
DRAFT - Faculty lecture: the atonement and issues of human origins

As we start an evening when we are going to be reflecting on the cross of Christ, it seems to me that it would be good to hear again about the awe and wonder and mystery of the Eternal Son of God who not only comes to us, but goes all the way to death on a cross for us, and what Paul longs to be true about all of us because of what Jesus Christ has done - the kind of mind, the kind of attitude that he hopes that reflecting on the cross will bring about in us. [Read Ph 2: 1 - 11] May it be so for us as we think about the cross tonight.

I wanted to start by reminding us of the sheer awe and wonder of what is happening on the cross because we often don’t approach it as a mystery before which to bow. Ironically, it is something so central to our faith that it can actually become a bit like the wallpaper in our houses - something we look past, rather than at. Or perhaps it’s something that we have rather neatly ‘solved’ in our heads. We’ve managed to tame and control the fearful awe of it by packaging it up neatly into a theory. 

If you like neat, tidy packages (and I confess that most theologians do), then the cross is going to be a problem for you, because there is no neat package. There is no one way of trying to think about the cross that encompasses all that we need to try to say about it.  The NT gives us a constellation of ways of speaking about the cross, often all jumbled up together in one or two sentences. The NT sees what is happening on the cross as so profound that there is no one way of talking about it - only many sketches that we have to put together to get a sense of the big picture.

Just as the NT does not choose one theory or approach, so the Christian church down the centuries has quite rightly never said there is one ‘theory’ or ‘explanation’ that can capture the essence of the cross. Different aspects have been emphasized by different theologians at different times, but nowhere does the church as a whole, or any denomination, come out and say - this is the one explanation. As we’ll see, our own confessional statements are spot on in this regard too. They give us many ways of thinking about the cross, and that is exactly as it should be. 

That’s how it has to be for us as individuals as well. You are going to have your favourite one or two ways of thinking about the cross. We all do. But you aren’t allowed to set them up as the ONLY way, or even the BEST scriptural way of thinking about the cross. The NT stubbornly won’t let you do that. You have to try to keep them all together in your thinking, each one balancing the other out, stopping us from getting carried away by one set of ideas at the expense of all the others.  

That’s hard. Theologians down the centuries have found it hard too. They have wanted to pick and choose, like the rest of us. And they have also got carried away. You see, what can happen if you get all excited about one set of ideas about the cross, is that you pick up and run with it, and you end up running with it way, way further than scripture does. Or, to change the metaphor, you end up painting a 6ft theological mural out of what scripture offers as one small sketch. You start filling in all sorts of details that scripture doesn’t include, until you begin to distort the scriptural picture. The NT’s many descriptions of the atonement are like sketches. We need to keep all the little sketches together as much as possible to make a multifaceted big picture, and not paint one big picture for ourselves based on one set of scriptural ideas.  

So, what I am mainly going to do tonight is describe some of the NT approaches to the cross, and also to illustrate for you how theology has sometimes done them something of a disservice by getting just a little bit overexcited about them. That will be important because sometimes we can think that our pet theological theory about the atonement is itself straightforwardly ‘what scripture says’ - and indeed the only scriptural view to take. We can then judge others by the standard of a theological theory as if we were judging them by the standard of scripture. So the dual purpose of the first part of my presentation will be to help to tune your antennae to a fuller range of approaches to the atonement in the NT than you might have been able to give a name to before, and then also to help you to see how theological theories can turn scriptural sketches into oversized murals, sometimes with unhelpful results. 

Once I’ve described some of these themes, I’ll just take a bit of time to point you to rather more varied thinking about the cross in our confessional statements than you might have recognized before. Then finally we are going to think about how the multi-faceted NT presentation of the atonement might connect with questions raised about issues of human origins. This will actually be the briefest section of all, because the response to that is surprisingly simple, but the reasons for that will only become apparent once we have traversed some broader scriptural and theological ground. 

