved or held captive by their sin, their ignorance or faulty
ways of thinking, or their subjection to other people (Mark 10:45; Luke 1:68,
74; Rom. 8:19-24; Gal. 1:4; 3:13; Tit. 2:14; 1 Pet. 1:18; 2 Pet. 2:1).
Second, in addition to being delivered from their condition of bondage,
those redeemed are brought into a new condition in which they are not only
free, but also have become the possession of God or of Jesus (1 Cor. 6:19-20;
7:23; Eph. 6:6, 9; 1 Pet. 2:9-10; 2 Pet. 2:1). As in biblical and Jewish thought,
of course, in a sense this involves a contradiction, since if one becomes the
possession of God or of Jesus, it would appear that one is not actually free, but
has only passed from one master or owner to another. However, because in the
New Testament both God and Jesus are conceived of as being concerned only
with the well-being of those who belong to them and wish to be served by
them, not out of selﬁshness, but only so that those serving them may experience the shalom that results from that service, those who become the property
of God or Jesus and live as the slaves (douloi) of God or Jesus are paradoxically seen as being free. In his letter to the Romans, for example, Paul refers
to believers both as the slaves of God and as the children of God (Rom. 6:22;
8:14-17; cf. Gal. 4:1-7).
In principle, the redemption of believers could be understood in various
ways. As in Jewish thought, redemption could be understood in an eschatological sense as referring to the ﬁnal condition of salvation that believers will
some day attain. It could also be regarded as referring to some type of spiritual or emotional liberation from something that was oppressing them. This
might be related to the eschatological redemption in the sense that believers
were thought to have obtained peace, joy, and hope due to the certainty they
now possessed regarding their future salvation. However, believers could also
be said to have been redeemed from a life of sin. In that case, sin would be
viewed not as a form of freedom or liberty, as many non-believers undoubtedly thought, but as a type of slavery or oppression. Those who were redeemed
from their sinful ways were enabled to leave behind their destructive conduct
of the past, which led only to suﬀering and death, and to live in ways that
contributed to their own well-being and that of others.
There is no reason to think that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers believed that their
redemption involved some type of mysterious or magical ontological transformation that took place in them. Rather, it was seen simply as a result of
following Christ and receiving through him the knowledge, inspiration, and
capacity to live according to God’s will in the way he had taught and exempliﬁed. The ability to leave behind sin and lead a diﬀerent life in conformity with
God’s will is also understood in the New Testament as the fruit of the work
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of the Holy Spirit, who is said to transform the hearts and minds of believers
so that they can follow Christ.
Of course, when believers were said to be redeemed from their former
sinful way of life, they were at the same time redeemed from the divine condemnation that resulted from that way of life. A life lived in fear of death
or condemnation represents a type of slavery, since one is held captive by
one’s fears. If the devil is seen as the one through whom God acts in order to
impose death or condemnation on those who are sinful and unrepentant, then
redemption from death and condemnation is equivalent to redemption from
the devil’s power (see Heb. 2:14-15).
The third idea that appears repeatedly in the New Testament in relation
to the language of redemption is that the sacriﬁcial death or blood of Jesus
is the means by which believers are redeemed from their former condition of
bondage and accepted into a new condition in which they belong to God and
Christ (Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45; Acts 20:28; Rom. 3:24-25; Gal. 1:4; Eph.
1:17; 1 Tim. 2:5-6; Tit. 2:14; Heb. 9:12; 1 Pet. 1:18-19). Once again, this
redemption through Jesus’ sacriﬁcial death or blood should be understood
on the basis of the same ideas we have seen previously. God had sent Jesus
to form around himself a people who would live as God desired. Throughout
his ministry, Jesus had dedicated himself to the task of laying the foundation
for the existence of that people through his teaching and example, the works
he performed, and the formation of disciples who would be prepared to lead
and guide others and proclaim the gospel among the nations. Jesus’ faithfulness to that task all the way to his death and God’s willingness to hand his
Son over to death had made it possible for this new, obedient people to come
into existence.
In this way, then, believers had been redeemed through Jesus’ blood.
However, because Jesus was now alive at God’s side in heaven, from where he
continued to be active on behalf of believers and from where he would return
to establish God’s reign, the present and future redemption of believers could
also be ascribed to Jesus’ blood or death. This redemption involved delivering
believers from their sinful way of life, but also from the condemnation that
resulted from that life. From heaven Jesus continued to work to transform
them and on that basis interceded to God asking that God strengthen them
and forgive them their sins. At the ﬁnal judgment, Jesus would also redeem
them from God’s wrath at sin and injustice. All of this was the result of his
having been faithful unto death to the task given him by God.
In a sense, of course, both God and his Son Jesus had paid a high price to
bring about this new reality. The price Jesus had paid to redeem others was
that of his life, as well as the suﬀering he had endured throughout his ministry
and especially in his last hours. The price his Father had paid was that of seeing his Son suﬀer at the hands of evildoers and die a cruel death on a Roman
cross. There is no indication, however, that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers believed that
either Jesus or God had paid a price to someone. Jesus was not believed to
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have eﬀected some type of exchange or transaction with God, as if God had
demanded a ransom payment in order to set human beings free from the condemnation to which they were subject. Much less was God thought to have
paid a price to himself or to his justice. The idea that God’s strict justice made
it impossible for him to forgive and accept sinners without receiving the life
or blood of an innocent victim was entirely foreign to the thought of Jesus’
ﬁrst followers. Equally foreign to their thought was the idea that Jesus’ death
constituted a payment made to the devil in order that he might release those
who had fallen under his power.
As we saw in Chapters 4 and 5, for this reason it is inappropriate to translate the Greek words lutron and antilutron as “ransom” when they refer to
God liberating his people and making them his own possession. In the minds
of his ﬁrst followers, Jesus’ death or blood had not been any type of ransom
payment made to God, the devil, or anyone else.46 Jesus’ life (psuchē), death,
or blood could, however, be seen as a redemption price, even though no type
of ransom payment was involved. Just as today we speak of people paying a
high price to achieve some goal or objective without implying that they actually make a payment to someone, so also both God and Jesus could be said to
have paid a high price to liberate those who would live under Jesus’ lordship
from their bondage to sin and evil, and thereby to make those people their
own treasured possession. Just as people often attain objectives at a great cost
to themselves, so God and Christ had established the community of believers
or ekklēsia at a great cost to themselves.
