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PAUL AND JESUS’ DEATH

According to many traditional interpretations of Paul’s thought, he under-
stood the human plight primarily in terms of the need to obtain from God 
the forgiveness of sins in order to be delivered from the condemnation to 
which all are subject on account of those sins.31 Supposedly, because human 
beings could not attain the level of perfection they needed in order to merit 
God’s forgiveness, it was necessary for Christ to merit or obtain that for-
giveness for them by means of his death on a cross.32

Such an understanding of salvation and the work of Christ is problem-
atic for a number of reasons. It locates the problem that must be resolved 
in God rather than in human beings. While undoubtedly their sin prevents 
human beings from being saved, supposedly the obstacle that must be over-
come is not their sinfulness but God’s inability to forgive them that sinful-
ness without compromising his perfect holiness and justice. Christ’s task is 
therefore not to bring them to put away their sin but to make it possible 
for God to forgive and overlook that sin so that he may save them. It is this 
that Christ’s death was designed to accomplish. While of course the result 
of the forgiveness that believers receive through Christ’s death produces 
a change in them, it is not that change that constitutes the basis for their 
forgiveness but Christ’s death alone, as well as their faith in the atoning 
efficacy of his death. 

As we have just seen above, however, in Hebrew and Jewish thought, 
what satisfied God’s justice and put away his wrath was not the punishment 
of sin or the inflicting of suffering and death on sinners but the return of his 
people to him and his commandments in love, obedience, and righteousness. 
If this did not take place, nothing that human beings could do or offer God 
could bring him to be reconciled to them and forgive them their sins, nor 
could God’s punishment of their sins reconcile him to them or them to him. 
Just as in Jewish thought sacrifices, suffering, or death in themselves could 
not atone for sins or obtain his forgiveness, so also in the thought of Jesus’ 
first followers the sacrificial suffering and death of Christ in itself had neither 
made atonement for human sins nor obtained God’s forgiveness for those 
sins. Only a commitment to living in accordance with God’s will as God had 
now made that will known through Jesus could accomplish those things. 

Of course, for centuries biblical interpreters have claimed that the idea 
that Jesus’ death or blood atoned for human sins is found in a number 

31. Stephen Westerholm, for example, summarizes Paul’s thought thus: “Certainly
he saw humanity’s plight as desperate: divine judgment looms over wayward human-
kind” (Perspectives Old and New on Paul: !e “Lutheran” Paul and His Critics [Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004], 358). See further his discussion on 352-407.

32.So Westerholm: “through Christ God declares the guilty innocent, clearing while
cleansing them of their sins, thereby initiating a reconciliation with sinners. 5ose who 
respond to his kerygma with faith enter the community of the saved” (Perspectives, 366).
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284 REDEFINING THE BASIS FOR GOD’S FORGIVENESS 

of passages from Paul’s epistles.33 A close look at these passages, however, 
reveals that in every case they consist of brief formulas that by their very 
nature lend themselves to having a wide variety of ideas read back into 
them. What Paul actually says is that Jesus died for others and for their sins, 
that believers are justified through his blood, and that through Jesus’ death 
believers have been reconciled to God.34 Nowhere do any of these passages 
or others from Paul’s epistles affirm explicitly the idea of penal substitution. 
Nevertheless, because for centuries they have been read on the basis of that 
idea, many find it virtually impossible to interpret them in any other way.

In order to make sense of Paul’s formulaic allusions to Jesus’ death, some 
type of narrative background is necessary. In principle, the penal substi-
tution interpretation of Jesus’ death can provide such a background, yet 
because Paul never affirms any of the ideas that constitute the basic ele-
ments of that interpretation, it can be attributed to Paul only by reading it 
back into the formulas he uses to speak of the salvific significance of Jesus’ 
death. 5us, for example, nowhere does Paul ever argue that Jesus had to die 
because God could not forgive sins without his death or claim that only by 
having Jesus endure the punishment that human sins deserved could God 
enable human beings to be spared from that punishment. 

Of course, many Pauline scholars would argue that Paul never presents 
any type of narrative regarding Jesus and his death in his letters.35 While in 
a sense that is true, it is nevertheless possible to reconstruct in broad terms 
the narrative Paul told on the basis of the allusions he makes to Jesus’ death 
and his activity on behalf of others throughout his letters. A brief sum-
mary of this narrative can therefore provide the background necessary to 
consider the significance that Paul ascribes to Jesus’ death in the passages in 
which he alludes to it, as well as his understanding of the manner in which 
Jesus’ death relates to the forgiveness of sins.

As we have seen in previous chapters, for Paul the narrative concerning 
Christ began long before his birth. Not only do all things exist through him 
(1 Cor 8:6), but from the start God intended for human beings to be con-
formed to his image (Rom 8:29). Figures such as Adam and Abraham and 
events such as the exodus from Egypt and Israel’s sojourn in the wilderness 

33. Chief among these passages are Rom 3:24-25; 5:6-10; 8:3; 1 Cor 15:3; 2 Cor
5:21; Gal 1:4; 3:13.

34. See Rom 4:24-25; 5:6-10; 14:15; 1 Cor 8:11; 15:3; 2 Cor 5:14-15, 21; Gal 1:4;
2:20; 1 5ess 5:9-10.

35. Francis Watson, for example, questions the idea that any type of narrative or
story of Jesus runs throughout Paul’s letters (“Is 5ere a Story in 5ese Texts?,” in 
Narrative Dynamics in Paul: A Critical Assessment, ed. Bruce W. Longenecker [Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2002], 231-39).
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pointed forward to what would take place through Christ, as did the 
Scriptures of Israel in general.36 

When the appointed time arrived, God sent his Son into the world to 
bring both Jews and gentiles back to himself as his own and to condemn 
in them the power of sin so that they might be able to fulfill the righteous-
ness of which the law speaks.37 In obedience to his Father’s will, in love the 
Son emptied himself to take human form and was even willing to endure a 
type of death reserved for slaves so that a community characterized by his 
same love, affection, compassion, solidarity, humility, and concern for others 
might be brought into existence through him (Phil 2:1-8). Out of love for 
others and for their sake, he was willing to become poor so that they might 
become rich (2 Cor 8:9).

Paul’s understanding of the purpose of Christ’s coming as well as the sig-
nificance of his life and death becomes evident when we look at the exhor-
tations he makes in his letters. Because Paul considers himself a servant or 
slave of God and Christ and is dedicated to doing their will, the objectives 
he pursues in his own ministry constitute the objectives of God and Christ 
as well.38 Among these objectives was that people might come to present 
themselves to God rather than being conformed to this world, living as 
members of the body of Christ and ministering to one another with the 
gifts God would give them (Rom 12:1-7). Believers would be enabled to 
“lay aside the works of darkness” so as to “live respectably as in the day” 
(Rom 13:12-14). 5ey would also walk in Jesus’ same love and “pursue what 
contributes to peace and mutual upbuilding,” seeking to please their neigh-
bor.39 Jesus’ objective had been that others come to live in unity, harmony, 
and fellowship with him and one another, sharing the same mind and pur-
pose as they received one another in the same way that he would receive 
them (Rom 15:5, 7; 1 Cor 1:9-10). By means of the gospel, many were to be 
brought to share of themselves and their possessions generously and to live 
a life worthy of that gospel, struggling alongside one another on its behalf 
(2 Cor 9:13; Phil 1:27). Within the community of believers, all would live 
in accordance with the “law of Christ” by bearing one another’s burdens 
and serving one another in love (Gal 5:13-14; 6:2). 5ey would live in his 
same compassion, constantly increasing in love and producing the fruit of 
righteousness through him (Phil 1:8-11; 1 5ess 3:12). 5ose who would 
live under Christ’s lordship would practice kindness and value what is true, 

36. See Rom 5:14-19; 16:25-26; 1 Cor 2:7-8; 10:1-11; Gal 3:16.
37. See Rom 8:3; Gal 4:4. As Hans Dieter Betz notes, the phrase “the fullness 

of time” in Gal 4:4 should probably be read in light of 4:2, “the time fixed by the 
father” (Galatians: A Commentary on Paul’s Letter to the Churches in Galatia, Hermeneia 
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979], 206).

38. See Rom 1:1; 1 Cor 3:5; 4:1; 2 Cor 6:4; Gal 1:10; Phil 1:1.
39. See Rom 14:15, 20; 15:2; 1 Cor 10:23-24; 14:1.
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honorable, right, pure, agreeable, praiseworthy, virtuous, and commendable 
(Phil 4:5, 8). Rather than exploiting others or repaying evil with evil, they 
would encourage and help one another and show love to those outside 
of their community as well.40 If these are all things that Paul seeks as an 
apostle or envoy of God and Christ and as God’s ambassador for Christ, 
they must be things that God and Christ sought as well.41 

In a number of passages, Paul associates a number of these attitudes and 
behaviors with Christ’s death. Perhaps the most important of these is Phil 
2:1-8, just mentioned above, where Paul describes in detail the type of love 
that is to exist within the community of believers in Christ. In 2 Cor 5:14-
15, Paul affirms that Christ died for all so that all might be constrained 
by his same love and “live no longer for themselves but for him who died 
and was raised for them.” According to Paul, the reason why believers do 
not live or die to themselves is that Christ himself died and lived again to 
be Lord on their behalf (Rom 14:7-9). All are to walk in love and avoid 
anything that might injure or destroy their brothers and sisters because 
Christ died for each member of the community, including especially the 
weak (Rom 14:15; 1 Cor 8:11). Believers are also to please their neighbors 
and build them up because Christ did not strive to please himself but was 
willing to endure the insults of others (Rom 15:2-3).42 5ey are to show 
consideration for one another and live as one rather than being divided into 
factions and failing to be attentive to the needs of others because it was that 
type of community that Christ sought to establish when he spoke of giving 
his body and blood for others in the night of his betrayal (1 Cor 11:17-34). 
Like a Passover lamb, he had been sacrificed so that the old leaven of malice 
and wickedness might be replaced with the unleavened bread of sincerity 
and truth among believers (1 Cor 5:6-8). Jesus had given up his life and 
died to sin so that others might put away their old self and dedicate their 
lives to God as his obedient servants, living as slaves of righteousness rather 
than slaves of sin and unrighteousness (Rom 6:3-20; 15:18). In love Jesus 
had given himself up for those such as Paul who would come to believe in 
him so that they might be crucified to the world like him and no longer live 
their own lives but rather his (Gal 2:20; 6:14). 

