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Did Paul See the Saving Significance of Jesus’ Death  

as Resulting from Divine Violence? 

Dialogical Reflections on Romans 3:25 

 

Christian A. Eberhart 

Professor of New Testament Studies, Lutheran Theological Seminary Saskatoon 

Don Schweitzer 

Professor of Theology, St. Andrew’s College Saskatoon 

 

Don Schweitzer: Theories of substitutionary atonement have been widespread in Western 

Christianity. In these theories Jesus’ death is understood to result from his suffering God’s 

punishment of sinners in their place. This way of understanding the saving significance of 

Jesus’ death was classically expressed by Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109 C.E.) in his 

dialogue Cur Deus Homo.1 According to Anselm, sin creates an infinite debt to God’s honour, 

which no finite person can repay. Christ “suffered death of his own will,” to pay this debt 

and so secure humanity’s salvation.2 The first person of the Trinity was not willing “to 

rescue the human race” unless something as great as this was done to pay this debt.3 By 

dying on the cross Christ paid it and secured for humanity forgiveness of sin and 

reconciliation to God.  

The meaning expressed here can be pastorally very significant. In situations where a 

person’s identity has been irrevocably spoiled by their own or others’ actions, by 

discrepancy between social norms and their physique, sexual orientation, racial or gender 

identity, or by their inability to achieve something that they consider meaningful, this 

understanding of Jesus’ saving significance can powerfully express the grace of God. In Paul 

Tillich’s terms, it can enable people to accept themselves even though they experience 

themselves as unacceptable4 or suffer a lack of acceptance by others.  

 However, this way of understanding Jesus’ saving significance has been sharply 

criticized in recent decades for portraying God as demanding the violent death of an 

innocent victim in order to forgive sin.5 Wrath against sin and a need for violence to satisfy 

this appear as the dominant characteristics of the first person of the Trinity here. This 

critique has given rise to a wide-ranging debate about the role of God in Jesus’ death and 

the saving significance of the cross. Christians seem faced with a dilemma. In affirming the 
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pastoral meaning of this understanding of atonement, must we also affirm that God is 

inherently violent?  

 Substitutionary theories of atonement like Anselm’s are often linked to the writings 

of Paul, particularly to passages like Romans 3:25, where Paul describes God as putting 

Jesus forward “as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood” (Romans 3:25 NRSV). This verse is 

part of a key passage in Paul’s Letter to the Romans which expresses “in effect the essence 

of Paul’s gospel: salvation for all human beings by grace through faith in Christ Jesus and 

what he has achieved for humanity.”6 Does Paul’s understanding of God’s saving action 

here portray God as inherently violent?  

 According to John Calvin, it does. Commenting on this verse, Calvin wrote: “Paul 

teaches us only this, — that until the death of Christ there was no way of appeasing God.”7 

More recently, C.E.B. Cranfield also interprets Paul as saying here that in dying on the cross 

Jesus bore God’s righteous wrath which sinners deserve.8 Other Biblical scholars disagree. 

 

Christian A. Eberhart: From the perspective of biblical studies, I can affirm that the 

passage in Romans 3:25 quoted above contains a central argument of both Pauline 

theology and New Testament atonement concepts.9 Yet it is true that this passage has often 

been understood as portraying God in violent terms; if Jesus is, as NRSV translates, the 

“sacrifice of atonement” being put forward by God, then this does sound as if God-Father 

sacrifices his divine Son. Is this really at the core of Paul’s understanding of salvation? In 

response, a few aspects need to be addressed and specified:  

 First, a brief clarification. The passage appears in Paul’s letter to the congregation in 

Rome. The authorship of this text is not seriously debated in modern biblical studies. There 

is unanimous consent that Paul himself wrote this letter, or rather that he dictated it to a 

scribe by the name of Tertius whose job it was to produce the actual letter, and all of this 

happened in the house of a certain Gaius in the city of Corinth (see Romans 16:22-23).10 So 

while Paul is the author of Romans, scholars have identified some passages in which he 

references, or actually quotes, older confessional formulas or hymns.11 One such hymnic 

fragment appears in Romans 3.12 If these passages are older than the remaining letter that 

is commonly dated to the winter of 57 or 58 C.E., then they must have originated in the 

early 50s or even in the 40s, so just some ten years after Jesus died in approximately 30 C.E. 
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This means that such formulas or hymnic fragments allow us rare and precious insights 

into the very beginnings of Christianity!  