Even if Jesus’ death was not understood as some type of ransom payment
made to God or the devil, the language of exchange could properly be used to
describe what Jesus had done. If Satan was seen as the one who desired Jesus’
death and had acted through ﬁgures such as Judas, the high priests, the mob
who clamored for Jesus’ death, and Pontius Pilate to have Jesus put to death,
then by giving himself over to death, Jesus could be said to have given Satan
what he wanted. Furthermore, in exchange for doing so, Jesus had obtained
the redemption of all who would live under his own lordship, contrary to what
Satan had desired. Ironically, then, by acting to have Jesus put to death, Satan
and the forces of evil had brought about their own defeat in the sense that
what they had done inadvertently led to Jesus’ resurrection and exaltation and
the existence of a people committed to doing God’s will. To think in these
terms, however, was by no means to imply or suggest that some type of transaction or agreement between Jesus and Satan had taken place.
46. On the basis of two ancient Greek “confessional inscriptions” that speak of persons oﬀering a lutron
to a god in order to expiate their oﬀenses, Adela Yarbro Collins argues that the phrase lutron anti pollōn in
Mark 10:45 should be understood as a ransom payment made to God as an act of substitutionary expiation
for others (Mark: A Commentary; Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007, 502-3). In reality, however, the
inscriptions she cites have to do with oﬀerings made to gods in which people sought forgiveness from those
gods for oﬀenses they had committed, and at the same time rededicated themselves to the service of those gods
by means of a gift. There is therefore no reason to read back into these inscriptions the notion of substitution
or that of a ransom payment made to the gods.
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God could also be said to have desired Jesus’ death in the sense that he
had willed that Jesus give up his life instead of attempting to save it. This
was because only in that way would the new, obedient people God desired to
see be brought into existence. Of course, Jesus himself also desired that this
people come to exist. On this basis, it was possible to aﬃrm that, in exchange
for giving up his life, Jesus had obtained or acquired this people both for himself and for God when God raised him. This was not merely because by raising Jesus God had granted Jesus what he desired, namely, that this people be
brought into existence under his lordship, but also because the fact that Jesus
had been obedient to God’s will all the way to his death meant that the lives
of all who considered him their Lord would also be characterized by the same
type of obedience. In fact, it could even be said that God himself had obtained
or acquired this new, obedient people in exchange for the life of his Son. Once
again, this was not because God had made some type of payment to someone, but because his willingness to hand his Son over to death had led to the
existence of the obedient people he had always longed and intended to have.
By now it should be clear that this understanding of the manner in which
Jesus redeemed others through his death or blood is fundamentally diﬀerent
from the interpretations of Jesus’ death that we examined in Chapter 1 of
this study. For the authors of the New Testament writings, Jesus’ death was
redemptive, not because of any eﬀect that it had had on God, human beings,
or Satan, but because of everything that had preceded it and would follow
upon it. Jesus’ death was both the consequence of God’s activity through Jesus
to bring a new, obedient people into existence and also the means by which
that objective had been accomplished.
It is also important to stress that when Jesus’ ﬁrst followers aﬃrmed that
they had been or would be redeemed through Jesus’ death or blood, in no way
were they rejecting the idea that a commitment to living according to God’s will
as deﬁned through Jesus was necessary in order to participate in the redemption
that Jesus would bring one day. This does not mean that they believed that they
redeemed or saved themselves through their own obedience or works. Rather, it
was God alone through Jesus who had redeemed them. While it was necessary
for them to live a new life, that new life was not something that they brought
about on their own, but rather something that God graciously brought about
in them through Jesus and his faithfulness unto death to the task given him by
God, as well as through their own faith in God and Jesus.
This also means that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers did not maintain that through
Jesus’ death all people had been redeemed objectively or “in principle.” Certainly,
Jesus was believed to have died seeking the redemption of all. His objective
had been that all people might be delivered from their sinful ways of life and
come to live in conformity with God’s will under his lordship. Yet while he
had died for this purpose, his death itself had not achieved the redemption of
anyone. Rather, as we have seen, it was his faithfulness unto death that had led
to the formation of a new community of people who understood themselves
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as belonging to God and to Jesus, since they lived under the lordship of Jesus,
whom God had sent. When redemption was spoken of in the past tense, what
was meant was that those who had come to submit to his lordship had now
become God’s own possession and no longer dedicated themselves to serving
sin or Satan as their lord, as they had previously. It could also be said that they
had already been redeemed in the sense that they now had certainty of their
coming redemption, as long as they continued to live under Jesus’ lordship.
Strictly speaking, however, their redemption still lay in the future. Only when
Jesus returned in glory would they be fully and deﬁnitively redeemed.

“For Our Sins”
A number of New Testament passages speak of Jesus’ death or blood being
“for sins” in some sense, yet the phrases employed vary greatly. Paul uses the
phrase huper tōn hamartiōn hēmōn twice: in 1 Cor. 15:3, “Christ died for our
sins in accordance with the scriptures,” and in Gal. 1:4, where he says that the
Lord Jesus Christ “gave himself for our sins to set us free from the present
evil age, according to the will of our God and Father.” The ﬁrst of these two
passages is particularly signiﬁcant because Paul aﬃrms that this formula was
handed down to him. He also relates Jesus’ death to the sins of others in Rom.
4:25, where he writes that Jesus “was handed over to death for our trespasses
and was raised for our justiﬁcation.” Here the Greek phrase is diﬀerent: dia ta
paraptōmata hēmōn. Many New Testament scholars believe that here also Paul
is employing a traditional formula handed down to him. It has been common
to see an allusion to Jesus’ death in Rom. 8:3 as well, where Paul aﬃrms that
by sending his Son “in the likeness of sinful ﬂesh, and for sin (peri hamartias),”
God “condemned sin in the ﬂesh.” Here the word sin appears in the singular.
In contrast to the Pauline passages just cited, Eph. 1:7 mentions explicitly the
forgiveness of sins through Christ: “In him we have redemption through his
blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses.”
The epistle to the Hebrews makes extensive use of the imagery of Christ
as a high priest. Christ is said to have “made puriﬁcation for sins” (katharismon
tōn hamartiōn, Heb. 1:3) and to have “oﬀered for all time a single sacriﬁce for
sins” (huper hamartiōn, 10:12). In both of these passages, the author continues
by alluding immediately to the idea that Christ sat down at God’s right hand.
Jesus’ sacriﬁcial death is also mentioned in the context of his second coming
in Heb. 9:27-28: “And just as it is appointed for mortals to die once, and after
that the judgment, so Christ, having been oﬀered once to bear the sins of
many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin, but to save those who are
eagerly waiting for him.” Earlier in the same chapter, after referring to those
who have been called to live under a new covenant, the author aﬃrms that “a
death has occurred that redeems them from the transgressions under the ﬁrst
covenant” (9:15). Other passages in Hebrews mention the way in which the
priests are said to oﬀer sacriﬁces for sin in order to relate this to what Jesus
was to do (5:1; 9:7; 10:11).