In Paul’s thought, all of these things constituted the objective of Christ 
in life and death. He had sought to make others his own and had been will-
ing to pay the price necessary for that to happen.43 5e goal of both Christ 

40. See Rom 12:17-18; 1 5ess 4:6, 12; 5:11-15.
41. See Rom 1:1, 5; 1 Cor 1:1; 2 Cor 1:1; 5:20; Gal 1:1; 1 5ess 2:7.
42. As Leander E. Keck notes, whether or not Paul is presenting Christ as the 

implied speaker of the words he cites from Ps 69:9 in Rom 15:3, he is able to apply 
those words to Christ because they “fit an already known image of Christ’s demeanor 
and so can validate him as the paradigm of not pleasing oneself ” (Romans, ANTC 
[Nashville: Abingdon, 2005], 351).

43. See Rom 12:11; 16:18; 1 Cor 3:23; 6:19-20; 7:23; 2 Cor 10:7.
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and his Father had been that others come to belong to Christ as his slaves 
or servants so as to be betrothed to him and live their lives clothed in him.44 
Christ had sought to become the foundation of a new construction and 
to enable others to be born anew and refashioned as a new creation.45 His 
desire was that others might come to live as members of his body, the “body 
of Christ,” so that they might build up one another there.46 If these are the 
things that Christ set out to accomplish, then they must have constituted 
his objective not only in life but also in death. Similarly, these must have 
been the same things God had been seeking when he sent his Son, gave 
him over to death, and subsequently raised and exalted him as Lord.

Although Paul never speaks of Jesus offering up any type of petition to 
God in his death, he must have believed that Jesus had gone to his death 
seeking at least three things from God. 5e first of these was that all of 
the things just mentioned be brought to pass through him. 5ese included 
both the new reality that would come to exist among believers in the pres-
ent world as well as their salvation in the age to come. 5e second was that 
God raise and exalt him as Lord, not merely for his own sake, but so that 
he might remain active from heaven to bring to pass all that he had sought 
for others in life and death until those things might be fully consummated. 
5e third was that God not only enable the community of believers to 
be established and strengthened but also that God accept and receive the 
members of that community in spite of their sins and imperfections. While 
Paul never states these three things explicitly, they are clearly presupposed 
throughout his letters.

Paul does, of course, speak of Christ interceding on behalf of believ-
ers from God’s side in Rom 8:34. He does not specify the content of that 
intercession, yet it is likely that he believed that it involved asking God 
not only to strengthen and confirm those on behalf of whom he intercedes 
but to forgive and accept them as well. In the same context he affirms that 
the Holy Spirit helps believers in their weakness by interceding to God on 
their behalf in accordance with God’s will (Rom 8:26-27). It is reasonable 
to think that he understood Christ’s heavenly intercession on behalf of 
believers in much the same terms. If Paul believed that Christ intercedes on 
behalf of believers in the present, he almost certainly would have thought as 
well that during his life and as he went to his death Christ had interceded 
on behalf of all those who would come to believe in him so as to form part 
of his community of followers. 5e idea that Christ carries out a mediat-
ing task on behalf of believers in relation to God is also suggested in Rom 
5:1-2, where Paul affirms that believers now have peace with God through 

44. See Rom 13:14; 14:18; 2 Cor 11:2; Gal 3:27-29; 5:24.
45. See 1 Cor 3:11; 2 Cor 5:17; Gal 4:19; 6:15.
46. See Rom 12:4-5; 1 Cor 6:15-17; 12:4-27.
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Christ,47 and in 2 Cor 3:4, where Paul mentions the confidence that believ-
ers have through Christ in relation to God.48

In accordance with his Father’s will, Christ had also given up his life and 
sought to be raised and exalted so that he might become the source of new 
life for others and continue to carry out his saving activity on their behalf in 
the present. By sending his Son, handing him over to death when his min-
istry led to the threat of the cross, and raising him from the dead, God has 
made it possible for him to be the source of power, wisdom, righteousness, 
holiness, and redemption for believers.49 5rough his Son’s faithfulness 
unto death to the task given him, God has brought believers to live in peace 
and friendship with himself by practicing the righteousness he desires.50 In 
his risen condition, Christ can now be the source of grace, peace, and love 
for others as well.51 5is was what he had sought in life and death: that he 
might be able to be at work in others as he is presently in order to confirm, 
comfort, strengthen, and establish them and to serve as the foundation for 
the community of which they would come to form part.52 Christ remains 
at work in them to make them increase in love for their sisters and broth-
ers in the faith and all people in general (1 5ess 3:11-12). Because Christ 
has been raised, believers are able to call on his name and intercede to 
him for healing, as Paul does (1 Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 12:8). 5ey also live as one 
Spirit with Christ, who dwells in them as they also live in him.53 5e risen 
Christ continues to guide Paul, speak through him, and work through him 
to win obedience from the gentiles.54 If Christ does these things on behalf 
of others at present, he must have sought to be enabled to do them when 
he offered up his life to God. And when God responded to Christ’s self-
offering by raising him from the dead, he made it possible for Christ to 
continue to be active on behalf of believers in all of these ways. 

Ultimately, of course, in Paul’s thought Christ must also have given up 
his life seeking that he be raised and exalted so as to be able to bring about 
the consummation of all that he had sought in life and death. His resur-
rection and exaltation make it possible for him to come in power some day 
to rid the world of evil as judge of all, saving believers from God’s wrath 

47. On the likelihood that Paul is alluding to the mediatorial role of the risen Christ 
in Rom 5:1-2, see James D. G. Dunn, Romans 1-8, WBC 38A (Dallas: Word, 1988), 247.

48. If Paul is referring to the presence and activity of the risen Christ in 2 Cor 3:3, 
as Chris Tilling has argued, it is likely that in 3:4 he has in mind the risen Christ as well 
(Paul’s Divine Christology, WUNT 2/323 [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012], 246-48).

49. See 1 Cor 1:24, 30; Rom 3:24; 10:4-16.
50. See Rom 5:1, 10-11; 2 Cor 5:18-21.
51. See Rom 1:7; 5:2; 2 Cor 13:3; Gal 1:3; Phil 1:2.
52. See 1 Cor 1:8; 3:11; 2 Cor 12:9-10; Phil 4:1, 7, 13; 1 5ess 2:13.
53. See 1 Cor 6:17; 2 Cor 13:5; Gal 2:20.
54. See Rom 15:18; 1 Cor 4:19; 2 Cor 13:3; 1 5ess 3:11.
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against all those who suppress the truth through the injustices they com-
mit.55 Jesus’ objective was to be able to bring others to share in the life of the 
age to come by raising up believers from the dead and transforming their 
bodies to be like his own.56 Ultimately, he sought to reign as Lord so that 
he might subject all things to himself and then hand over all things to God 
so that God may be “all in all” (1 Cor 15:24-28).

In Rom 14:9, Paul writes: “For to this end Christ died and lived again, 
so that he might be Lord of both the dead and the living.” Here Paul 
clearly affirms that Christ died seeking to be raised and exalted as Lord.57 
5e same idea is suggested in Phil 2:5-11, which speaks of God raising 
Christ as a result of his obedience unto death, and in 1 5ess 5:9, where 
he writes that Christ “died for us so that whether we are awake or sleep 
we may live with him.” When viewed in their context, these passages 
conceive of Christ’s lordship as something that he sought for the sake 
of others and now exercises on their behalf. He sought to be raised and 
exalted precisely so that he might carry out all of the activity on behalf 
of others just mentioned, both in relation to believers and in relation to 
God on their behalf. 

If Paul thought that Jesus had been seeking to establish the ekklēsia as 
he went to his death and to bring about in others the new life of love and 
righteousness that God desired to see in all, he must also have thought that 
Jesus sought that God receive favorably the members of that community. In 
other words, Jesus must have sought that God accept as righteous or justify 
those who would live as members of his community under his lordship. As 
Paul tells the Romans, Jesus “was raised for our justification” (Rom 4:25). 
Because believers would not yet be entirely righteous, however, this justifi-
cation would involve an element of forgiveness, not only for their past sins, 
but also for the sins that they would inevitably continue to commit contrary 
to their will as they lived under Christ. By virtue of their relationship to 
Christ their Lord and the new life that would result from this relationship, 
however, God would accept and forgive them so that they might have peace 
with him and be reconciled to him. 

