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False Theories of the Atonement 

• The key terms that we just studied give a good picture 
of what the atonement is.  

– It is atonement, expiation, forgiveness, imputation, 
justification, Passover, propitiation, ransom, reconciliation, 
redemption, remission, sanctification, and substitution. 

• Sadly, throughout history, and presently, many people 
did not hold to a biblical view of the atonement. There 
are many false theories concerning it. 

– It is important that we understand some of these false views.  

 

Accident Theory 
• This view says that Christ’s death served no purpose.  

– He did not know He was going to die, but instead unforeseen contingencies 
caused Him to get arrested and executed by the Romans. He had no control 
over these political events. 

• Christ’s death was decreed before the foundation of the world, revealed 
centuries in advance through prophecy, and then recorded in the New 
Testament. 

• Verses like Matthew 16:21, Mark 9:31, and John 10:17-18  clearly 
demonstrate that Christ planned and anticipated His death at the hands of 
the Romans. 
– Matt 16:21  From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go 

to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and 
scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. 

– Mark 9:31  for he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, "The Son of Man is 
going to be delivered into the hands of men, and they will kill him. And when 
he is killed, after three days he will rise.“ 

– John 10:17-18  For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life 
that I may take it up again.  18)  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my 
own accord. I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up 
again. This charge I have received from my Father." 

 

Recapitulation Theory 

• This goes all of the way back to the early church 
father Irenaeus.  

• This view says that the entire life of Christ plus 
His death constitutes the atonement.  
– “What Christ did not assume, He did not save.”  
– Thus, in order for him to save us, it took him to live 

His life completely for our sake, and then to die for 
our sake.  

• Although Christ’s life is the basis for our imputed 
righteousness, this view is incorrect because it 
does not give appropriate significance to the 
sacrificial, redemptive, and propitiatory aspects 
of Christ’s death. 
– The OT sacrificial system was given so that it would 

model what Christ was going to do. Isaiah 53 :5 
clearly says we are healed by Jesus’ wounds. 

– Thus, the atonement itself comes directly from Jesus 
death, not the wholeness of His life.  

 

 

Ransom to Satan Theory 
• This theory was founded by the early church father Origen, but in modern 

times it was embraced by C.S. Lewis, J.R. Tolkien, and the Seventh Day 
Adventists.  
– This view was also called the classical theory because it was one of the earliest 

views held, and it was held by prominent figures like Augustine.  
– In the language of Origen, Satan is baited by Jesus’ humanity, but caught on the 

hook of His deity, and therefore could not keep his prey due to his 
underestimation of the full power of the resurrection.  

– C.S. Lewis viewed Christ as the prize traded to Satan for the sons of man, and 
the trade freed us from bondage.  

• This view has a lot of problems. 
– Scripture does not attribute the sin debt to Satan, but to God. Satan is a sinner 

like all humans, and God owes him nothing but judgment. 
– It overstates Satan’s authority and creates a kind of cosmic dualism similar to 

Zoroastrianism. Good and evil are  supposedly in this galactic struggle, and it 
took strategy on the part of the good side to win. 

– It’s founder, Origen was a heretic that accepted Neo-Platonism , and he applied 
his pagan views to the Scriptures. It is unfortunately that many good 
theologians bought into this. 

• God is sovereign and is in control. He directed the atonement to His will. 

Commercial or Satisfaction Theory 
• This view was advanced by the Medieval theologian Anselm.  

– Mankind’s sin dishonors God, but motivated by love, God chose to accept a 
suitable sacrifice.  

– By Christ keeping the Law perfectly, He was qualified to be the sacrifice.  Christ 
did not have to die since He was not guilty, but He chose to die.   

– Accordingly, this great merit of His has value for others.   
– Since His death was not necessary for Himself, the goodness that came from it 

could be applied to others.  
– This whole application of extra merit is called “supererogation.”   

• This view has some good to it.  On the positive side, it correctly roots the 
purpose of Christ’s death in God instead of Satan.  In that Anselm 
challenged the false classical view.   

• But this view has problems too.  
– It roots the necessity of the atonement in God’s will rather than His holiness.  
– Anselm’s view ignores penalty, wrath, propitiation, and other such issues.  
–  Furthermore, Christ did have to die since we are dealing with imputation.  Our 

sins are not covered by His merit, but instead are paid for by their imputation 
to His account.  

– This view makes Christ’s death seem like Plan B after the Fall.  

 

Moral Influence Theory  

• This was the view by Abelard, and he unwittingly was the 
harbinger of the liberal ideas to come. 
– The death of Christ was not substitutionary sacrifice, but instead it was 

an act of love that when we hear it, it awakens our heart to God’s 
goodness.  

– We then no longer fear Him, but instead we want to follow Him. It 
supposedly creates great sorrow in the sinner’s heart for how our sin 
has made God feel. 

• This view has nothing good to say about it. It has many problems. 
– First, Romans 8:7-8, 1 Corinthians 2:14, and Romans 3:11-12 make it 

clear that sinners on their own will never feel sorrow toward God. On 
our own we cannot understand spiritual matters or please God. 

– This view shifts atonement away from an objective fact that deals with 
objective realities like penalty, guilt, wrath, and forgiveness, and instead 
creates a subjective inner feeling.  

– This view was created in the Medieval era, but became popular in the 
19th century and is still popular with liberals today. 
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Socinian Theory 
• This is also called the example theory. Christ’s death was not substitutionary or 

penal, but instead it simply provided a good example for us.  They base this view 
off of 1 Peter 2:21. 
– 1Peter 2:21  For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, 

leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps. 
– This is selective use of scripture that ignores many others, especially the ones associated 

with the 17 vocabulary words already covered. Even this verse’s context disproves their 
view since three verses later the death of Christ is clearly substitutionary.  

– 1Peter 2:24  He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin 
and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. 

• The Socinian view builds on the Pelagian view of the human condition. It sees us as 
inherently good. If we are good, then we do not need an alien imputation of sin 
and righteousness.  
– Like Pelagius, they believe we are like Adam prior to the Fall. Adam is the bad example, 

and Christ is the good example. We by the force of our will can choose to follow the 
good example. Either choice is possible for us.  

– The Unitarians hold to this false view today.  

• This view is wrought with problems. 
– Selective use of Scripture; ignoring of the forensic (legal) concerns  of the Bible that 

relate to God’s holiness. It survived because it agreed with the Enlightenment. 

 
 

Governmental Theory 

• The final view point is called the Governmental Theory of Grotius.   
– Basically, this view teaches that God’s attribute of love wishes to forgive.   
– Yet, His Law requires a proper demonstration of His hatred of sin.   
– The result that stems from this is that the death of Christ satisfies the 

Law, and now God is able to relax His demands upon the sinner.  In a 
sense, Christ’s death is merely a deterrent to sin.   

• This view also has a number of problems. 
– Christ’s death was far more than a deterrent of sin.  
– God’s attribute of love is no greater than His attribute of justice.   
– Christ’s death actually atoned for sin.  It serves as proof that God does 

not relax His demands upon the sinner. He is a holy God.  
– The Governmental Theory rejects propitiation and makes Christ’s death 

seem like an arbitrary event meant to prove a point.  His death was far 
more.   

 
 

The False Theories Summed Up 

• I hope that it is clear that 
all of these viewpoints 
have problems and fail to 
take into account the full 
teaching of Scripture on 
the issue of atonement.   

• Therefore, it is necessary 
then to look at what the 
Scripture really does 
teach concerning the 
meaning and purpose of 
the atonement. 

 

 

 