646

JESUS’ DEATH FOR OTHERS: THE STORY AND THE FORMULAS

In 1 John, the readers are told that if they walk in the light of God, “the
blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin” (1:7). Here, as in Rom. 8:3,
the word sin is used in the singular. Two other passages from the same letter
speak of Jesus as the “expiation for our sins ” (peri tōn hamartiōn hēmōn, 1 John
2:2; 4:10). In the Fourth Gospel, John the Baptist refers to Jesus as the “lamb
of God who takes away the sin of the world” ( John 1:29). Even though Jesus’
death or blood is not mentioned explicitly in this verse, most would agree
that it is implied or assumed. In the introductory verses of Revelation, Jesus
is said to have “freed us from our sins by his blood” (ek tōn hamartiōn, Rev.
1:5). Citing Isa. 53:4, 12, the author of 1 Peter writes that Christ “bore our
sins in his body on the cross” (1 Pet. 2:24), and further on in the epistle tells
the readers, “Christ also suﬀered for sins once for all, the righteous for the
unrighteous, in order to bring you to God” (peri hamartiōn, 1 Pet. 3:18). As we
have seen previously, in Matthew’s Last Supper scene, Jesus refers to the cup
as “my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matt. 26:28).
Outside of the phrase huper tōn hamartiōn hēmōn in 1 Cor. 15:3 and Gal.
1:4 and possibly dia ta paraptōmata in Rom. 4:25, it is not clear that any of
these phrases actually represent formulas that were in common use in New
Testament times. They do provide evidence, however, that Jesus’ death or
blood was related in some way to the forgiveness of sins and that a variety of
formulas could be used to express this idea.
It has been common for scholars to claim that many of the passages just
cited derive their language from Isaiah 53. While at least in some cases this
appears to be true, it should be noted that, for the most part, the phrases
used in the Septuagint version of Isaiah 53 to speak of the servant’s suﬀering
and being put to death for the sins of others do not appear verbatim in the
New Testament.47 The exceptions are the allusions to Christ bearing the sins
of others in Heb. 9:28 and 1 Pet. 2:24 and the phrase peri hamartias, which
appears in Rom. 8:3. In Isa. 53:10 LXX, however, this latter phrase refers to
a sin-oﬀering to be made by the readers rather than by the servant ﬁgure.
It is possible, of course, that phrases such as huper tōn hamartiōn hēmōn and
dia ta paraptōmata hēmōn originated in the earliest circles of Jesus’ followers,
where it may have been common to use free translations from the Hebrew
original of Isaiah 53 rather than drawing on the Septuagint. Even if certain
verses of Isaiah 53 are behind many of the formulaic phrases used in the New
Testament to speak of Jesus’ death, of course, we must still discern in what
sense those phrases were used and understood.48
47. The phrases used in the Septuagint version of Isaiah 53 are dia tas anomias hēmōn, dia tas hamartias
hēmōn, and apo tōn anomiōn, as well as the dative tais hamartiais hēmōn (vv. 5-6, 8, 10, 12). Wolter also notes
that the phrases that use the prepositions huper, peri, and dia to speak of dying for the sins of others found in
New Testament passages such as Rom. 4:25, 8:3, 1 Cor. 15:3, Gal. 1:4, 1 Pet. 3:18, and 1 John 2:2, 4:10 are
found neither in the Greek version of the Hebrew Scriptures nor in extra-canonical Jewish texts in antiquity
(“Die Heilstod Jesu,” 303).
48. Simon Gathercole points to several passages from the Hebrew Scriptures in which the Septuagint
version uses the same phrases that Paul uses to speak of Christ dying for the sins of others in order to claim
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As I have argued above, Jesus’ ﬁrst followers would not have interpreted
Isaiah 53 on the basis of ideas related to the penal substitution interpretations of Jesus’ death that arose many centuries later. Instead, they would have
seen Jesus’ suﬀerings and death as being “for sins” in the sense that the sins
of God’s people and perhaps human beings in general made it necessary for
God to send his Son into the world to bring into existence a new people
who would be empowered to leave behind their sinful ways in order to live
in conformity with God’s will. Jesus’ dedication to this task would ultimately
lead to conﬂict and the cross. Thus, as in the parable of the wicked tenants, the
consequence of Jesus’ coming into the world to save others from their sinful
ways would be his death. The sins of others would thus be seen as the cause of
Jesus’ death in two diﬀerent ways. First, those sins made it necessary for God
to send his Son into a context in which his work to bring about in others a
new life of righteousness would result in his being put to death; and second,
the sinfulness of many would lead them to reject Jesus and have him killed.
Because the penal substitution interpretation of Jesus’ death has been so
deeply ingrained in the thought of biblical scholars, including even those who
ﬁnd such an interpretation theologically problematic, the New Testament
aﬃrmations that Jesus suﬀered and died for the sins of others and bore their
sins have almost invariably been understood in the sense that Jesus died so
that God might forgive human sins. Of course, this implies that without Jesus’
death, it was not possible for God to forgive sins. On this basis, the human
plight is deﬁned in terms of the need to be saved from divine punishment
for sins.
As we have seen throughout this study, however, in the Hebrew Scriptures
and among Jews in antiquity, including Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, the plight of
God’s people and human beings in general was deﬁned in terms of the inability to live according to God’s will. It was therefore this problem, rather than
any “problem of forgiveness,” that needed to be addressed. The forgiveness
of sins would follow upon the transformation of the hearts and minds of all
who would form part of God’s people and the new life of righteousness that
would result from that transformation. Undoubtedly, because righteousness
was not synonymous with absolute perfection, even those transformed would
continue to sin at times and still be in need of forgiveness. Yet, as in Jewish
thought in general, the basis upon which they would be forgiven was their
repentance and their commitment to living in conformity with God’s will.
that these passages “lend weight to the view that the language that Paul uses should be understood as referring
to vicarious death” (Defending Substitution: An Essay on Atonement in Paul; ASBT; Grand Rapids: Baker
Academic, 2015, 71; see 70-73). The passages to which he alludes are 1 Kgs. 16:18-19, Num. 27:3, and Josh.
22:20. None of these passages, however, has anything to do with vicarious death. In each case, the persons
involved die as divine punishment for their own sins or as a result of the sins of an individual with whom they
were associated. Their deaths, however, are not viewed as atoning for their sins, and much less for the sins of
others; they do not oﬀer up their lives voluntarily in order to procure some beneﬁt for others. Furthermore,
none of these passages can be used as a basis to claim that in biblical thought every human being dies as
punishment for his or her own sins—especially in the sense of being condemned to eternal damnation—, since
in these passages the punishment is that of dying a premature, violent death or having to die in the wilderness.