When viewed against the background of these ideas, Jesus’ resurrection 
and exaltation would be understood as God’s implicit acceptance of all that 
Jesus had sought from God as he went to his death. By raising and exalting 
Jesus, God had made it possible for Jesus to continue to serve others as their 
Lord so that God’s purposes in them might be accomplished. However, 

55. See Rom 1:18; 2:16; 5:9; 2 Cor 5:10; 1 5ess 1:10.
56. See Rom 6:23; 1 Cor 15:21, 45; Phil 3:20-21; 1 5ess 4:14-17; 5:10.
57. As James Dunn observes with regard to Rom 14:9 and other passages, “It is char-

acteristic of Paul’s Christology and soteriology that he sees the primary thrust of Christ’s 
death and resurrection as directed toward his becoming lord of all things, including dead 
as well as living. . . .” (Romans 9-16, WBC 38B [Dallas: Word, 1988], 808).
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in Jesus’ resurrection and exaltation God would also be seen as having 
responded positively and in definitive fashion to Jesus’ petition on behalf 
of the salvation of all who would form part of the ekklēsia so as to be trans-
formed through Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and the gospel. Because their faith in 
Christ would enable them to live in the way God desired for their own good, 
God would overlook the sinful past of believers and receive them as his 
own. 5ey could have certainty of God’s acceptance and approval because 
God had raised Jesus as their Lord precisely so that he might continue to 
be active on their behalf until the day when he would come again to bestow 
upon them the resurrection life and deliver them from the wrath of God, 
by means of which the world would be liberated from sin and evil. 5eir 
confidence that through Christ God would receive them favorably in the 
future also gave believers full assurance that God received them favorably 
even now as they lived as his children under the lordship of his Son.

While Christ would therefore be seen as having given up his life so that 
the members of his community might be forgiven and accepted by God as 
righteous and delivered from his wrath, it would not be his death in itself 
that would attain these things on behalf of believers. Rather, the basis for 
their forgiveness and acceptance by God would be the new life of love 
and righteousness that would be brought about by them through Christ 
and the gospel. Nevertheless, because that new life was now possible only 
because Christ had dedicated himself fully to doing what was necessary for 
it to become a reality in them and had given up his life so that it might be 
theirs, it would be said that he had attained their salvation, justification, and 
reconciliation with God by means of his death. His death was thus not the 
basis for their forgiveness and acceptance by God but the means by which 
he had attained God’s forgiveness and acceptance for them by virtue of the 
new life that was now theirs as a result of all that he had done and contin-
ued to do on their behalf in obedience to his Father. 

Because Jesus had offered up his life to God seeking that God accept, 
forgive, and save others through him, it would not have been long before his 
followers would come to use sacrificial language and imagery to allude to 
the salvific significance of his death. Just as those who offered up sacrifices 
to God sought his acceptance and forgiveness not only for themselves but 
for others as well, so also in his death Jesus had offered himself up to God 
seeking that God accept and forgive all those who would form part of his 
community of followers. Just as God received favorably the sacrificial offer-
ings of those who approached him with a pure heart and a commitment to 
live in accordance with his will, he now had received favorably Jesus’ self-
offering on behalf of others by granting him once and for all time what he 
had sought for those who would live under him, precisely because through 
him they too would approach him with a pure heart, fully committed to 
doing his will as he had made it known through his Son.
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In broad terms, then, this is the narrative that lies behind Paul’s formu-
laic allusions to the salvific significance of Jesus’ death. Because all believ-
ers in Christ were well-acquainted with this simple and basic narrative, 
Paul could confidently assume that the formulas he uses when speaking of 
Jesus’ death would be easily understood by his readers, including even those 
who were not acquainted with him personally, such as those to whom he 
addressed his Epistle to the Romans. In fact, his readers probably employed 
the same type of formulas themselves. Because they were so brief and con-
cise, such formulas enabled those who used them to express with only a few 
words all of the ideas associated with their interpretation of the significance 
of Jesus’ death and to encapsulate in its entirety the narrative they told 
regarding what God had done in Christ to bring about the new reality they 
had now come to experience through their faith in him.

Jesus’ Death for Others in the Thought of Paul

Once we have grasped Paul’s narrative regarding Jesus and the significance 
that Jesus’ death has for him in the context of that narrative, the formulas 
that Paul employs to allude to the salvific significance of Jesus’ death become 
readily comprehensible. 5e simplest of these is that Christ died or gave 
himself “for us” (hyper hēmōn). In 1 5essalonians, which is probably the 
earliest of Paul’s extant letters, Paul writes that “God has not destined us for 
wrath but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died 
for us so that whether we remain awake or fall asleep we might live together 
with him” (1 5ess 5:9-10). According to Paul’s words here, Christ’s ultimate 
goal was that others be brought to live together with him, especially in the 
age to come, though Paul may have in mind life in the present age as well. 
Paul’s idea would be that Christ had given up his life seeking that those 
who would come to form part of the community whose salvation he had 
sought in life and death might some day be brought to live together with 
him. Because through him they would be brought to live in accordance with 
God’s will, they would not come under God’s wrath on the day in which 
that wrath would be manifested. When God raised Christ from the dead 
and exalted him as Lord in response to his faithfulness unto death in seeking 
the salvation of all who would live as his own under his lordship, in effect he 
granted Christ what he had sought for them when he gave up his life. Now 
risen and exalted, he would be able to bring them to live together with him 
as he had desired. Paul alludes to these same ideas in the previous chapter of 
his letter, where he writes that “if we believe that Jesus died and rose, in the 
same way through Jesus God will also bring with him those who have fallen 
asleep” (1 5ess 4:13). 5is will take place when Christ returns from heaven 
to raise the dead and take them to himself (4:15-17). In Paul’s thought, Jesus 
must also have asked to be given the power and authority to do these things 
when he gave up his life seeking the salvation of others.
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Paul uses the same Greek phrase in Rom 8:32, where he writes that “he 
who did not spare his own Son but delivered him up for us all (hyper hēmōn 
pantōn), will he not also give us all things together with him?” While here 
Paul no doubt has in mind primarily Jesus’ death, it must be remembered 
that his death was the consequence of his being sent by God to bring into 
existence the community of believers in which they would live in the type 
of love and righteousness that God desired to see in all. When his dedica-
tion to that task led to the threat of death on a cross, Jesus did not back 
down or shy away from such a death, since he knew that to do so would 
mean that the type of community he had sought to establish would never 
become a reality through him. For the same reason, rather than interven-
ing to spare his Son the death of the cross, God had handed him over or 
delivered him up to such a death. 

According to the logic of Paul’s thought here, both God and his Son had 
embraced the cross, not because nothing but Jesus’ death on a cross would 
make it possible for God to forgive human beings their sins, but because 
only by giving themselves to and for human beings fully to the very end 
and holding nothing back could God and his Son expect and call on human 
beings to give of themselves to and for one another in the same way. If in the 
face of the cross God had not given up his Son and Jesus had not given up 
his life, Paul could never have written that neither hardship, distress, perse-
cution, peril, death, life, the present, the future, nor anything else can ever 
separate believers from the love of Christ and the love of God in Christ 
(Rom 8:35-39). 5e reason for this is that God’s refusal to give up his Son 
and Jesus’ refusal to give up his life would have shown such an affirmation 
to be untrue. 5e hardship, pain, suffering, and death of the cross would in 
fact have separated human beings from the love of Christ and his Father, 
because those things would have led both Christ and God to hold back 
their love and stop giving themselves to and for human beings. Paul would 
also have had no basis for claiming that God will now give believers all 
things together with Christ, since there would have been something that 
God himself was unwilling to give up for human beings, namely, the life of 
his Son. Of course, because God had gone to such lengths in order to bring 
human beings to live as his own in his same love, there could be no doubt 
that he would also receive favorably all those who through faith in Christ 
now came to live in that way. Among the things that God will now give 
to those who live under Christ his Son as their Lord, of course, is the for-
giveness of sins. As Paul tells the Romans, “If God is for us, who is against 
us? . . . Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justi-
fies. Who is to condemn?” (8:31, 33-34).58

58. As Timothy Milinovich stresses, when Paul speaks of what God has done for 
believers through Christ in Rom 8:31-34, he has in mind not only Jesus’ death but all 
that God has done on their behalf from even before time and down to the present, 
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In Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 8, where he is discussing the need for 
believers to show concern for those who are weak, Paul exhorts his read-
ers to refrain from doing anything that might harm a brother “on whose 
behalf Christ died” or “on account of whom Christ died” (Rom 14:15; 1 
Cor 8:11).59 In Paul’s thought, Christ had died seeking that both Jews and 
non-Jews be brought to form part of the community that he had dedicated 
his life to establishing so that, as they lived in his same love and righteous-
ness under him, they might attain salvation through him. Everyone who 
through faith in him came to form part of that community, therefore, could 
be referred to as one on whose behalf or for whose sake Christ had died.60 
5is was not because Christ’s death in itself had fulfilled some requirement 
that God had established as a condition for their salvation, however. What 
was necessary was that people come to walk in love in the way that God 
commanded for their own good (Rom 14:15). It was to this objective that 
Christ had dedicated himself fully, even to the point of giving up his life 
so that through him both that new life and the salvation that would result 
from that life might become a reality for all who would come to live under 
him as members of his community. 5e Roman and Corinthian believ-
ers were therefore to remember that Christ had attained the salvation of 
everyone who came to form part of that community at a great price, the 
price of his life. 5ey were to consider of supreme value each member of 
the community in the way that Christ had, including especially those who 
were weak, since Christ himself had shown a special concern for the weak. 
In a sense, of course, all people might be considered weak and as the object 
of Christ’s love, as Paul affirms in Rom 5:6: “For while we were still weak, at 
the right time Christ died on behalf of the ungodly.” In another sense, how-
ever, there were many within the community of believers who remained 
weak and for that reason needed to be shown special consideration by their 
sisters and brothers in the faith (Rom 14:1–15:6; 1 Cor 8:9-13).