Some NT themes for describing the atoning work of the cross: 

Victory – sees the cross as a battle against all the forces that hold human beings captive, and the resurrection as the confirmation of victory. This is the victory of Christ over sin and death; over all the things that hold us back from fullness of life and fullness of right relationship with God. Good Friday is the battle won, if you like, and Easter Day the declaration of victory. Sin and death have lost their destructive power and hold over us, they are led captive in a triumphal procession behind Christ, to use a Pauline image. The mopping up process continues - sin and death are still at work in the world and will be until Christ comes again - but the cross and resurrection are our assurance that they will ultimately be fully and finally done away with. Some key texts for this are Col 2:5 and Rev 5:5. 

This is a wonderful scriptural theme for us. It has depths to it that we can’t begin to describe tonight, especially in how it connects the cross to the whole of Jesus’ life and ministry - his healings, his bringing of fullness of life to people. But I want to illustrate for you what happens when theologians get over-excited. Ooooooh yeh!!! Jesus battling it out against sin and death on the cross!! What a fantastic, rich image… let’s explore that… and what you end up with are some early church theologians interpreting the cross as the symbol of a massive cosmic battle in which God’s armies smash the devil’s armies, with masses of vivid, militaristic detail. It makes for great imagery, but the trouble is, if you get too carried away with translating the theme of battle and victory in this way, it begins to undermine the actual nature of the battle and the victory on the cross that the NT holds out to us. 

The whole point of what Paul calls the foolishness of the gospel is that we precisely do not see God defeating sin and death in massive displays of superior might. Of course he could have done that. In Matthew’s gospel we are reminded that Jesus could have called on 12 legions of angels rather than go to the cross, if he had wanted to. But no. The cross is about battle and victory, but it is Jesus achieving victory through loving obedience, and rejecting the temptation to spectacular displays of power. This is God triumphing through self-giving love. Christ is triumphing not by attack and superior might, but by absorbing into himself all the power of sin and death. 

Now, when you think about the theme of victory, maybe that is how you think of the cross, and maybe you don’t think about all that militaristic stuff, and that’s fine, I’m glad about that, but the point is that some theologians did, and we are all prone to seizing on an image or a theme that we like and getting a little too imaginatively carried away with it. So here, the idea of victory that is genuinely scriptural and is holding out many important ideas to us, was taken way, way, way too far so that it turned the actual meaning of the theme on its head.

Ransom or redemption. The language here is all about being set free from slavery. Paul says we are slaves to sin - we can’t help but keep on living as those who are captive to what is not God. And we can’t free ourselves - that’s the whole point about us being enslaved. We need to be set free - and we are bought with a price, the price is paid by Christ on the cross. Ransom or redemption is a very significant and widespread way of talking about the atonement throughout the NT. We see this especially in Romans 6. We see it in the Last Supper narratives and elsewhere when Jesus speaks about his coming death as a ransom for many. Another place with a similar theme in a nutshell is 1 Peter 1: 18-19, ‘For you know it was not with perishable things such as silver and gold that you were ransomed from the futile ways you inherited from your fathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot’. Incidentally, this shows you how scripture just won’t be neat and tidy and talk about one approach to the cross at a time. Here you have ransom and sacrifice all bundled up together in one sentence.

The ransom and redemption idea helps us very much, because it reminds us of our own helplessness. We cannot save ourselves. We cannot restore the broken relationship with God ourselves. We need a Liberator. Or, to use the OT language we need a kinsman-redeemer (Goel). In the OT, if you ended up in such dire straits that you needed to become a slave, or had to send off one of your children to be someone’s slave, what you longed for was a kinsman-redeemer to come along. A relative who would be able to buy you or your child out, to set you free from slavery. And that is how Jesus is presented to us – the kinsman-redeemer, the one who comes to us as a human being like ourselves, who bears the whole cost to set us free. 