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This is precisely the view that we ﬁnd running throughout the New
Testament. As we saw in Chapters 7 and 8, the basis upon which people consistently are said to obtain forgiveness is their repentance and their commitment to live according to God’s will. Yet because God’s will is deﬁned in terms
of following Jesus in faith and living in the way he taught and embodied, forgiveness is also tied to faith in Jesus as the one who represents and speaks for
God. People are forgiven through Jesus or in his name, that is, as they submit
to Jesus as their Lord and live under him. Strictly speaking, then, they are not
forgiven on the basis of Jesus’ death. However, because what Jesus was seeking as he went to his death—and what God was seeking through Jesus—was
that this new reality in which people would live in righteousness under Jesus’
lordship so as to be acceptable to God might come to pass, the forgiveness of
sins is associated with Jesus’ death or blood.
Behind some of these formulaic allusions to Jesus’ suﬀering and death
for sins is undoubtedly the idea that, as he went to the cross, Jesus had made
intercession for those who would come to live in faith under him, seeking that
God accept them and forgive them their sins. In that sense, Jesus’ death had
been a sacriﬁce for sins, since it had involved an implicit petition for forgiveness on behalf of others. Believers could also be said to have been justiﬁed,
puriﬁed, washed, or redeemed from their sins through Jesus’ death for the
same reason: Jesus had oﬀered his life up to God seeking that God justify,
purify, wash, and redeem those who would come to follow him from their sins.
Once again, however, the reason that these things were associated particularly
with his death or blood is that his death had been the ultimate expression of
everything he had lived for and had sought for others. It had been the consequence of his commitment to bringing about in others the way of life God
desired to see in them, and had also been the means by which God would be
able to create a people fully committed to living according to his will.49 This
was because, from that point on, to identify with Jesus as Lord and live as his
follower would by deﬁnition mean to identify with the same type of total dedication to God’s will and self-giving for others that had characterized Jesus in
his death. It was precisely the fact that Jesus’ death would serve as the means
to create a people totally committed to God’s will that had led God to raise
Jesus as Lord and grant forgiveness and salvation to all those who would live
under Jesus’ lordship. Of course, while it was only those who would live under
Jesus in faith who could be said to have been justiﬁed, puriﬁed, washed, and
redeemed from their sins through his death or blood, the fact that Jesus had
sought that people from all the nations might come to live under him once he
had been exalted as Lord meant that it could rightly be said that he had died
for the sins of all people, seeking their salvation and forgiveness.
49. On the basis of his analysis of similar formula in ancient Greek literature, Wolter argues that in
passages such as 1 Cor. 15:3 and Rom. 4:25, the phrase “for sins” should consistently be translated “as a
consequence of sins” (“infolge der Sünde”), Paul, 102-5. Nevertheless, even this phrase could be understood in
a variety of senses.
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When Jesus’ ﬁrst followers aﬃrmed that Jesus had suﬀered and died for
their sins, then, they had in mind the idea that he had died as a result of his
commitment to bringing them to abandon their sinful ways and live according to God’s will as members of his community of followers. For this reason,
to avoid the idea that Jesus had died simply so that God might forgive people
their sins, it may be preferable to translate the phrase Christos apethanen huper
tōn hamartiōn hēmōn in 1 Cor. 15:3, “Christ died for our sinful actions,” that
is, to deliver “us” from living in sins, as well as from the consequences of such
a life. To speak in these terms is not to deny that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers believed
that through his death he had obtained from God the forgiveness of sins
for all who would live as members of the community under him. The basis
upon which God had granted believers forgiveness of sins, however, was that
through Jesus’ death a new covenant and new community would be established in which all would be committed to living in accordance with God’s
will under Jesus’ lordship.
It is also possible that when Jesus’ ﬁrst followers spoke of Jesus dying for
their sins, they had in mind the heavenly intercession he carried out on their
behalf. As noted above, a number of the allusions to Jesus’ death for the sins
of others occur in passages that refer to his resurrection and exaltation as well.
Because Jesus had gone to his death seeking to be raised for others as their
Lord, savior, and mediator, he had died for the sins of others in the sense that,
as he went to his death, he asked God to raise and exalt him so that he might
remain active from heaven to continue and consummate his work of bringing
about the transformation of those living under his lordship and obtaining
God’s forgiveness for them on the basis of the new life they lived as a result
of their faith.
A number of scholars have argued that the aﬃrmation that Jesus died “for
our sins” may have been intended as a response to the notion that Jesus had
died on account of his own sins.50 According to this idea, it would have been
natural for both Jews and non-Jews to consider that, if Jesus had been sentenced to cruciﬁxion by the Jewish and Roman authorities and God had not
intervened to save Jesus from the cross, it was because he was guilty of wrongdoing and therefore deserved such a death. For this reason, Jesus’ ﬁrst followers
may have stressed that it was not Jesus’ own sins that had led to his death, but
the persistent sinfulness of Israel, as well as the sinfulness of the Romans and
people from the other nations as well. Jesus had died as a result of that sinfulness or due to his eﬀorts to bring that persistent sinfulness to an end.
50. Commenting on 1 Cor. 15:3, for example, Peder Borgen claims that “the words ‘died for our sins in
accordance with the scriptures’ presupposes that an opposite view was held by those who executed him. They
maintained that he, in accordance with the laws, died for his own sins, his own crimes.” According to Borgen,
this was Paul’s view prior to his conversion, but he “then changed his understanding and identiﬁed himself
with the traditions transmitted in Christian communities: Christ was cruciﬁed for our crimes” (“Cruciﬁed for
His Own Sins—Cruciﬁed for Our Sins: Observations on a Pauline Perspective,” in The New Testament and
Early Christian Literature in Greco-Roman Context: Studies in Honor of David E. Aune; ed. John Fotopoulos;
NovTSup 122; Leiden: Brill, 2006, 18, 35; see 17-36).
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It is worth noting that the two passages in which Paul uses the phrase huper
tōn hamartiōn hēmōn, 1 Cor. 15:3 and Gal. 1:4, are found in letters addressed
primarily to non-Jewish believers. This indicates that, although Paul undoubtedly had in mind the sinfulness of Israel when he used that phrase, he also
believed that Christ had died so that people from the nations might be saved
from their sinful ways and obtain divine forgiveness. The use of this formula
and others that are similar may therefore have constituted an allusion to the
entire divine plan designed to save both the people of Israel as well as the
nations from their sins. Jesus’ death “for sins” had taken place “according to the
Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3) in the sense that it formed an integral and vital part
of this divine plan. As we have seen previously, God would overlook the sins
of the past as people now turned to him through faith in Christ. Naturally,
this involved God’s putting away his wrath at the sins of Israel and the nations
as well. Nevertheless, it was not Jesus’ death in itself that had put away that
wrath but the fact that, thanks to his death for others and for their sins, it
was now possible for people from all nations to repent and live obediently
as God’s children under Jesus. By means of faith and baptism, people could
“wash away their sins” and be incorporated into God’s people as full members.