Immediately after affirming that Christ died on behalf of the weak and 
the ungodly in Rom 5:6, Paul continues: 

when he guides them to new life and resurrection by means of the Spirit (“Once More, 
with Feeling: Rom 8,31-39 as Rhetorical Peroratio,” Bib 99 [2018]: 525-54 [537-40]). 
For Paul, therefore, God’s handing his Son over “for us” is part of a whole that embraces 
much more than Christ’s death. 

59. In Rom 14:15, Paul uses the phrase hyper hou Christos apethanen, while in 1 
Cor 8:11, the phrase he uses is di’ hon Christos apethanen. 5e difference in meaning 
between these two phrases is probably not significant.

60. Heinrich Schlier rightly points out that Paul’s affirmations in Rom 14:15 and 
1 Cor 8:11 that Christ died for the brother or sister who is weak presuppose that 
the brother or sister now belongs to Christ and thus lives for him (Der Römerbrief; 
H5KNT 6 [Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1977], 414). In Paul’s thought, therefore, 
Christ had died in order to attain that end.
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For one will hardly die for a righteous person, although perhaps one might 
dare to die for a good person. But God demonstrates his love toward us in 
that, while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Much more then, hav-
ing now been justified by means of his blood, shall we be saved through him 
from the wrath. For if while we were still enemies we were reconciled to 
God through the death of his Son, now that we have been reconciled, how 
much more shall we be saved by means of his life. And not only this, but we 
also glory in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have 
now received the reconciliation (Rom 5:7-11). 

Everything Paul says here can easily be understood on the basis of the 
same narrative considered in the previous section. Christ had died as a result 
of his efforts to bring into existence a community in which all would leave 
behind their sinful ways so that those who would come to form part of that 
community might live as God’s own and attain the life and salvation God 
desired for all. By affirming that those who have now through faith come 
to form part of that community were previously weak, ungodly, and sinners 
and lived at enmity with God, Paul stresses that none had done anything to 
deserve such love on the part of Christ.61 5is point is particularly impor-
tant in the context of Paul’s argument that those who lived under the law 
as Jews were no more righteous in God’s sight than those gentiles who had 
come to faith in Christ without submitting to the law. Both Jews and gen-
tiles had previously been under sin equally (Rom 3:9). 5erefore those of 
both groups were also equally weak, ungodly sinners and equally in need of 
the love and grace God has now shown them by sending his Son and giving 
him over to death in order that they might attain God’s righteousness and 
salvation by living as members of the community that Christ had given up 
his life to establish.

For this reason, Paul can also say that believers have been justified by 
means of Christ’s blood. As we have seen in Chapter 7 of this study, when 
Paul speaks of justification through Christ, he has in mind the idea that 
God accepts as righteous those who live out of faith or Christ-faith. In 
accordance with the narrative considered above, when Paul alludes to Jesus’ 
blood he must be referring not merely to his death per se but especially to 
the dedication to the transformation and salvation of others that had led 
him to be willing to give up his life for them. He had gone to his death 
seeking what he had sought throughout his ministry, namely, that others 
might be saved by being brought into conformity with God’s will as that will 
would come to be defined through him and his love for others. When God 
raised his Son from the dead and exalted him as Lord over all, God in effect 
accepted as righteous all who would come to live under his lordship, because 

61. By reminding his readers that they too were “weak,” Paul may also have wished to 
promote greater solidarity with the “weak” or “stumbling” of whom he speaks in Romans 
14–15; see Mark D. Nanos, !e Mystery of Romans (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 144. 
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by definition to live under his lordship is to be committed to living in the 
same love and righteousness that he manifested in life and especially in 
death. 5e reason Paul speaks of Jesus’ blood here rather than referring sim-
ply to his death is probably that he wishes to emphasize what it cost Jesus to 
accomplish what he did, that is, the price Jesus paid in order to bring about 
in others the type of love and righteousness that now leads God to declare 
them righteous or justify them. It is therefore not Jesus’ blood or death per se 
that enables believers to be justified, but rather the new life of righteousness 
that he and his Father are now able to bring about in believers as a result of 
Jesus’ willingness to give up his life. Similarly, it is not Jesus’ blood or death 
per se that brings about in them that new life of righteousness, but all that 
God has done and continues to do through his Son. 

According to Paul, if both Christ and his Father were willing to pay 
such a high price in order to bring into existence the community that now 
lives under Jesus as Lord, there can be no question that God will ultimately 
forgive and accept all who come to live as part of that community. For this 
reason, they can be certain that they will be saved from God’s wrath in the 
end, when God comes to judge all people through Christ (Rom 2:16).62 
Paul’s point in Rom 5:9, therefore, is that neither Christ nor his Father 
would have given up so much to bring about that community only then to 
reject those who would come to belong to it. 

Paul stresses God’s grace and love once more in this passage when he 
adds that, by means of Christ’s death, those who once lived as God’s ene-
mies have now been reconciled to him (Rom 5:10). 5e logic behind Paul’s 
words is that, thanks to Christ’s dedication to the end to bringing others to 
be enabled to put away their enmity toward God and live in the way God 
desired so as to enjoy peace with him, what Christ sought in life and death 
has now become a reality. 5e righteous way of life that God has brought 
about in them through his Son now allows them to be reconciled to God, 
yet because that way of life is a gift rather than something that they pro-
duce in and of themselves, Paul can speak of reconciliation with God as 
something that believers simply receive (Rom 5:11).63 5at righteous way 

62. It is incorrect to affirm, as Ben Witherington III does, that in Rom 5:9 “rescue 
from wrath is said to come by Christ’s blood, which surely favors the view that Christ’s 
death is what assuaged and propitiated that wrath” (Paul’s Letter to the Romans: A Socio-
Rhetorical Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004], 138).While Paul says that 
believers have been justified through Jesus’ blood in Rom 5:9, he speaks of the salva-
tion of believers from God’s wrath in 5:10 as something that will come about through 
Christ in the future.

63. To affirm that, because of Jesus’ “atoning sacrifice” in his death, “God has over-
come and ended from his side the hostility which prevailed between sinners and himself,” 
as Peter Stuhlmacher does, gravely misrepresents Paul’s thought in Rom 5:9-10 (Paul’s 
Letter to the Romans: A Commentary, trans. Scott J. Hafemann [Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1994], 82). Paul’s allusions to the coming wrath of God in these same 
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of life is now a reality in them precisely because Christ was willing to pay 
the ultimate price of his own life in order to make it possible for everything 
that he had sought for others to come to fruition. Now that he has been 
raised as a result of his dedication to that task, believers can be certain that 
they will be “saved by means of his life.” In other words, now that he is alive 
and enthroned as Lord, there can be no doubt that he will bring to pass 
everything for which he had lived and died in accordance with the will of 
his Father.

In 1 Cor 6:20 and 7:23, Paul once again stresses the high price that 
both God and Christ paid to make believers their own when he tells the 
Corinthians: “You were bought with a price.” 5ere is no reason to interpret 
Paul’s words here in the sense that Christ’s death constituted a payment 
made to someone, such as the devil or God himself, in order to liberate 
human beings from their bondage or from a penalty to which they were 
subject.64 Rather, the metaphor is that of paying a high price in order to 
accomplish something, such as victory in an athletic competition or a mili-
tary battle. As Paul writes in 1 Cor 9:22-27, athletes must subject their 
body to strict discipline in order to bring it into submission, yet only by 
paying such a price can they win the competition. In the case of God and 
Christ, the price that both had paid in order to obtain the new community 
in which believers now live as God’s own and Christ’s possession was the 
death of Christ on a cross. Yet both God and his Son were willing to pay 
that price because it was the only way in which that objective could be 
accomplished in the way God desired. 5e members of that community 
no longer regard themselves and their lives as their own but instead live as 
slaves of God and of Christ, doing God’s will as he has now made it known 
in Christ rather than their own will (1 Cor 6:19; 7:22). Of course, those 
who live as God’s own are acceptable to him and are therefore forgiven by 
him as well.

5e idea that Christ paid a price in order to make believers his own 
seems to be reflected as well in Gal 3:13-14. According to a literal transla-
tion of Paul’s words there, “Christ bought us out from under the curse of the 
law, having become a curse for us, since it is written, ‘Cursed be everyone 

verses and elsewhere in Romans make it clear that for Paul God’s wrath against those 
who persistently refuse to abandon their sinful, destructive ways and “repress the truth 
with injustice” (Rom 1:18) remains firmly in place until the end (see Rom 2:5, 8; 3:5; 
4:15; 12:19). God’s wrath therefore has not been put away by Christ’s death, though 
believers can be confident that they will be spared that wrath when it is manifested.