So, here’s another theme, to add to victory, to complement it and also to supplement it, because it shows us a different side to what is happening on the cross.  But again, theologians can get way too carried away. Here is another example of trying to turn a sketch into a full blown 6ft mural, putting in far too many details that scripture does not include, and details that begin to distort the scriptural sketch very badly. A ransom, hey? Well, that means you’ve got to pay a ransom to someone, doesn’t it? So, who is God paying a ransom to? And some theologians in the early church end up explaining in great detail how God ended up being obliged to pay a ransom to Satan, and how he ended up tricking Satan with Jesus. Again, you see what happens if theologians get too excited about a set of ideas and run with them way further than is scripturally healthy, drawing conclusions that are neither necessary nor warranted. An important scriptural theme that we need to hold on to ends up becoming terribly distorted.

Sacrifice – that in Jesus we see the decisive self-offering of the Son to the Father on our behalf, to remove the pollution and guilt of sin that stands between us and our holy God, to restore the broken relationship between us. 

The is perhaps the most widespread way that the NT understands the cross. We see it in the narratives of the Last Supper when Jesus speaks of himself as inaugurating a new covenant, and a sort of new Passover, with his coming death on the cross. We see in the references to the blood of Christ and the Lamb slain. We see the idea of Jesus as a sacrifice for sin every time that Paul quietly uses the phrase ‘for us’ or ‘for sin’ in relation to Jesus’ death. 

Above all, though, we see it in the epistle to the Hebrews, where Jesus as high priest and sacrifice in relation to the Jewish sacrificial system is one of the most important themes. The concept of Christ’s death as a sacrifice is rooted in God’s covenant with his people Israel - it is incomprehensible apart from that. Part of that covenant relationship is the recognition that Israel will fall short, and that messing up its relationship with God, individually and collectively, has consequences. Within the covenant, God allows for sacrifice as part of the recognition of broken relationship, and the healing of broken relationship. There are many, many kinds of sacrifice in the OT, but the one we are concerned with here is sacrifice for sin and the restoring of right relationship with God. The animal vicariously represents the one who needs reconciliation with God, and the priest acts as mediator between the one who brings the sacrifice and God.  The NT sees Jesus Christ embodying in himself all sides of that, as both priest and offering. 

Sacrifice might be one of the most pervasive of NT ways of thinking about Jesus’ death, but I’d venture to say that it is the one many find hardest to deal with, because we are so far from a time and a culture when sacrifice was normal, and when it was quite something to have to explain why what happens on the cross once and for all, to borrow a favourite phrase from Hebrews, actually brings all other sacrifices to an end. 

There are all sorts of problems people have raised with this theme. One is, how can someone else who is innocent bear the consequences of my guilt? That’s what happens when you think legally and individualistically, and not covenantally and representationally, which is the primary context of scripture. The idea of Christ as sacrifice is incomprehensible outside the covenantal context.

Another is that some will see Christ’s sacrificial death as if the cross endorses redemptive violence, and even that it is what has come to be called ‘cosmic child abuse’. It does neither of those things, but we had better be very careful how we try to explain the cross to people, because it is very easy to present it in ways that mean it’s not surprising that people see it in that way. So, the NT makes clear that the cross is in fact redemption from violence. On the cross Jesus Christ takes into and upon himself all the violence of human sin. He absorbs it, and all of its effects, into himself. It stops with him. The ‘cosmic child abuse’ argument goes like this, and I bet you recognize it: the wrathful Father hates us and the only way he can be placated is if the one who is called his Son, who loves us, dies a horrible death. So nice loving Jesus has to persuade the nasty Father to change his mind about us by dying. It doesn’t take more than 10 seconds of thinking about scripture to see what a travesty that is. But it doesn’t take more than 10 seconds of thinking about some of the ways that we have heard the cross proclaimed, or have even tried to talk about it ourselves, to see that we can easily slip into ways of presenting the cross that lead people to get just that impression.  