Scholars have then attempted to reconstruct the fragment used by Paul in Romans 3 

with the following result:  

 “…whom God put forward as a hilasterion13 through his blood 

 to show his righteousness 

 by passing over the sins previously committed 

through his divine forbearance.”14  

So Paul would have adopted this older confessional formula just like we today sometimes 

tend to employ passages from a creed or church hymn when we prepare a sermon or write 

an article or a book. This means, however, that the passage featuring the atonement 

concept was not originally ‘invented’ by Paul, but by somebody else who is no longer 

known to us. Paul chose to employ it when he dictated his letter to his scribe by the name 

of Tertius because he thought that it helped to further his own argument about 

reconciliation through Jesus Christ and the righteousness of God.  

 Second, I would like to comment on the translation of the Greek term hilasterion. 

Some of our most widely used modern English Bible editions render this term as “sacrifice 

of atonement;”15 a footnote in the biblical text might indicate that “place of atonement” is 

an alternative translation.16 For the proper understanding of this passage, it is important to 

know that the latter is the correct rendering while the former is not. The terminology used 

in the original Greek text of Romans 3:25 is based on the Septuagint, the Greek translation 

of the Hebrew Bible. There, however, the Greek term hilasterion never means “sacrifice of 

atonement.”17 It is instead the technical term for the golden cover of the Ark of the 

Covenant. It is described in detail in Exodus 25:17-22; 37:6-9; some English Bible versions 

render the Greek term hilasterion “Mercy Seat”18 or “atonement cover.”19 The Ark with its 

cover was located in Israel’s most holy sanctuary, namely in the Tabernacle tent which 

ancient Jews considered to be the residence of God. It is probably this object that the early 

Christians who wrote a confessional formula about Jesus had in mind: for them, Jesus was 

some sort of ‘place of atonement’ or ‘Mercy Seat’ like the cover of the Ark. And when 

adopting this passage for his letter to the congregation in Rome, the apostle Paul would 

have thought about the same device.20  
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What difference does this make? The cover of the Ark was in fact the object of an 

annual blood application ritual. On the Day of Atonement, the High Priest had the duty of 

applying the blood of sacrifices to this cover in order to purge it from sins and impurities. 

This process was called atonement (Leviticus 16:15-16). It was one way of eliminating sins, 

which means of obtaining forgiveness. In Romans 3:25 Jesus is compared to the golden 

cover that became the centre of attention on the Day of Atonement, and the words “through 

his blood” are a reference to sacrificial blood. This certainly means that salvation in Christ 

is available for all humans who have sinned. But this passage is not about substitutionary 

atonement that you have correctly defined above as a scenario in which Jesus would suffer 

God’s punishment in the place of sinners. In Romans 3:25 and its context, there is no 

mention that Jesus is being punished instead of humans. The passage instead references a 

cultic process of purification that imagines the blood of Jesus as a cleansing agent. This is 

how atonement ‘functioned’ in the minds of early Christians: atonement is when sins are 

being purged. This idea has little to do with patriarchal violence or a God-Father punishing 

his divine Son. The atonement concept in Romans 3:25 is probably based on the Last 

Supper, and specifically on the cup that contains the “blood of the covenant, which is 

poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28). Thus it might go back to 

Jesus himself.  

I should add one last observation. The formula or hymn quoted by Paul states that 

God put forth Christ Jesus as a place of atonement. The words “put forth” could also be 

translated as “to be displayed publicly;” they imply a scenario of exhibition like that of 

crucifixion that was to be witnessed by a large audience. It has, however, been noted that 

these words stand in contrast to the depiction of Jesus as a place of atonement: the Ark and 

its cover are located in the Holy of Holies in the Judean sanctuary which could only be 

accessed by the high priest.21 Hence it was not a public but a rather exclusive place. But I 

think such an argument misses an important aspect since Paul and other early Christians 

imagined this location of atonement in the Judean sanctuary to be opened up and made 

accessible to all who have faith in Jesus Christ. As noted by Robert Jewett: “This blood 

covers both shameful discrimination and the guilt of groups as well as persons because 

Christ’s death overcame the ethnic and religious boundaries that barred access to 

atonement for Gentiles.”22 In the New Testament Gospels, this is conveyed through the 
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event of the temple curtain that was torn in two (Matthew 27:51).23 In this particular sense, 

the cross of Jesus as the new and public place of atonement stands in opposition to the 

temple in Jerusalem, the traditional place of atonement.  