64. As Hans Conzelmann comments, Paul does not speak of anyone receiving 
payment in 1 Cor 6:20 or 7:23: “5e metaphor is not developed. 5e point is merely 
that you belong to a new master. Beyond this the metaphor should not be pressed” 
(1 Corinthians: A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, Hermeneia 
[Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975], 113). 
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who is hung upon a tree,’ so that the gentiles might obtain the blessing of 
Abraham through Christ Jesus, in order that through faith we might receive 
the promise of the Spirit.” 5is passage has generally been understood in the 
sense that Christ endured the same curse that the law pronounced on believ-
ers so as to deliver them from that curse, as if what God’s justice demanded 
was simply that the law’s curse be inflicted on someone, whether on human 
beings themselves or on Christ as their substitute.65 Besides the fact that 
nothing in Paul’s epistles or the New Testament as a whole ever suggests 
such an idea, it is important to note that Paul speaks of two different curses 
in Gal 3:13: Christ endured the curse pronounced by the law on those who 
are hung on a tree in order to save believers from a different curse, namely, 
the one that the law pronounced on those who do not abide by all the things 
written in the law (Deut 21:23; 27:26; Gal 3:10).66

Paul’s words in Gal 3:13 should instead be understood on the basis of 
the same narrative considered above. 5ose who lived under the law could 
be said to be under a curse because it pronounced a curse on those who 
did not observe it and perhaps because it confined and constrained them 
as well (Gal 3:10, 23-24). In Gal 6:13, Paul states explicitly that there is a 
sense in which even those who live under the law do not actually keep it.67 
What Christ sought was to deliver others from the law’s curse by bringing 
them to live out of faith or Christ-faith as God’s sons and daughters so 
that they might receive the blessing of the Spirit through faith and thereby 
come to practice the righteousness of God so as to be justified (Gal 3:14, 
22-27). According to Paul, it was for this same purpose that God had sent 
his Son (Gal 4:4-7). Yet the price that Christ had to pay in order to achieve 
that objective was that of dying a type of death that the law associated 
with a curse. His willingness to endure that death has made it possible for 
believers now to be delivered from the curse that Paul associates with the 
law. 5is is not because Christ’s death in itself accomplished something on 

65. According to Cilliers Breytenbach, for example, in Gal 3:13 “Christ is depicted 
as the one who took the place of Paul and those he includes in his ‘we’. . . . He was cursed 
by God. . . . His crucifixion as a cursed person is understood to be in place of those under 
the curse of the law, in order for them to be freed from the curse placed on those who 
have transgressed the law” (“5e ‘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], 163-85 [169]).

66. On this point, see David A. Brondos, “5e Cross and the Curse: Galatians 3.13 
and Paul’s Doctrine of Redemption,” JSNT 81 (2001): 3-32 (22-23).

67. As Mark Nanos argues, Paul’s affirmation in Gal 6:13 can be understood in 
the sense that those attempting to influence the uncircumcised Galatian believers to 
become circumcised are transgressing the law in the sense that, contrary to the spirit 
of the Torah, they are pursuing personal interests rather than acting out of a genuine 
concern for the welfare of others, that is, the Galatians (!e Irony of Galatians: Paul’s 
Letter in First-Century Context [Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002], 226-29).
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their behalf or delivered anyone from the law’s curse, however, but because 
only by being willing to endure the consequences of his efforts to bring 
into existence the community in which all would obtain the blessing of 
Abraham and the promise of the Spirit could that community become a 
reality and take the shape it has. Because all those who form part of that 
community are now his own and live under him rather than under the law 
as a paidagōgos, Christ can be said to have acquired them at the price of 
his life. 

A similar idea seems to be present in Rom 7:4-6, where Paul tells the 
Roman believers: 

You were brought to die to the law through the body of Christ in order that 
you might come to belong to another, to him who was raised from the dead 
so that we might bear fruit for God. For when we were in the flesh, the 
sinful passions that are aroused by the law were at work in our members in 
order to bear fruit for death. But now we have been released from the law 
and are dead to that which held us captive, since we serve in the newness of 
the spirit rather than the oldness of the letter. 

It is not entirely clear whether Paul is here referring to the physical body 
of Christ or to the community of believers when he speaks of the body of 
Christ.68 In either case, in Paul’s thought Christ gave up his life as well as his 
body to bring that community into existence and thereby make it possible 
for many to live as his own as members of that community, which may also 
be called his body. 5ose who now form part of that community therefore 
live under Christ their risen Lord and are subject to him and the Spirit 
rather than to the law, which had previously kept them captive or under 
restraint, as Paul argues here and in Gal 3:23–4:6. In this way, as they live 
as Christ’s own, they are able to live in the newness of the spirit and bear 
fruit for God. By giving up his life, then, Christ had made it possible for 
believers to be free from sin and the confinement of the law. 

5e same logic appears to be behind Paul’s words in Gal 2:19-21, where 
he writes: “For I through the law have died to the law, so that I might live to 
God. I am crucified together with Christ, and it is no longer I who live but 
Christ who lives in me; and what I now live in the flesh, I live in the faith of 
the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not nullify the 

68. While it is possible that in Rom 7:4 Paul is referring to Christ’s physical body 
that was crucified, one should not discount the possibility that Paul has in mind the 
ekklēsia on the grounds that such an interpretation would involve “introducing an 
ecclesial consideration into the text that otherwise lacks any reference to it,” as Joseph 
A. Fitzmyer does (Romans: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 
33 [New York: Doubleday, 1993], 458). 5e simple fact that Paul is using the second 
person plural to address the Roman believers as his sisters and brothers in itself sug-
gests an “ecclesial consideration.” Of course, Paul may intentionally be speaking of the 
body of Christ in both of those senses.
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grace of God; for if righteousness were through the law, then Christ died 
in vain.” As we have noted previously, Paul’s affirmation that he has died to 
the law through the law should probably be understood in the sense that the 
law itself leads one to Christ by pointing to him as the one in whom it finds 
its fulfillment and goal or purpose (Gal 3:24; cf. Rom 10:4). Because they 
now live under Christ as their Lord, they no longer live under the law in the 
way they did previously. 5e type of righteousness that the law commanded 
but could not bring about in people is now brought about by God through 
Christ as believers look to him in faith so as to live in the same love that he 
manifested for all in his death. 5at love sought to form a community in 
which all would be committed to practicing the righteousness of God by 
loving others in the same way he did. His death was therefore the means 
by which both that community and the love and righteousness that are 
its primary characteristic have become a reality. However, as Paul affirms 
here, if that same righteousness could have been brought about by the law 
independently of Christ, it would have been pointless and unnecessary for 
Christ to have given up his life seeking to make that righteousness a reality. 
He would therefore have died for no reason, since he would have attained 
nothing that was not already available through the law.

Dying with Christ

According to many of those who ascribe to Paul the idea of participation 
in Christ and his death, his allusion to being crucified with Christ in Gal 
2:19 should be understood in a literal or ontological sense rather than a 
metaphorical one. Supposedly, Paul believed that in some mysterious fash-
ion he actually had been and continued to be crucified with Christ and that 
Christ now lived in him. While in theory it is possible to claim that Paul’s 
language here and elsewhere reflects such an idea, a careful examination of 
his letters reveals that in reality there is nothing in them to indicate that 
he thought in those terms.69 On the contrary, his repeated use of metaphor 
throughout his letters suggests that his language in passages such as Gal 
2:19 is metaphorical.70 

Paul’s language in passages such as Gal 2:19 should be understood on the 
basis of the ideas that form part of the story Paul tells regarding Jesus and the 
ekklēsia. By acknowledging and confessing Christ as Lord, believers such as 
Paul identify fully with the love that characterized him not only in life but 
especially in death. As they do so, they reject the behaviors and values of 

69. See David A. Brondos, Paul on the Cross: Reconstructing the Apostle’s Story of 
Redemption (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 151-89.

70. On Paul’s extensive use of metaphor, see Raymond F. Collins, !e Power of Images 
in Paul (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2008); David J. Williams, Paul’s Metaphors: 
!eir Context and Character (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1999).
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the world so as to refuse to be conformed to that world and instead become 
transformed in their way of thinking (Rom 12:2; Gal 6:14). At the same 
time, they come to live to God rather than living to sin, unrighteousness, 
or the flesh. 5e result of such a life is the same type of persecution and 
rejection that Christ endured. Because in the face of that persecution and 
rejection Christ chose to remain firm in his love for others and his com-
mitment to bringing them to love in the same way, he was crucified. He 
thus preferred to die rather than to be conformed to the world, since only 
in that way could he hope to bring others to live in the same type of love. 
Even though God raised him from the dead as a result of his persever-
ance and faithfulness to the task given him, according to a tradition that is 
reflected elsewhere in the New Testament and appears to have been passed 
down to Paul, in his risen condition Christ continues to bear the scars of 
his crucifixion on his body.71 In 1 Cor 1:23 and 2:2, Paul uses the perfect 
tense to speak of Christ as the one who not only was crucified but remains 
crucified even in his risen condition. He also uses the perfect tense to speak 
of himself being crucified with Christ in Gal 2:19 and to affirm that he is 
crucified to the world in Gal 6:14.72

5erefore, because believers identify fully not only with Christ but also 
with the way he related to God, to others, to sin, and to the world, they too 
can be said to be crucified with Christ in a metaphorical sense. When they 
came to faith, they renounced sin and the flesh and committed themselves 
to living in accordance with God’s will as it is now defined through Christ. 
In their baptism, they manifested this commitment in the presence of oth-
ers who had also assumed the same commitment in relation to Christ. In 
that sense, they were “baptized into his death” and have been “united with 
him in a death like his” (Rom 6:3, 5). On the basis of that commitment, they 
can be said to have died and been buried with Christ (Rom 6:4, 8). In other 
words, the old persons that they were previously no longer exist. 5rough 
their faith in Christ and their subjection to him as their Lord, they now live 
as new persons or a “new creation” (2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15). 5e persons they 
were prior to coming to faith have disappeared and now lie forever dead 
and buried, just as Christ in his risen condition remains forever dead to sin 
because he lives to God (Rom 6:9-11). Because believers identify fully with 
Christ and everything that he and his death represent, they can be said not 

71. See John 20:20, 25-27; Gal 6:17. 
72. When Paul uses the perfect tense to speak of being crucified with Christ, there 

is no reason to think that he saw himself as “still hanging on the cross,” contrary to what 
James Dunn affirms (!e !eology of Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, NTT [Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993], 120). Both Matthew and Mark use the same per-
fect participle estaurōmenos to allude to the risen Christ as one who was and thus remains 
forever crucified, even though he does not continue to hang on a cross (Matt 24:5; Mark 
16:6). 
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only to have died and to have been crucified and buried but also to have 
died and to have been crucified and buried together with Christ. 5ey come 
to belong to Christ so as to crucify their flesh with its passions and desires 
(Gal 5:24).