Once and for all, and loud and clear, God the Father does NOT need to have his mind changed by the cross! We are the ones who need to be changed to be set right with him. He does not need to be changed to be set right with us. So, God the Father does not change from a nasty God who hates us to a nice God who loves us because of the cross. The cross us the ultimate expression of the Triune God’s love for us!! Romans 5 - how do we know that the Father loves us? That while we were yet sinners the Son comes to die on our behalf and in our place. John 3 -  God the Father so loved the world that he sent his only Son for us!!! And the Son so loves the world that he is prepared to come amongst us, to suffer and die for us as one of us; the Son so loves the Father that in the power of the Spirit he is able to go through with this. The death of Jesus on the cross is through and through nothing else than the sheer love at the heart of God every step of the way - the love that means God himself will come to us and do all that it takes to reconcile us to himself. Sin has consequences. God himself takes upon himself the full weight of those consequences. 

So, sacrifice is a central scriptural theme. However problematic we find it, however alien or alienating it seems, we are not allowed to dismiss it. Seeing it in the context of God’s covenant relationship with his people Israel - and indeed the climax of it, the telos, what brings it to its culmination - helps us. Seeing it in the context of our understanding of God as Trinity, not setting off the Father against the Son and so on, also helps us to hold on to it.

Reconciliation: Major texts for this are 2 Cor 5: 18 – 21 and Romans 5. This emphasizes the restoring of broken relationship and it is a reminder that relationship is the primary category for atonement, for what is going on on the cross, since it is the primary disruption caused by sin. Sin is first and foremost not bad things that we do, but being out of right relationship with God. This approach to the cross emphasizes that out of love, God takes the initiative to do everything it takes to restore his people to himself. The cross brings reconciliation between us and God, and as 2 Cor indicates, we are called to be agents of reconciliation in response. As right relationship between us and God has been restored in Christ – he has reconciled us to the Father through his death – so we are to become ambassadors of that reconciliation. 

This is a reminder that the cross is about more than just forgiveness. It is not just wiping out the past, it is establishing a new, restored relationship. The cross gives us full reconciliation: both forgiveness of sins and newness of life in Christ.

Forensic - so called. And then there is the cluster of ideas that borrow language from the law courts that theologians come to summarize under the term ‘penal substitution’ and that is sometimes called the forensic or legal approach. As always, we need to be careful here. For a start, there is at least as much ‘sacrifice’ language as ‘legal’ language in this cluster of ideas, and I’ll say a little bit later  as to why a covenant context is more appropriate than a strictly legal one. Also, while this approach is most often associated with Paul, Paul does not have one theory about what is happening on the cross any more than the rest of the NT does. He mixes a whole range of themes together, so legal-sounding language is all jumbled in with reconciliation language and ransom language and sacrifice language. So, while this overall approach has proven to be very popular in Western theological thinking, it really is just one set of ideas alongside many others in the NT and we have to let it take its place as just one alongside all the others.

What this approach wants to make sure we realize is that we all stand guilty before God. We are in the dock. Paul gives the positive side of this in Romans 8:1 – there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. That is true, hallelujah! But the obverse of that is that apart from Christ, we all stand before God in court guilty and condemned. All have sinned and all have fallen short of the glory of God. All of scripture is clear that we can expect our alienation from God to have consequences. We are justified – we are set right with God – as a result of the cross, but apart from Christ and his cross there is no acceptance with God. The guilty verdict stands. 

So, as well as indicating that we all stand guilty before God apart from Christ, the forensic view of the atonement also forces us to confront the utter seriousness of sin and God’s utter resistance to it. It might help you to think of the cross as the prolepsis  (the sort of glimpse in advance) of the final judgment. Here on the cross the total hideousness of sin is exposed for what it is. Here also, the consequences of sin are exposed - utter, crushing God-forsakenness, the horror of which we can only begin to grasp when we hear the cry that it wrings from Jesus. 

The cross shows us what sin really is, then, and what the ultimate consequences of it really are. And Jesus is bearing that for us. The Eternal Son who has assumed flesh for us enters into the utter depths of our broken relationship with God, and he does what needs to be done to wrench things around for us from the inside. 