This was the new reality that Jesus had brought about through his death. In
that sense, he had died for the sins of all people.

4VġFSJOHBOE%ZJOHXJUIPSGPS$ISJTU
Among New Testament scholars, the idea that believers suﬀer and die together
with Christ has generally been considered almost exclusively a Pauline doctrine. While there are several reasons for this, the most important of these
seems to be that suﬀering and dying with Christ has commonly been understood as something that happens to believers rather than something that
believers themselves do actively. As we saw in Chapter 1, because the Pauline
epistles use the past tense so as to aﬃrm that believers died with Christ in
the past and in several passages relate this dying with Christ to baptism, many
New Testament scholars have maintained that either believers or all people
in general were thought to have died with Christ in some mysterious manner
either when they came to faith and were baptized or when Christ himself
died. Even though the Pauline epistles never speak of people “participating”
in Christ or his death, most New Testament scholars today seem to agree that
the idea of participation is faithful to Paul’s thought. Many even regard it as
central for Paul’s understanding of salvation.
While we will consider Paul’s thought on this subject in greater detail in
Chapter 11, several observations are in order here in the present chapter. The
supposition that Paul’s doctrine of “participation in Christ” is very diﬀerent
from anything we ﬁnd in the Jesus tradition or the Synoptic Gospels has led
scholars to either ignore the presence of similar language in the Synoptics or
to claim that the idea there is fundamentally diﬀerent from that which we
ﬁnd in the Pauline writings. All three Synoptics, however, repeat the idea
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that Jesus’ followers must take up their cross and follow him and be willing
to give up their life for him and for the gospel (Matt. 10:38-39; 16:24-25;
Mark 8:34-35; Luke 9:23-24; 14:27). To take upon oneself Jesus’ yoke also
seems to be roughly equivalent to taking up the cross (Matt. 11:28-30). In
Matthew and Mark, Jesus tells James and John that they will “drink the
same cup” as he will (Matt. 20:22-23; Mark 10:38-39; cf. Acts 12:1-2). In
the passion narratives, Peter and the other disciples also tell Jesus that they
are willing to die with him and give up their lives for his sake (Matt. 26:35;
Mark 14:31). Jesus himself tells his disciples that they will suﬀer the same
things he will suﬀer, being persecuted, hated, and even put to death on his
account (Matt. 5:10-12). In Acts, Luke presents Paul as aﬃrming that he
does not count his life of any value to himself (Acts 20:24), and indicating
his willingness “not only to be bound but even to die in Jerusalem for the
name of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 21:13).
These ideas are also found in the Fourth Gospel, where Thomas exhorts
the other disciples to go to die with Jesus ( John 11:16). Peter tells Jesus, “I will
lay down my life for you” (13:37). After aﬃrming that a grain of wheat cannot
bear fruit unless it falls into the ground and dies, Jesus adds that “those who
love their life will lose it” (12:24-25). During the Last Supper, Jesus tells his
disciples, “No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s
friends” (15:13), and then foretells the persecution his disciples will face at the
hands of those who will put them out of the synagogues and even put them to
death (16:2). The world will hate Jesus’ disciples in the same way it ﬁrst hated
him (15:18-19).
The meaning of these aﬃrmations that we ﬁnd in the Gospels is relatively
simple and straightforward. Those who are committed to following Jesus can
expect to face opposition, persecution, and violence as he did and perhaps
even be threatened with a violent death. While none of the disciples actually died with Jesus when he did, according to the New Testament and early
Christian tradition, after they became convinced that he had been raised by
God and exalted to God’s right hand, at least some of the disciples became
willing to suﬀer and die as a result of their commitment to Jesus and the work
that he was thought to have assigned to them on behalf of others.
To die “for” Jesus, of course, would be understood as being willing to give
up one’s life, not in order that Jesus might himself be beneﬁted personally in
some way, but so that the same objective that he had sought in life and death
might be attained—namely, that others obtain God’s blessings and salvation
through him. Although, of course, only a handful of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers were
actually put to death for their faith, all believers could be said to die for and
with Jesus in a metaphorical sense: they dedicated themselves to following
him, leaving behind their former way of life and the values and conduct associated with it. In many cases, they encountered the rejection of their family
and former friends, thereby dying metaphorically to their former relationships
and life. Because they did this due to their faith in Christ, they could be said
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to die for and with Christ. However, while the present tense could be used to
speak of them dying for and with Christ every day, they could also be said to
have died with Christ in the past when they came to faith and were baptized,
since that was the moment in which they had committed themselves to putting away their old way of life in order to live as Christ’s servants or slaves.
Of course, because what Christ had lived, suﬀered, and died for was the
well-being and salvation of others both in the present age and the age to
come, to suﬀer and die for and with Christ was inseparable from suﬀering and
dying for and with others. This idea is reﬂected in 1 John 3:16: “We know love
by this, that he laid down his life for us—and we ought to lay down our lives
for one another.” While this passage does not speak of believers dying with
or for Christ, the idea is that they are to be willing to lay down their lives for
others both literally and metaphorically, seeking the well-being and salvation
of others just as Jesus did.
As we shall see in Chapter 11, there is no reason not to take Paul’s language of dying with Christ in the same way. In fact, the idea of being willing to endure hardships and persecution as a result of one’s commitment to
following Christ clearly seems to be behind the language of suﬀering with
Christ found in Rom. 8:17, where Paul aﬃrms that believers are “heirs of God
and joint heirs with Christ—if, in fact, we suﬀer with him so that we may also
be gloriﬁed with him” (cf. 2 Tim. 2:11-13). When Paul speaks of believers
having died with Christ (Rom. 6:8; Gal. 2:19), this should be understood in
the sense just mentioned above: they have put away their former way of living
and have committed themselves to living according to God’s will as deﬁned
through Christ. For Paul, this involves identifying with Christ’s death and
everything which that death represented and stood for.

Christ’s Death “For Us”: Some Analogies
In order to understand more clearly the formulas that Jesus’ ﬁrst followers
used to refer to his death on their behalf, it would be helpful to consider several analogies from the context of the waging of war. When a country sends
out its soldiers to ﬁght against the enemy, it can be said that it sends them
out to die. Obviously, the country does not want its soldiers to die. However, it
knows that the death of many of its soldiers will be the result of sending them
out to ﬁght against the enemy. In the case of those who do die, it will be said
that they died for others, that is, for their fellow citizens and compatriots, since
the objective of the soldiers had been to preserve, defend, and protect the
liberty, safety, and well-being of their country. In the same way, in the minds
of Jesus’ ﬁrst followers, it could be said that God had sent his Son to die. This
did not mean that God desired his Son’s death, but that God knew that the
mission that his Son would carry out would lead to his death. Furthermore,
Jesus’ followers could aﬃrm that Jesus had died for them and others. This meant
that he had died as a result of his faithfulness to the mission he had been
given to make it possible for them and others to live in freedom and enjoy the
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blessings God desired for them in the context of the community of faith that
Jesus had worked to establish, as well as the blessings that would be theirs in
the life to come. In that sense, he had died on their behalf.