5ese ideas provide the background necessary to understand Paul’s words 
in Gal 2:19-20, as well as in Rom 6:1-14, 2 Cor 5:14-15, and Gal 6:14-17. 
When Paul writes that believers in Christ have died and been buried with 
Christ in their baptism, he is not affirming that some type of mysterious 
transformation took place in them when they were baptized that should 
now constitute the basis for a new way of life on their part. In Paul’s thought, 
the imperative “consider yourselves dead” is not based on the indicative “you 
have died.”73 Rather, from the moment that believers came to faith in Christ 
so as to live under his lordship, they already considered themselves or their 
old persons dead to sin and alive to God together with Christ. When Paul 
says that believers were buried and crucified with Christ in their baptism, 
he is referring to the fact that in their baptism they manifested their com-
mitment to putting away their old person in order to identify fully with 
Christ in their way of thinking and living so as to “walk in newness of life” 
(Rom 6:4). 5eir “body of sin” is destroyed in that their body and its mem-
bers are no longer dedicated to sin and unrighteousness, as they were previ-
ously (Rom 6:6, 13, 16, 19).74 Instead, believers now present their members 
“as slaves to righteousness for sanctification” (Rom 6:18-19). In part, the 
reason that Paul uses the passive voice to say that they were buried with 
Christ in baptism and were joined with him in the likeness of his death in 
Rom 6:4-5 is that baptism was not an act that believers performed upon 
themselves but rather something to which they submitted at the hands of 

73. On the indicative-imperative distinction in Pauline studies and the criticisms 
that have been made of the ways in which that distinction has been understood, see 
Ruben Zimmermann, !e Logic of Love: Discovering Paul’s “Implicit Ethics” through 1 
Corinthians, trans. Dieter T. Roth (Lanham, MD: Lexington/Fortress Academic, 2018), 
13-21.

74. When Paul speaks of the “body of sin” in Rom 6:6, the context indicates that 
he is not referring to some collective entity in which all participate, but rather to the 
body of each believer. He uses the singular “body” in similar fashion in v. 12 to tell the 
Romans: “Do not let sin reign in your mortal body” (en tō thnētō hymōn sōmati). Here 
he is clearly referring to the body of each believer rather than some collective body in 
which all share. With respect to the phrase “body of sin,” Arland J. Hultgren notes: “In 
this context and others Paul does not refer specifically to the anatomical body as such. 
5e term refers to the physical-social-spiritual identity of a person. 5e understanding 
presupposed is that human life has many aspects (physical, social, spiritual) that cannot 
be reduced to any one alone. By ‘the body of sin’ in this context Paul refers to the life of 
the Christian prior to baptism, a life that has now been put to death through baptism 
into the death of Christ” (Paul’s Letter to the Romans: A Commentary [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2011], 249).
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another believer. 5ey were therefore baptized into Christ’s death in the 
sense that they came to identify fully with everything that Christ’s death 
represented, namely, his love for others and his commitment to living to 
God and rejecting sin. It was this to which believers joined themselves 
rather than to the actual event of Jesus’ death, which now lay in the past and 
remained there, like all historical events from the past. 

In Romans 6, therefore, Paul is reminding believers of what they had 
already done in baptism, when they put off their old self so as to become 
dead to sin and alive to God together with Christ, and exhorting them to 
continue to do these things. At the same time, he insists that the reason that 
they will not live to sin is that in their baptism they manifested in defini-
tive fashion their commitment to living to God together with Christ and 
therefore died to sin once and for all (Rom 6:1-2). Rather than “becoming 
what they are,” therefore, they are to continue in the same commitment that 
they made when they were baptized. 5e indicatives “we have died with 
Christ” and “you were buried with Christ” are therefore based on the fact 
that in their baptism they came to regard themselves as dead and buried by 
identifying with Christ crucified, who now lives for God as they do.

Because of his own commitment to living under Christ as his Lord, in 
Gal 6:14 Paul uses the perfect tense to affirm that through Christ’s cross 
he has been crucified with Christ to the world. 5e world is also crucified 
to him in that he identifies with everything that the cross represents and 
symbolizes rather than identifying with that which the world values.75 Due 
to his work as an apostle of Christ and the opposition of the world to that 
work, he has come to have on his body the same type of scars that Christ 
bears on his risen body as a result of the opposition that his own work on 
behalf of the salvation of others generated (Gal 6:17).76 Paul expects all 
those who are dedicated to the same purpose to identify with Christ’s cross 
in the same way so as to be willing to endure whatever is necessary to bring 
others to live under that gospel rather than seeking their own interests or 
backing down from their efforts to see that objective accomplished in the 
face of persecution.77

In 2 Cor 5:14-15, Paul states explicitly the purpose for which Christ 
had died: “For the love of Christ constrains us, because we are convinced of 
this: that one died on behalf of all; therefore all have died. And he died on 
behalf of all, so that those who live might no longer live for themselves but 
for him who died and was raised for them.” Christ’s objective in life and 

75. For this understanding of Gal 6:14, see Jeff Hubing, Crucifixion and New 
Creation: !e Strategic Purpose of Galatians 6.11-17, LNTS 508 (London: Bloomsbury 
T & T Clark, 2015), 229-45.

76. See Martinus C. de Boer, Galatians: A Commentary, NTL (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 2011), 409. 

77. See Gal 5:11; 6:12; Phil 3:18-19.
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death was that all come to be constrained by his same love, living not for 
themselves but for God and others as he did and together with him. His 
dedication and commitment to that objective led to his being put to death 
but also to his being raised from the dead by his Father. He died on behalf 
of all in the sense that he sought to bring about in them the type of life that 
would enable them to experience God’s salvation and forgiveness. What 
leads them to live that type of life now is their conviction that God raised 
Christ after he had given his life seeking that all come to live in his same 
love. 5at conviction brings them to live for him, since they know that if 
they do so he will bring them to live with him some day. His love constrains 
them in the sense that, as they acknowledge him as their Lord who gave his 
life for them so that they too might come to give their life for others, they 
can do nothing else but live in that way.78

Christ’s Death for Sins

In three passages from his epistles, Paul uses short formulas to speak of 
Jesus dying for the sins of others. In 1 Cor 15:3, he tells the Corinthians: 
“For I passed on to you as of first importance that which I also received: that 
Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures.” Many scholars 
believe that Paul is also citing a traditional formula in Rom 4:25, where he 
writes that Jesus “was delivered up on account of our transgressions and was 
raised for our justification.” At the outset of his letter to the Galatians, Paul 
similarly states that Christ “gave himself for our sins to set us free from the 
present evil age in accordance with the will of our God and Father” (Gal 1:4).

Due to the influence of penal substitution interpretations of Paul’s 
thought, all three of these passages have traditionally been understood in 
the sense that Jesus died to obtain for others the forgiveness of their sins. 
5is presupposes that without Jesus’ death it was impossible for God to 
forgive sins. As we have seen above, however, the idea that suffering or a 
sacrificial death was necessary for God to forgive sins is foreign to Jewish 
thought. Likewise, the idea that God could not forgive sins without Jesus’ 
death appears nowhere in Paul’s epistles, the New Testament as a whole, or 
any Christian writing until the Middle Ages.79 Furthermore, none of the 
three passages just cited mentions forgiveness. While Rom 4:25 refers to 
the justification of believers, it relates that justification to Jesus’ resurrection 
rather than his death.

78. On the possible meanings of the verb synechein in 2 Cor 5:14, see Margaret 
E. 5rall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 
ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1994), 1:408-9. 

79. 5e first Christian theologian to affirm and develop such an idea explicitly was 
Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109); see David A. Brondos, Fortress Introduction to 
Salvation and the Cross (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 76-87.
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In reality, these three passages can be readily understood by looking 
instead to the narrative regarding Jesus and his death considered above in 
order to interpret them. According to that narrative, the purpose for which 
God sent his Son and gave him up to the death of the cross was not to 
make it possible for him to forgive human beings their sins without com-
promising his perfect justice, but rather to bring into existence through his 
Son a community in which people might come to live in the way that God 
desired for their own good so that they might experience his blessings of 
salvation both in this world and in the world to come. What prevented 
them from attaining that life was precisely their sinful way of life, that is, 
the sins in which they lived. And the way in which God intended to save 
them from those sins was by sending his Son to bring them to live under 
his lordship as members of his community of followers so that they might 
thereby be conformed to his image, practicing the righteousness that God 
would bring about in them as a free gift by pure grace and having God’s 
love poured into their hearts. 