That means we have to ask ‘How?’ How is it that the cross accomplishes this? And we have to be incredibly careful how we answer, because this is another theme that has led theology to get somewhat over excited, and to push scriptural ideas in ways that go beyond scriptural implications.

First up, to my mind, without any doubt at all, the NT is absolutely clear: the cross is representative, substitutionary and penal. That is, what Jesus is doing on the cross is on our behalf, it is in our place and it is bearing all the consequences of sin. Jesus bears in our place the judgement and penalty that should fall upon us because of our sin. To use the language of one theologian, he is the Judge judged in our place. As Paul says in 2 Cor 5, he was made sin for us, he who knew no sin. As Paul says in Galatians 3, he was made a curse for us (that is covenant language, by the way - he bore the curse which is the consequence of God’s people having broken covenant with him. More about the covenant context of the cross shortly). You can’t get stronger language than that.

But some of the ways that the particular theory that is often called ‘penal substitution’ are expressed need a bit of careful handling. So, for example, one of the favourite summary words we often hear in relation to this approach to the cross is ‘satisfaction’, and along with that, the idea that God is operating on some sort of strict ledger system, a bit like a tab you run up on your credit card at a pub.  

The thing is, the NT does not make the atonement appear like a straightforward legal and financial transaction. Theology has sometimes expressed it as if before God is able to forgive us, Christ has to bear the exact weight of all the sins that ever were or ever could be, to pay God back exactly what he is owed, either in terms of the dishonor done to him by sin or in terms of sufficient retributive punishment. That is sometimes called a ‘compensation’ theory of atonement, and you can see how it would come about if you took up the legal idea and kept on running with it. So much crime has to equal so much punishment as a payback before justice can be satisfied. But the scriptural theme of the cross showing God’s dikaiosune - his justice and his covenant faithfulness (the word means both things and both things are important) - is not expressed in that kind of strict ‘compensation’ mode.

The kind of thought-pattern the NT seems to be depicting is not so much some sort of balancing of the ledger as the condition for atonement - God can only forgive when so much punishment has been dished out. Instead, it is much more the idea that on the cross we see God doing justice (doing what is right, and also doing what is faithful to his covenant) by the elimination of sin and its consequences, through Jesus absorbing the whole force of it into himself and thereby overcoming it. Justice is done when Jesus takes on himself the whole situation of humanity, alienated from God and justly condemned as a consequence of sin. Sin has consequences and Jesus both exposes that and deals with that on the cross. So, God does indeed show himself just because he has dealt with the consequences of sin. He has also shown himself faithful to his covenant promises. Having said to his people Israel, I will be your God, you will be my people, and having promised that through his people salvation will be opened out to all peoples, God himself has come as a member of his own covenant people - Jesus is a Jew, remember -  to bear in himself the consequences of his people’s faithlessness and to inaugurate the new covenant that includes all people equally on the basis of faith in Christ. The cross is above all the climax of God’s covenant.

This is a reminder also that atonement is not simply punitive - it is not just about bearing the punishment for sin. It is restorative. The cross opens out a new situation –  it is bringing us into a new covenant relationship with God.  On the cross, Jesus takes on what deservedly should be ours - the full burning of God’s holy love against all that stands against it. He is also giving us what us his - the fruits of his perfect love and obedience in restored relationship with the Father. This is what theologians sometimes call the wondrous exchange. The Eternal Son of God coming to us to take on what is ours, so that we might receive what is his. And this is the dynamic at the heart of the cross.

So, when we use the language of satisfaction and justice - as theological tradition in the West has, and as our confessions which are part of that tradition do-  we need to make sure that we situate those terms in the more richly scriptural context of covenant. Yes, God’s justice is seen and fulfilled or satisfied by the cross, but so is his covenant love and faithfulness. The scriptures don’t put us in the realm of the abstractly legal – a matter of balancing crime and punishment before God is able to forgive. Rather, the cross is about the covenant God whose primary intent is doing absolutely everything it takes to restore covenant relationship, as from within the old covenant with Israel he brings forth the new covenant in Christ. 