When soldiers are sent out to war and some subsequently die as a result,
prior to dying, they do many other things aimed at making it possible for their
country to enjoy peace, well-being, and security. First of all, they leave behind
their former life and activities as well as their loved ones in order to join the
armed forces. This in itself constitutes a great sacriﬁce on their part. They then
spend endless hours training and preparing themselves for battle. When they
are sent out to the places in which they will need to confront the enemy, they
endure many hardships, such as hunger, thirst, sleeplessness, mental anguish,
physical suﬀerings, many dangers, and harsh weather. When they become
involved in battle, they may also be wounded or experience a great deal of pain
before they ultimately die at the hands of the enemy.
Nevertheless, when those on behalf of whom they were ﬁghting are asked
what those soldiers did for them, they will sum up everything that those soldiers did by saying that they died or gave up their life for their country. When
they say that, they have in mind all the things that those soldiers did from the
time they left their homes to join the armed forces until the moment when they were
killed. Nevertheless, they may aﬃrm only that the soldiers died or gave up
their life for their country not only because in that way they are able to sum
up quickly and eﬃciently all that those soldiers did, but because nothing else
that those soldiers did prior to dying demonstrates as clearly their dedication and
love for their country as the fact that they died as a result of having put their lives
at risk for the good of the country.
In the same way, Jesus’ ﬁrst disciples—including Paul—were undoubtedly well aware of all the things Jesus had done prior to his death in order to
make it possible for them to come to experience true life, freedom, joy, and
peace as part of a community in which all were dedicated to the well-being
of one another, as well as to the well-being of all those outside of that community. They knew that he had left behind everything in order to carry out
his ministry and dedicate his life to establishing such a community. He had
spent endless hours teaching and preparing his disciples and others, helping
those in need, and traveling from one place to another in order to reach as
many people as possible. Like the soldiers just mentioned, he had endured
great hardships, including hunger, thirst, weariness, sleepless nights, and harsh
weather. He had often had no place to rest his head or get some respite from
the constant onslaught of many who sought his attention or help. He had also
had to deal with those who opposed him and sought to silence or harm him.
In the end, he had denounced through his words and his action at the temple
the corruption and injustices of the religious authorities, yet he nevertheless
had continued to teach undauntedly on the temple grounds, all the time well
aware of what the result of these actions on behalf of others would be. Finally,
when he had been arrested, he had continued to stand ﬁrm for all that he had
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lived and worked for rather than cowering in fear before those judging him,
and had opted to endure great physical abuse and even a violent death rather
than renounce his activity on behalf of others or recant what he had said and
taught.
Yet, as in the analogy of the soldiers who had given up their lives for their
country, when Jesus’ ﬁrst followers spoke of what he had done for them, rather
than going into detail regarding all of the diﬀerent aspects of the activity that
he had carried out for them and others from the start of his ministry to the
end of his life, they could merely say, “He gave up his life for us.” Undoubtedly,
when they said this, they had in mind not merely his death on the cross, but
everything he had done for others throughout his ministry up to his ﬁnal hours, all of
which had led to his being put to death on the cross. However, by saying that Jesus
had died for them and others, his followers could not only sum up in a few
words all that Jesus had done on their behalf, but at the same time point to
his death as the ultimate and supreme manifestation and expression of his dedication to his mission of making a new life possible for them and others. Nothing else
that he had done could ever communicate as powerfully his love for others as
his death on the cross. At the same time, in order to stress these points even
further, rather than merely saying that he had died for them and others, they
could say that he had given his life for them, oﬀered up his life for them, or even
that he had sacriﬁced his life for them. Seen in the light of these ideas, it is not
at all diﬃcult to understand why Jesus’ followers began to employ sacriﬁcial
language and imagery to refer to his death. He had shed his blood for others,
just as soldiers shed their blood and sacriﬁce their lives on the battleﬁeld for
their country. He had oﬀered up his life to God on behalf of others, seeking
from God for them all that he had sought for them throughout his life and
ministry. He had endured the cross for others and poured out his soul unto
death for them. Yet it cannot be stressed strongly enough that, when Jesus’ ﬁrst followers said that he had died for them, given himself up for them, or sacriﬁced his life
for them by oﬀering it up to God, they were not merely referring to his death but also
had in mind everything Jesus had done that had led to his death on the cross. Thus
it was not Jesus’ death in itself that had led to life and salvation for others, but
the absolute dedication to a ministry aimed at giving life and salvation to others of
which his death had been the result.
These observations make it possible as well to understand the problem
with the idea that Jesus died in order to provide others with an example of
love to imitate and to kindle greater love in them—the idea that is commonly associated with Peter Abelard. Above all, when soldiers are engaging
the enemy in battle, while they may hope that their courage and bravery will
also inspire others to be courageous and brave under those circumstances, this
is not their primary purpose. The objective they seek to accomplish is not to
provide an example for others to imitate, but to save their people from becoming subjected to the enemy. In fact, that is why they wish others to be courageous and brave as well, so that together they may accomplish that objective.
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Furthermore, if in the midst of battle, for no reason at all, a soldier suddenly
jumps out of a trench in which he was protecting himself and runs toward
the enemy only in order to be shot and killed needlessly, such an action is in
no way considered an act of love for others. Rather than aﬃrming that the
soldier had sacriﬁced his life for his country out of love for his compatriots,
his fellow soldiers would say that he had committed an act of suicide and had
even done harm to the cause of the country by depriving it of a soldier that
it needed to ﬁght on its behalf. If other soldiers took his act as an example to
imitate, the country would merely continue to lose needlessly the soldiers it
needed to defeat the enemy.
In the same way, Jesus’ mission or intention had not been to suﬀer, to die,
or to have himself killed. That is not what God his Father desired nor the
reason for which God had sent Jesus. Had Jesus sought to be put to death on
the cross for no good reason, but simply as an end in itself, his death would
have been seen, not as an act of love for others, but as a senseless suicide that
beneﬁted no one and only deprived those whom he had served of the ministry
he had been carrying out on their behalf. Such a death would not have been
regarded as an example for others to imitate. For the same reasons, rather than
kindling greater love in his followers, Jesus would have been kindling bewilderment and disillusion. Undoubtedly, of course, Jesus had wanted others to
be inspired to stand up to evil and injustice with bravery and courage as he
had. Yet this was not his primary objective. Rather, what he had sought in life
and death was to establish a community in which people might be saved from
sin and evil by living in harmony, love, justice, and solidarity with one another
so as thereby to experience true life in both this world and the world to come.