When Jesus’ dedication to that task led to conflict and the threat of the 
cross, in obedience to his Father’s will, he gave up his life rather than seek-
ing to save it, since only in that way could he and his Father hope to accom-
plish their objective. Had Jesus refused to give up his life in the face of the 
cross and instead turned in on himself, he would have ceased to love others 
in the way that God loves them, with a love that holds nothing back. In 
that case, he could never have become the type of Lord that he is now, a 
Lord fully dedicated and consecrated to the salvation of others out of love 
for them. Nor could he have presided over a community in which all would 
love one another in the same way, since he would never have laid the basis 
for such a community. Neither he nor his Father could expect to bring into 
existence a community such as the one Paul describes in Phil 2:1-5 and 
elsewhere throughout his epistles had Jesus not given of himself to and for 
others to the very end, even to the point of dying the death of a slave on 
the cross (Phil 2:7-8). As noted above, had God withheld his Son when his 
activity led to the threat of the cross rather than giving him up, the com-
munity whose defining characteristic would be the type of love of which 
Paul speaks in Rom 8:31-39 would never have been established. 

Rather than giving up his life in order to make it possible for God to 
forgive sins, therefore, Jesus had died for the sins of others in the sense that 
he had given up his life so that what he had sought on behalf of others might 
come to pass, namely, that they might be brought to leave behind their sins 
and thereby be delivered from the destructive consequences of those sins. It 
was thus his commitment to saving them from their sins—that is, their 
sinful life—that had led to his death. Paul’s words in 1 Cor 15:3 suggest 
that when Jesus’ earliest followers were asked why God had allowed his 
Son to die on a cross, they responded by saying that he had died for the 
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same reason that the servant of Isaiah 53 had died: he had entered into 
the midst of a sinful people seeking to save them from their sins by bring-
ing them to abandon those sins.80 Although his efforts to accomplish that 
objective had cost him his life, his faithfulness to that objective and his 
willingness to give up his life for it had also made it possible for it to be 
achieved, as it now was in the community of his followers. Of course, by 
bringing about such a change in those who would come to form part of 
his community, at the same time Jesus had attained their acceptance and 
forgiveness by God. 5erefore his death would be said to have been “for 
their sins” in that sense as well.

5ere were thus several senses in which the affirmation that Jesus had 
given up his life and been handed over for the sins and transgressions of 
others could be understood. He had died as a result of his commitment 
to saving others from their sins in the sense of bringing them to put away 
those sins so as to be delivered from their destructive consequences. 5eir 
sins had necessitated Jesus’ coming to carry out a ministry aimed at enabling 
them to leave behind those sins, and the consequence of Jesus’ dedication 
to that ministry had been his death. He had of course also died on account 
of the sins and transgressions of others in that his death had been brought 
about by the sins and transgressions of those who opposed him and wished 
to silence him. By saving others from their sinful ways and the intrinsic 
consequences of their sins, however, he had also saved them from God’s 
wrath and judgment at their sins. When God came to judge the world 
in order to do away with sin, evil, and injustice, those who through faith 
in Christ had been brought to leave behind their sins so as to live to God 
would be saved from that judgment. Christ had therefore given up his life 
so that this too might take place. And because he had given up his life for 
the sins of others in obedience to the will of his Father (Gal 1:4), it could 
be said that he had been “delivered up” by God for their transgressions as 
well (Rom 4:25; 8:32).

5e narrative regarding Christ’s death considered above also provides 
the basis necessary for understanding what Paul affirms in 2 Cor 5:21, where 
he writes that God “made him who knew no sin to be sin for our sake, so 
that we might become the righteousness of God in him.” Interpreters have 
debated whether Paul’s affirmation that God made Christ sin is an allu-
sion to Christ’s coming into the world or instead refers to his death, yet 
it is possible that Paul had both of these things in mind.81 If Paul ascribes 
some type of preexistence to Christ, then Paul’s idea is that prior to coming 

80. It is possible that Jesus’ earliest followers initially appealed to Isaiah 53 in response 
to the accusation that he had died for his own sins; see Peder Borgen, “‘In Accordance 
with the Scriptures’,” in Early Christian !ought in its Jewish Context, ed. John Barclay 
and John Sweet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 193-206 (197-99). 

81. On this discussion, see 5rall, Second Corinthians, 1:439-42. 
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into the world, Christ knew no sin. Because the world is dominated by sin, 
to come into the world involved being “made sin” in some sense. At the 
same time, the consequence of Christ’s efforts to bring others to practice 
the righteousness of God of which Paul speaks was the threat of the cross. 
Rather than sparing his Son the cross, God gave him up to death and in 
that sense can be said to have “made him sin,” since God treated him as if 
he were a sinner by not intervening to spare him such a death. According 
to Jewish thought, God does not answer the prayers of sinners, and thus 
by abandoning Jesus to death on a cross, God appeared to have treated 
Jesus as a sinner and “made him sin.” Nevertheless, because Jesus had not 
lived in sin, Paul can say that he “knew no sin” not only prior to coming 
into the world but also in the course of his life. When God had sent his 
Son to dedicate himself to the very end to the task of bringing others to 
leave behind their sin and instead live to righteousness, in a sense his death 
became inevitable, since his dedication to that task would ultimately lead 
to his death. Yet for the reasons just considered above, by giving up his Son 
and “making him sin,” God had made it possible for believers to be brought 
into a community in which they now become the “righteousness of God” 
by identifying fully with that righteousness.82

Only a few passages from Paul’s epistles use language taken from the 
realm of sacrifice to speak of Jesus’ death. In 1 Cor 5:7, Paul writes that “Christ 
our Passover lamb has been sacrificed.” Because Passover lambs were not 
offered up as sacrifices for sins or regarded as expiatory in any sense, here 
Paul is not relating Jesus’ death to the forgiveness of sins. Rather, his idea 
instead appears to be that Christ’s death fulfills typologically the sacrifice 
of Passover lambs, which prefigured the way in which Christ’s life would 
be offered up so that through him others might come to be liberated from 
their bondage and slavery to sin. 

In 1 Cor 10:16-18, Paul speaks of sharing in the blood and the body 
of Christ by partaking of the cup of blessing and the bread that were used 
when believers celebrated the Lord’s Supper. In the following chapter, he 
recalls Jesus’ words over the bread and cup at the Last Supper, when he 
referred to the bread as “my body for you” and to the cup as “the new cove-
nant in my blood” (1 Cor 11:24-25). Here Paul presents Jesus giving up his 
life—that is, his body and blood—on behalf of others, thereby establishing 
a new covenant with them. Neither of these two passages relates Jesus’ death 
to the forgiveness of sins explicitly. Because of the intimate link between 

82. On the difficulties of interpreting Paul’s affirmation that believers in Christ 
become the righteousness of God in 2 Cor 5:21, see Morna D. Hooker, “On Being 
the Righteousness of God: Another Look at 2 Cor 5:21,” NovT 50 (2008): 358-75 
(369-75). Hooker is probably correct in affirming that, for Paul, the phrase should 
be understood in terms of “living righteously” and “serving as instruments of God’s 
righteousness” (373-74).
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sacrifice and prayer in Jewish thought, however, these passages imply that 
Jesus had offered himself up to God seeking that God accept and receive 
all those who would come to identify with his self-offering on their behalf. 
5is identification would involve committing themselves to loving others 
and sharing their lives with them in the same way that Jesus had as mem-
bers of the community that would live under his lordship, yet also seeing 
themselves as those on whose behalf Jesus had offered himself up to God, 
seeking that God accept and receive them. 5is acceptance would undoubt-
edly be understood in terms of the forgiveness of their sins as well. 5e 
basis upon which God would accept, receive, and forgive believers, however, 
was not Jesus’ death itself but the new life that they would come to lead as 
they lived under him and the new covenant established through his death. 

Because the Greek phrase peri hamartias that Paul employs in Rom 8:3 
is used in the Septuagint to refer to sacrifices for sin, many interpreters have 
claimed that in that passage Paul is affirming that God sent his Son as a 
sacrifice for sin.83 5is presupposes that God sent his Son primarily for the 
purpose of offering up his life as a sacrifice. As we have seen above, however, 
sacrifices for sin were not understood in terms of inflicting on a sacrificial 
victim the punishment or condemnation to which others were subject on 
account of their sins. Nor were sacrifices for sin thought to deal with the 
power of sin in the flesh of those on whose behalf they were offered. Rather, 
they were merely means by which God’s people expressed to him their 
sincere repentance and petitioned him for forgiveness. Above all, it must 
be stressed once more that in Jewish thought God did not need sacrifices 
in order to forgive sins. To affirm that God sent Christ to offer himself up 
to God as a sacrifice for sin so that God might forgive human beings their 
sins would be to maintain that God sent Christ to die because God needed 
Christ’s death in order to do something that he could not do otherwise, 
namely, forgive sins. Such an idea must be considered as foreign to Paul’s 
thought as the idea that God could not forgive sins without a sacrificial 
death or sacrificial blood was foreign to ancient Jewish thought.

Paul’s words in Rom 8:3-4, therefore, should instead be understood 
against the background of the narrative considered above. According to that 
narrative, God had sent his Son to bring people to live in conformity with 
his will. God’s objective had not been that his Son die, but that he enable 
the “sin in the flesh” that made it impossible for people to practice the 
righteousness of which the law spoke to be condemned so that they might 
be enabled to fulfill that righteousness by walking according to the Spirit. 
As this takes place, of course, they are also freed from the condemnation 
that results from living subject to sin’s power (Rom 8:1), yet the basis upon 

83. See, for example, N. T. Wright, !e Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law 
in Pauline !eology (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1991), 220-25.
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which they are delivered from this condemnation is not Christ’s death per 
se but his activity in liberating them from the body of sin and death that 
holds them captive (Rom 6:6-13; 7:24). Christ came “for sin” (peri hamar-
tias), then, in the sense that God sent him to free those who were subject 
to sin from its power. Undoubtedly, Christ died as a result of his dedication 
to that task, yet according to Paul it is not his death itself that enabled that 
objective to be accomplished but rather all that God has done through 
Christ and his Spirit. 