Exemplarist - Finally, I want to mention one more way of thinking about the cross that is important, and the one that is often used as a sort of alternative especially to views of the cross as a sacrifice or that see it as substitutionary and penal. It is what is sometimes called the exemplarist or subjective approach. This theme emphasizes what the cross evokes in us and the example it sets us. So the cross shows us how much God loves us, and in turn how much we should love God, and repent of all that we do in opposition to him, and seek to demonstrate self-giving love towards others. The main function of the cross on this understanding, then, is to bring about in us a response of love, towards God and toward others. 

Now, no one is going to deny any of that for a moment. It is all totally scriptural. Remember the Philippians reading that we started with. The problem is that if this is all we say about the cross, then it is NOT scriptural. This approach is very attractive to many people, because it avoids so many of the difficulties raised by some of the other views. BUT again, we aren’t allowed to pick and choose, as if we can treat what the NT says about the cross as a buffet. We’ll take whatever suits our particular taste and leave the rest. No. Our task is always to try to hold together as much of the NT witness to the cross as we can as we think about what the cross means. 

Together with all the others, then, the exemplarist approach is one important strand we are not allowed to leave out of our picture of the cross, but on its own it is inadequate. Scripture is quite clear that as well as our need to respond in love to the love shown on the cross, something objective happened there which which opens up a new situation for us. The cross is about both what God does in us (subjective / exemplarist) and what God does for us - all those other ‘objective’ ways of speaking about what the cross achieves on our behalf, like victory and ransom and sacrifice and reconciliation and the cross as representative, penal and substitutionary.

What about our confessional documents?

Just as we as individuals need to try to include all these sketches in our understanding of the cross, so, as I mentioned earlier, the church seeks to do the same. I’d like to take just a few moments now to point you to some of the ways that our confessional documents do just that. It can be very easy to miss the variety of ways that they speak about Christ’s atoning work. The first reason is because unless we’re reminded of it, we often aren’t alert to the varied NT themes. As I said at the beginning, we are likely to have our one or two favourites, and when we find those in our documents we think that’s it. That is why I have done what I’ve done tonight - as I said, it’s about helping to re-tune your antennae to the fuller frequency range of the NT approaches to the cross. The second reason we can easily miss the variety of approaches to the atonement in our confessional documents is that we only tend to look in one place. We look up the Q&As and articles that deal with ‘the cross’ and think we’ve got the confessional documents covered on this topic. But that’s like saying we should only read the narrative accounts of the crucifixion in the gospels to understand what the NT is saying about the cross - which would mean ignoring all that Acts and the Epistles have to say about it. 

So, let’s start in a very familiar place. HC Q&A 1. What is your only comfort in life and in death? … Can you get past the first paragraph? He has fully paid for all my sins with his precious blood and set me free from the tyranny of the devil - ransom and sacrifice
Some other examples - choose from among these? 

LD 5 - strong forensic - God’s justice needs to be satisfied - now I’ve said, we need to balance out this legal language with the covenant context, but this side of it is true too - that sin has consequences, and in face of the burning holy love of God, it cannot and will not go unpunished. Plus - can’t pay the debt ourselves (ransom) So - God himself in Christ comes to take the penalty on himself. LD 6 - justice = sin must be paid for; bearing the weight of God’s wrath against sin so that we may have righteousness and life (reconciliation / wondrous exchange); set us free - ransom - and make us right with God - reconciliation.

LD 15 - Q37- takes on self anger of God against sin; atoning sacrifice to set us free from condemnation and give us grace, righteousness, eternal life - reconciliation / wondrous exchange
Q38 - frees us from judgment. Q39 - shoulders curse (NT stronger - becomes curse for us)

LD 16 - Q40 - justice and truth of God - only death of God’s Son could pay price of sin - forensic and ransom; Q43 - old selves put to death - newness of life. Life as offering of gratitude (exemplarist).