To continue the analogies, if the country sending out its soldiers to war
was seeking to liberate itself from the oppression and domination of a foreign power, once the country had been freed from that power, it would be
said that those soldiers who had died had liberated others through their death
or blood. This would be seen as an act of supreme love and sacriﬁce on their
part on behalf of others. It could also be said that they had saved, delivered,
or freed their country at the cost of their life or that they had paid the ultimate
price to attain the liberation of their country. Essentially, this is the language
of redemption, which involves paying a price in order to obtain something else
in exchange.
Following this same logic, Jesus’ ﬁrst followers would aﬃrm the same
things regarding what he had done for them and others. He had liberated
them from their bondage to sin, selﬁshness, fear, hopelessness, and other evils
and had attained new life for them by means of his death or blood. He had paid
the ultimate price to obtain the freedom and salvation they now enjoyed as
members of his community, the price of his life, which would be regarded as
the cost of their deliverance. By dedicating his ministry to their liberation and
then giving up his life so that their liberation might become a reality through
him, he had redeemed them or attained their redemption through his life or
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blood. In their case, the “enemy” could be deﬁned in a number of ways: as the
human and demonic forces of evil and the power of sin that enslaved them,
as the fear of suﬀering and death that paralyzed and terrorized them, or as
other oppressive powers that sought to impose themselves on them. Military
terms such as victory, triumph, and defeat of enemies such as sin and evil could
also be used to refer to that which Jesus had accomplished on their behalf.
Nevertheless, when they used these terms, Jesus’ followers would not have
in mind any type of hand-to-hand combat that Jesus had waged against the
devil in Hades or against some cosmic power in some invisible realm. Rather,
they would merely be aﬃrming that his dedication in life and death to the
objective of freeing others from the powers that had oppressed them had
accomplished that objective. And by liberating them from those powers, he
had saved them by giving them a new life that would ultimately lead to an
eternal life in the age to come.
When an army of soldiers defeats the enemy that holds their country in
fear and bondage, the way in which they have given of themselves to overcome the enemy brings rejoicing to their compatriots and also brings about
a greater unity among them. All the members of that society put aside any
diﬀerences or conﬂicts they have previously had with one another in order to
come together in solidarity as one. The dedication and love for country that
the soldiers have manifested by putting their lives at risk in order to ﬁght
for their country, and in many instances by dying for their country, will also
inevitably inspire the same type of love for one another in their compatriots,
as well as a willingness to make sacriﬁces for the good of others. Once again,
it would be said that this new reality of harmony, peace, unity, and sacriﬁcial
self-giving on behalf of others cost the lives of many who by dying had paid
the price of bringing that new reality to pass. They had attained that objective by means of their death or blood. If the president, prime minister, or
commander-in-chief had demonstrated great courage and boldness and had
devised and implemented an excellent strategy that had led to the victory, that
ﬁgure would no doubt be honored and thanked. To a great extent, the victory
would be attributed not only to the soldiers who had fought but also to the
leader who had overseen and directed the war eﬀort. Both the leader and the
armed forces would be said to have inspired the victory and to have instilled
in others bravery and dedication through their own courage and steadfastness.
In a similar way, as Jesus’ ﬁrst followers gathered together in the alternative
communities that he had sought to establish and for which he had sacriﬁced
his life, they would ascribe the new reality they were experiencing to his death
or blood. The manner in which he had loved others to the point of giving up
his life would bring his followers to be dedicated to practicing the same type
of love. In fact, that same love for others both within and outside of their
community would deﬁne that community and be expected of each member.
All would also be expected to put aside any diﬀerences or conﬂicts they had
with others in the community, forgiving one another and sharing their lives
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and themselves with one another. Thus it could be said that they had been reconciled to one another through the death or blood of Jesus. He had died or given up
his life for them in the sense that he had died precisely so that this new reality
might be brought about. For reasons we have just seen, when his followers
would aﬃrm that Jesus had reconciled them to one another through his death
or blood, they would be attributing that reconciliation, not to Jesus’ death per
se—which in itself had accomplished nothing—, but to the love, dedication,
and commitment to others he had shown throughout his life up until its end,
that is, the love for others of which his death had been both the result and the
supreme manifestation.
At the same time, because it had been God who had sent Jesus for the purpose of bringing about this new reality and who had accompanied, empowered,
and directed Jesus from the beginning of his ministry all the way to the cross,
Jesus’ followers would attribute their reconciliation to one another not only
to Jesus but also to God. God had made that reconciliation a reality by sending
his Son and giving him over to death, just as he had made their redemption
a reality through Jesus. Jesus’ followers would naturally respond to what God
had done through Jesus by honoring and thanking God and dedicating their
lives to him. Thus they would see in God the origin and cause of their love for
one another and their new life in the community established through Jesus’
life and death. Once again, that same type of love would be expected of all
of the members of the community—not because it was demanded of them,
but because it was recognized that once they had grasped and understood
all that God had done for them through Jesus, that same type of love would
arise spontaneously in their hearts. Any who were not committed to such love
would therefore not be scolded, reprimanded, or condemned. Rather, it would
be clear that the reason that they had not come to love others in the way they
should was that they either had not understood or had not experienced the
love of God and of Jesus as they should have through the other members of
the community. What was necessary, therefore, was for the members of the
community to show even greater love toward those who were not living in
love as they should and communicate to them more clearly the love of God
and of Christ. Nothing but that could bring them to live in love as well.
What God had done for the members of Jesus’ community through Jesus
would also lead them to speak of God having reconciled them to himself through
Jesus and his death or blood. Whatever their relationship with God had been
previously, as a result of what God had done through Jesus, that relationship
would now be characterized by an even greater love for God and a sincere
desire and commitment to put out of their lives anything that was an obstacle
to that relationship or ran contrary to God’s love for all people. The tremendous love that God had shown for them by sending his Son to carry out a
ministry aimed at bringing all to live in justice and solidarity and then handing him over to death when that ministry led to conﬂict would also leave no
doubt in their minds that God accepted them fully and forgave them any
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wrongdoing that they had committed. God would scarcely have sacriﬁced
so much to bring into being the community of which they now formed part
only now to reject or condemn those who came to live in that community.