 

Don Schweitzer: This raises further questions. As you note, Romans 3:25 states a central 

argument in Romans. In Romans 3:23 Paul concludes that “all have sinned and fall short of 

the glory of God.” Yet Paul then states in Romans 3:24 that despite this, people have been 

justified by God. Romans 3:25 describes the crucial action on God’s part that effects this 

transition, so that people are no longer alienated from God by their sin. For Paul this 

central action is the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Here in Romans 3:25 he focuses 

on the saving significance of Jesus’ death, using the Jewish “cultic atonement tradition to 

interpret”24 it. Why does Paul use this tradition to interpret Jesus’ death here, and what 

does he see as having happened through Jesus’ death?  

 Comments on Romans 3:25 by John Calvin and Martin Luther raise other questions. 

In describing humanity alienated from God, Calvin notes that while God “hates our 

uncleanness,” God does not hate what is God’s “own workmanship” in us.25 Here Calvin is 

saying that as a result of sin, people have a complex moral identity. All people are created 

by God and yet sin (Romans 3:23). As a result, people are neither wholly good nor wholly 

evil, but a mixture of both. Consequently they are both loved and judged by God. This 

ambiguity of the human condition means that peoples’ moral identities are complex; they 

transcend the categories of good and bad or good and evil. These opposing moral 

categories require very different responses. While these categories are essential to any 

human community, no person can be adequately described or related to simply in terms of 

either one, because a person is generally neither one nor the other, but both at once. Doing 

justice to this complexity of a person’s moral identity requires going beyond moral 

categories of good and evil while still preserving them. Justice requires moral judgments 

and actions, but also those that are more than moral, trans-moral, that go beyond what a 

person morally deserves. Such actions only do justice to people if they are more than moral, 

not less. In the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32) the father’s reception of the 

prodigal son exemplifies a transmoral attitude and actions. The prodigal son didn’t deserve 

to be treated as a son, but the father gave him more than he deserved, receiving him as 
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such despite what he had done. However, the transmoral is always in danger of becoming 

sub-moral, less than morally appropriate, in two different ways. One is through failing to 

acknowledge the moral realities of sin, evil and goodness. In the parable of the prodigal 

son, the elder brother judges his father’s actions as sub-moral in this way. 

Anselm’s and other theories of substitutionary atonement attempt to describe how 

God in the person of Jesus Christ addresses the moral complexity of human identities. In 

doing so Anselm and many others unfortunately tend to separate God’s justice from God’s 

love or mercy, so that the first person of the Trinity is portrayed as demanding a violent 

death in order to forgive sin. The first person of the Trinity is thus portrayed as sub-moral 

in a second sense, as perpetrating sin and evil. Anselm’s theory strays into this. On the one 

hand, the love shared by the Trinity for humanity is the reason for Christ dying on the 

cross. On the other hand, the first person of the Trinity demands Christ’s death so that 

humanity might be saved. The first person of the Trinity is ambiguously portrayed here as 

both loving humanity and yet demanding that an innocent victim be violently sacrificed for 

this love to have effect. Substitutionary theories of atonement accurately recognize how sin 

complicates human identities and people’s relationship to God. But in seeking to articulate 

how God responds to this, many portray God in ambiguous terms. Does the comparison of 

Jesus to the cover of the Ark of the Covenant that Paul uses in Romans 3:25 portray God 

ambiguously or as sub-moral in this second sense? How did Paul understand Jesus’ blood to 

function as a cleansing agent? Did Paul understand the first person of the Trinity as 

requiring Jesus’ death so that some might be saved?  

A mistake that leads to substitutionary theories of atonement portraying the first 

person of the Trinity in sub-moral terms is a failure to consistently articulate that God 

never stops loving sinners. Sin does not cause God to hate sinners, so that God’s wrath must 

be placated before God can accept them. God’s judgment is actually an expression of God’s 

love for us,26 intended to evoke repentance and a return to God on our part. Sin however 

creates a condition of alienation from God and others that no action on our part can rectify. 

God’s action in Christ is the “outworking of the love of God in the face of”27 such sin. Thus 

God’s love both judges sin and works to save one from it. The violence of sin is not met with 

an act equally violent or sinful on God’s part. Instead, God’s love responds to human sin 

creatively. As Paul argues in Romans 3:25, with Christ something new has come into being. 
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Through Christ God created a new possibility for humanity that did not exist before. The 

justice of God is fundamentally creative. It does not give people what they deserve, but 

makes them deserving. How does Paul in Romans 3:25 see Christ’s suffering on the cross 

and death relating to this creative initiative on God’s part, through which God creates a new 

possibility for humanity? Does God will Christ’s suffering and death as the price of this new 

relationship, or does God will the new possibility and Christ suffers and dies in the course 

of creating it?  