BC - Articles 20 

Bearing punishment for sin for us - representative penal substitutionary. Justice, but also the Father’s love - no nasty Father’s mind being changed by loving Son.

21 - eternal high priest and perfect sacrifice; appease wrath; satisfaction; ransom 

Canons - Not just 2nd point - Cross shows love of God the Father - 1st point Art 2. 2nd point - justice  - sin requires punishment. Satisfaction made by Christ, made sin and curse for us in our place ‘that he might give satisfaction for us’. Sacrifice. New covenant. Sacrificial love of Christ for his people as bridegroom for bride. Big point  being made here - Christ’s death achieves and secures salvation. 

Theories about human origins and the cross:
And now, finally, the issue of how the scriptural ways of speaking of what is done for us on the cross relate to the issues raised by questions about human origins. Was there an original pair of people -  if not the very first hominids, then a representative pair of homo sapiens  - with whom God established a relationship and who were called into a particular relationship with him? Or not? What bearing do our answers to those sorts of question have for how we understand the nature and purpose of Christ’s atoning work on the cross?

The response to this is actually very, very simple. 

We have seen something of the variety of ways in which the NT asks us to think about the cross. There is a kaleidescope of images and themes. But what holds them all together is that they all presuppose a handful of things. And only a handful of things. 

1) They presuppose that all human beings are out of right relationship with God. 

2) They presuppose that left to ourselves we cannot do what is necessary to restore that broken relationship and set ourselves right with God. 

3) They presuppose that God takes the necessary action to reconcile us to himself and the cross is literally crucial to that. 

And as far as this particular question of atonement and human origins is concerned, that’s it. Seriously, that really is it. 

Do all the scriptural themes that I have mentioned tonight require that the distortion of the human relationship with God stems from two historical individuals transgressing one specific command of God? No. Are they compatible with that? Yes. But do they require that? No.

You can be situated on any point in the spectrum of opinion on this, from understanding Adam and Eve as historically original human beings whose transgression caused a change in the entire human situation and the whole created order, to seeing Adam and Eve as representing a a particular group of human beings, and the ‘fall’ as a falling away over time, to Genesis 1-3 as a purely myth, an a-historical etiology of sin  - you can be at any of these places, and any point in between, and still be able to be in complete accord with the NT understanding of the why and the what and the how of the cross. 

As long as your understanding of human beings and our relationship to God is in accord with those three presuppositions I mentioned earlier, then that understanding is compatible with the NT presentation of the cross of Christ.

This means, of course, that you will have to decide what you think about Adam and Eve on other grounds, because you cannot use as part of your argument that if you eliminate a historical Adam and Eve, you have evacuated the saving work of Christ’s cross. You haven’t. 

This is because none of the NT categories to speak about what is happening on the cross relies upon a particular theory about how sin has come to be the reality of the human situation. In fact, 99% of the NT doesn’t reflect on the ‘how’ question at all. The NT categories to speak about the cross simply presuppose that we are out of right relationship with God, that this is a problem for all human beings, that left to ourselves we can’t do anything to set ourselves right with God, and so God does what it takes to reconcile us to himself through the cross of Christ. 

What this therefore means is that any account of human origins that allows room for these presuppositions is fundamentally compatible with any and all of the NT ways of thinking about what was taking place on the cross. 

It also means that any understanding of human origins that entails denying that all human beings are out of right relationship with God, or that insists that we do not need God to wrench that situation around from the inside is not compatible with the NT presentation of the cross.

It really is that simple. 

And that means that whatever other problems any of us may have with the implications for theology for various theories of human origins as these questions have been raised on campus, it seems to me that compatibility with NT and confessional presentations of the nature of Christ’s atoning work on the cross does not need to be one of them. 
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