The fact that the love God had shown for them through Jesus’ life and death
would arouse in them the same type of love together with an earnest desire to
live as God desired for their own good would also lead them to say that they
had been justiﬁed by means of Jesus’ death or blood. Because they would come
to understand clearly that the righteousness or justice God desired to see in
them consisted of the same love that God and Jesus had shown for them, and
because their having been the objects of that love would have spontaneously
produced the same type of love in them, they could be assured that God
accepted them as righteous. In other words, as faith in the God of Jesus and
in Jesus himself came to constitute the core of their being, they would inevitably live righteously, and on that basis they would be declared righteous or
justiﬁed. Once again, however, all of this would be attributed to Jesus’ death or
blood, that is, his willingness to sacriﬁce or give up his life for them.
Finally, if the members of a certain country had lived in a way that had
made it possible for an enemy to subdue and oppress them, it could be said
that they were suﬀering and being oppressed on account of their own errors,
misdeeds, or cowardice. Those errors or misdeeds and that cowardice had
destroyed the fabric of the country and had weakened it, making it possible
for the country’s enemy to gain power over the country. If the enemy was
much stronger than the people of that country, in order for them to be delivered from their enemy, the people would need assistance from a foreign power
stronger than their enemy that would be capable of driving that enemy out of
the land in order to deliver the people from their suﬀering. In itself, however,
this would not be suﬃcient, since the people might continue to commit the
same errors and misdeeds that had weakened them previously and had made
it possible for the enemy to overpower them in the ﬁrst place. Therefore, the
people would also need to identify and acknowledge their errors and misdeeds, recognize that their faulty behavior was responsible for their suﬀering
and oppression, and subsequently strive to leave behind those errors and misdeeds by living diﬀerently. If the foreign army liberating the people assisted
them by pointing out to them their errors and misdeeds and instructing them
as to how they might avoid falling back into the behavior that had previously
weakened them and had enabled the enemy to gain power over them, that
foreign army could be said to have liberated the country, not only by defeating
the enemy, but also by making it possible for those people to live in such a way
that they would be strong enough to resist their enemy in the future. However,
what would have liberated the previously oppressed people from their bondage would have been not only the guidance, orientation, and instruction given
them by the members of the foreign army, but also the courage and bravery
that the soldiers of that army had displayed in their ﬁght against the enemy.
By observing the way in which those soldiers had fought and died for them,
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the liberated people would be brought to grow in courage and bravery and in
their willingness to stand up boldly against their enemies in the future.
For these reasons, it could then be said that the foreign power had saved
the people from their errors, misdeeds, and cowardice. However, because many
of the foreign soldiers had died as a result of their eﬀorts to save the people
of the country from their enemy, those soldiers could also be said to have died
for the errors, misdeeds, and cowardice of the people of that country. This
would mean that they had died because of those errors and misdeeds and that
cowardice in two senses. First, had the people not been in a weakened state
due to their living in error, misdeeds, and cowardice, it would not have been
necessary for the foreign army to come to their aid, since the people would
not originally have fallen prey to their enemy. In that case, none of the soldiers of that army would have died ﬁghting to liberate that country. Second,
however, those soldiers would also have given their lives for the people of that
country in the sense that they had died so that their fellow soldiers might
be able to work with the members of that country in order to enable them
to leave behind the errors and misdeeds that had characterized their life. In
addition, the bravery and courage that the soldiers had shown when giving
up their lives would also have enabled the people to overcome their cowardice
and thereby put away the fear that led them to act in ways that made it possible for the enemy to subjugate them. The foreign soldiers could then be said
to have died for the people’s cowardly actions in the sense that their courage
made it possible for the people to stop acting out of cowardice and fear.
This last analogy makes it possible to understand more clearly what Jesus’
ﬁrst followers meant when they said that Jesus had died or given up his life
for their sins. This could be understood in several senses. The fact that God’s
people had fallen into bondage under forces stronger than them and for that
reason were living sinful lives had made it necessary for Jesus to come into
the world to free them from those forces. As a result of his faithfulness to his
eﬀorts to accomplish that goal, however, he had been put to death. It could
therefore be said that he had died for their sins in the sense that he had died
as a result of his eﬀorts to free the people from the forces that held them in
bondage, causing them to sin.
Throughout his ministry, out of love for others, Jesus had dedicated himself to the task of pointing out to others their sins and indicating to them
how those sins were harming and destroying their lives. He had also called
on them to repent of those sins and put them out of their life for their own
good and that of others. For various reasons, this activity had angered many
who refused to acknowledge their sins and instead sought to silence him.
Because Jesus nevertheless continued to point out to others their sins and call
them to repentance in spite of the anger his activity was generating among
many, he was put to death. In that sense, he had died for the sins of others. At
the same time, the love, instruction, and guidance that Jesus had oﬀered others during his ministry had made it possible for many to leave behind their
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sinful ways in order to live diﬀerently. However, when that work led many
of the oppressed to see and understand the causes of their oppression, they
abandoned their loyalty and allegiance to the political and religious leaders
who were oppressing them. Those leaders therefore sought to put Jesus to
death. Because Jesus’ unswerving commitment to his work of saving people
from their sins through his love, instruction, and guidance eventually led to
his death at the hands of those authorities, it would be said once again that
he had died for the people’s sins.
Similarly, because Jesus had stood up ﬁrmly against those authorities,
denouncing openly their unjust and oppressive ways and seeking to free people
from their control, those authorities had responded by having him cruciﬁed.
Jesus, however, had trusted in God and had proclaimed to others that there
was no need to live in fear because it was God rather than those authorities
who ultimately had power over life and death. Jesus’ boldness in this regard
had led to his death, but it had also had the eﬀect of instilling his same boldness in others. The boldness, hope, and trust in God that Jesus’ faithfulness to
death to his God-given task had brought about in them enabled Jesus’ followers to overcome their fear and thus to stop living in sinful ways as a result of
that fear. In this way as well, Jesus had saved others from their sins by giving up
his life rather than seeking to save it.
Furthermore, by paying the price of his life in order to enable and empower
people to leave behind their sinful life, Jesus had obtained God’s forgiveness
and acceptance for those people and had delivered them from God’s wrath
at their sin and injustice, since through faith in Jesus and their incorporation
into his community of followers, they would now be able to leave behind
the sinful and unjust way of life that had occasioned God’s wrath. This was
another sense in which he had died for their sins. Finally, Jesus had gone to his
death asking God to raise and exalt him so that he might continue to be active
from heaven to enable people to abandon their sinful lifestyle so as to practice
God’s righteousness or justice. Once raised and exalted, he would also continually intercede to God on behalf of those people, asking God to strengthen
them in their faith and forgive them their sins on the basis of his activity to
transform them into new people. Because he had oﬀered up his life with the
implicit petition that he be raised and exalted for others so as to bring about
their transformation and salvation, once more he could be said to have died for
their sins. When Jesus’ ﬁrst followers said that he had died or given himself up
for their sins, therefore, they undoubtedly had all of these ideas in mind.