5e passage in which Paul almost certainly relates Jesus’ death to a sac-
rifice for sins is Rom 3:24-26, which is also among the most difficult pas-
sages from Paul’s epistles to translate and interpret.84 5ere Paul applies to 
Christ the same term hilastērion that is found in 4 Macc 17:22. According 
to a literal rendering of Paul’s words in the passage, he speaks there of “the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a hilastērion-
through-faith by means of his blood in order to make known his righteous-
ness on account of the previous passing-over of sins in the forbearance of 
God, for the purpose of making known his righteousness in the present 
time, so that he might be righteous and the one who justifies the one who 
lives out of Jesus-faith.” Most Pauline scholars agree that, even though Paul 
adds the words “in” or “by means of his blood” (en tō haimati autou) imme-
diately after the word “faith” (pistis) in 3:25, he is not referring there to 
faith in Christ’s blood—an idea that appears nowhere else in the letters 
attributed to Paul or the New Testament as a whole—but of God’s putting 
Christ forward or displaying Christ as a hilastērion by means of his blood or 
death.85 Yet Christ is a “hilastērion-through-faith” in the sense that he serves 
as hilastērion for all those who live “out of Jesus-faith” (ek pisteōs Iēsou, 3:26).

It is important to note that Paul does not speak here of Jesus’ death as 
the hilastērion, but of Jesus himself being put forward by God as a hilastērion 
by means of his blood. Because the Septuagint uses the term hilastērion to 
refer to the mercy seat that stood in the Holy of holies upon which sacrifi-
cial blood was sprinkled on the Day of Atonement, many interpreters have 
claimed that Paul is affirming that in some sense God put Jesus forward 
as a new mercy seat in his death. Other interpreters, however, argue that 
hilastērion should be understood in the sense of expiation or propitiation.86 
In reality, any of these interpretations is possible when the passage is under-
stood on the basis of the narrative regarding Christ’s death outlined above. 

84. On the many difficulties involved in translating Rom 3:24-26, see especially 
Richard N. Longenecker, !e Epistle to the Romans: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 
NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 392-94. 

85. On this understanding of the phrase “through faith in his blood,” see Robert 
Jewett, Romans: A Commentary, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 297-98. 

86. On this discussion and its history, see especially Finlan, Background and Content, 
123-62.
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It must be remembered, however, that sacrifices for sin such as the one 
offered up by the high priest on the Day of Atonement were in essence 
petitions for God’s forgiveness and that God responded favorably to such 
petitions and the sacrificial blood offered up to him only when they were 
a sincere expression of the people’s commitment to living in accordance 
with his will.

Of course, when Jesus offered himself up to God seeking that God accept 
and forgive all those who would come to live under him as members of his 
community, they had not yet been brought to leave behind their sinful life 
and commit themselves to living in accordance with God’s will. However, 
both Jesus’ self-offering as well as the implicit petition he would be seen as 
having offered up on their behalf would have presupposed that those whose 
acceptance and forgiveness he sought from God would come to live in the 
way God desired and commanded. If they instead were simply to continue 
unrepentantly in their sins, they would not be acceptable to God and would 
not obtain his forgiveness by virtue of Jesus’ intercession on their behalf. Of 
course, in that case neither could they be said to live in the “Jesus-faith” of 
which Paul speaks.

When Paul refers to Jesus as a hilastērion-by-faith by means of his blood, 
therefore, he would have had in mind the idea that Jesus went to his death 
seeking that God accept and forgive all who would come to live in faith 
under him. God responded favorably to that petition when he raised Jesus 
from the dead and exalted him so that he might be Lord over the commu-
nity of believers. If hilastērion is understood in the sense of expiation, Paul’s 
idea would be that all who would come to live out of Jesus-faith would 
become acceptable to God by being cleansed of their sins, not only in a 
forensic sense but also in the sense that they would no longer live in those 
sins so as instead to live in accordance with God’s will. By being cleansed 
from their sinful life, they would be cleansed in God’s sight as well, though 
they would also remain in need of God’s forgiveness because they would 
not be able to live entirely free of sin. In spite of this, God would accept 
them as pure by virtue of their relationship to Christ through faith, since 
that relationship ensured that they would come to live as God desired and 
commanded out of love for all. 

For the same reason, it could be said that in his death Jesus had put 
away God’s wrath at the sins of those who would come to live under him. 
Nevertheless, it was not Jesus’ death or blood that put away God’s wrath, 
but rather the fact that as a result of Jesus’ death many would be able to be 
transformed in the way God desired through their faith in Jesus as their 
Lord as they came to live as members of his community. It was to that end 
that God had sent his Son and given him over to death. All those who 
now looked to Jesus in faith so as to live out of that faith could therefore 
be assured that they were no longer under God’s wrath. Nevertheless, the 



310 REDEFINING THE BASIS FOR GOD’S FORGIVENESS 

purpose for which God had put Jesus forward as a hilastērion was not that 
he put away God’s wrath at sin, but rather that through his death he might 
bring into existence a community of people who would be able to enjoy 
peace with him and experience his forgiveness by virtue of their relation to 
Jesus as their Lord. Because under Jesus they would no longer live in ways 
that destroyed their own lives and those of others, they would no longer fall 
under God’s wrath.

If Paul is instead referring to Jesus as a mercy seat in his death, his words 
can be interpreted in the sense that God sent his Son and gave him over to 
death so that he might be the one through whom believers can now draw 
near to him to find forgiveness and acceptance. Once again, however, the 
reason for this would be that through Jesus they would be brought into 
conformity with God’s will and therefore be able to approach him through 
Jesus confidently, knowing that he would receive them favorably in spite of 
the fact that they were not entirely without sin.

Given the context of Rom 3:25, Paul may have alluded to Jesus in the way 
he does there to stress that, by pure grace and at the cost of the life of his 
Son, God had given both Jews and gentiles the same means of access to him, 
given that previously only those who lived under the Torah could approach 
him through sacrificial means to experience his acceptance and forgiveness. 
By God’s grace alone, it was now through Christ rather than through the 
Torah independently of Christ that believers could find redemption and be 
declared righteous as they practiced the righteousness of God to which the 
Torah and the prophets had pointed (Rom 3:21-24).

Interpreters of Rom 3:24-26 have debated whether the allusions to God’s 
righteousness that appear in these verses should be understood as objec-
tive or subjective genitives. 5ey have also disagreed as to whether God’s 
“passing-over” of sins alludes to the forgiveness of sins given through Jesus or 
instead to something God did prior to making him a hilastērion.87 In reality, 
any of these interpretations are possible and can be regarded as being in full 
accordance with what we have seen above. God may be said to have shown 
himself to be righteous, not in the sense that he has shown in Christ’s death 
that he punishes sin rather than tolerating it, but in the sense that he is fully 
committed to bringing about in human beings the righteousness that he 
desires to see in all. 5is is what he has done in Christ. Furthermore, once it 

87. Opposition to the idea that in Rom 3:25-26 Paul speaks of God passing over sins 
freely independently of Christ’s death and prior to it is based on the presupposition 
that God’s strict justice makes it impossible for God to forgive sins without the sacrifi-
cial death of Christ. C. E. B. Cranfield, for example, comments that “for God simply to 
pass over sins would be altogether incompatible with his righteousness” (A Critical and 
Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, 6th ed., ICC [Edinburgh: T & T 
Clark, 1975], 1:211-12). For reasons we have seen, however, such an idea must be con-
sidered foreign to Paul’s thought.
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is understood that it is not Christ’s death that serves as the basis for the for-
giveness of believers but the new life of righteousness that God graciously 
brings about in them through Christ, it can be said that God overlooks and 
forgives both the past and the present sins of all people on the condition that 
they come to live in faith under Christ as their Lord so that in that way they 
may become the people God wants them to be for their own good. As they 
live out of Jesus-faith, God’s righteousness is manifested in and through 
them, both because they come to practice that righteousness and because, on 
that basis, God accepts them as righteous. In his forbearance God had thus 
passed over the sins of human beings in anticipation of the time when, in 
spite of that sin and out of pure grace, they might be brought to live in his 
righteousness by means of his Son. 

Paul appears to have the same ideas in mind in 2 Cor 5:18-19, where 
he writes: “All this is from God, who has reconciled us to himself through 
Christ and given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God 
was reconciling the world to himself, not taking into account their tres-
passes, and entrusting to us the word of reconciliation.” Here Paul attri-
butes the reconciliation of believers with God to all that God has done 
through Christ rather than to his death alone. He also seems to have in 
mind the proclamation of the gospel through Paul and other “ambassadors 
of Christ” as the means by which the reconciliation of which he speaks is 
brought about. When Paul affirms that God does not take into account the 
trespasses of human beings, his words should be understood once more in 
the sense that God is willing to overlook the sins of the past as long as peo-
ple come to live in harmony, friendship, and peace with him through Christ 
by accepting the “word of reconciliation” proclaimed to them. Ultimately, it 
is this that he desires out of love for them.
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