 Luther understood God’s action in Christ, God’s justice, as creative and 

transformative. According to Luther, Romans 3:25 shows that “the apostle calls God 

righteous because” God “justifies or makes righteous.”28 Yet Luther would also argue that 

while God’s action that Paul describes and interprets in Romans 3:25 justifies sinners or 

reconciles them to God, it does not end the complexity of our moral condition. How 

according to Paul is God’s action in Jesus’ death able to reconcile sinful humanity to God 

even though our identity continues to be morally complex, a mixture of sin and virtue? 

According to Paul, in what sense does God’s action in Christ make us righteous, when our 

moral identity remains ambiguous?  

 

Christian A. Eberhart: Your questions lead us into the heart of the concept of atonement 

as the apostle Paul understood it. They also articulate some of the key problems that come 

with most traditional atonement theories.  

 You wonder why Paul uses the atonement tradition in Romans 3:25 to interpret 

Jesus’ death, and what it is that he sees as having happened through this death. In response, 

I would point out that the atonement tradition is only one concept that interprets the death 

of Jesus. Paul uses several other concepts as well; for example in the earliest of his 

surviving letters written in approx. 49–50 C.E., he writes that Jesus “died for us, so that … 

we may live with him” (1 Thessalonians 5:10; see also Romans 5:6, 8; 1 Corinthians 8:11; 

15:3). The logic behind this statement is that of an existential exchange between Jesus and 

humans. Yet another concept is that of reconciliation found in statements like this: “For if, 

while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his Son, much 

more certainly, having been reconciled, we will be saved by his life” (Romans 5:10; see also 

2 Corinthians 5:18-20; Ephesians 2:16; Colossians 1:20, 22). This image is based on a 
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Hellenistic concept from the secular realm of ancient diplomacy. This means Paul did not 

have to choose atonement concepts derived from the temple cult when talking about the 

death of Jesus; he also deployed other concepts that were available to him.  

 So what exactly happened, or was effected through the death of Jesus according to 

the concept that he was “put forth as a place of atonement” (Romans 3:25)? The death of 

Jesus makes his blood available so that purification can be effected. Blood, however, 

represents life and vitality. This idea is attested not only in the Hebrew Bible (Leviticus 

17:11) but also in the ancient Near East.29 How then did Paul understand the blood of Jesus 

to function as a cleansing agent? It works just as the blood of sacrificial animals did, for 

example on Yom Kippur (Leviticus 16). Since these old Jewish rituals require that sacrificial 

blood be brought in physical contact with the objects to be purged, a corollary question 

might be asked: How could the blood of Jesus have any effect on humans, and how can it 

have any effect today? How can we be brought in physical contact with this blood since 

nobody among us was present at the crucifixion? The answer is the Eucharist or Lord’s 

Supper: In this celebration, Jesus gave humans for all times the privilege of ‘being in touch’ 

with his blood, now symbolized through wine. By drinking this wine, humans are being 

cleansed of all their sins.  

While the death of Jesus makes his blood available, a different way of stating the 

effect is to say that the life of Jesus, or indeed Jesus himself, has become available in a 

different fashion. Let us consider one example. In the story of Mark 5:25-34, a woman who 

approaches Jesus from behind is healed just by touching his garment and believing in Jesus. 

According to Mark’s Gospel, this was one way in which the contemporaries of Jesus were 

healed from their physical suffering. Did the violent death of Jesus forever stop any chance 

of encountering him and experiencing his healing presence? No. The opportunity of 

approaching Jesus and believing in him is still available to us today because we are invited 

to celebrate the Lord’s Supper and drink from the cup which is the New Covenant (1 

Corinthians 11:25), representing the blood of Jesus. This allows us to literally ‘be in touch’ 

with him. Thus we still receive the healing and salvation that Jesus provided for humanity.  

But on the way to Jesus, don’t we encounter other problems with this concept? You 

pose the question of whether God might appear in an ambiguous or sub-moral fashion. Did 

Paul really understand the first person of the Trinity as requiring Jesus’ death so that 
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humans might be saved? I think this is not the case. Perhaps it is slightly confusing that we 

read in Romans 3:25 about God ‘putting forward’ Jesus as the place of atonement. I said 

above that Paul quotes from a confessional formula here. I assume he would have phrased 

this slightly differently had he not relied on an older statement. In fact, Paul put the matter 

less ambiguously a few years earlier when he wrote his Second Letter to the Corinthians: 

“… in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself” (2 Corinthians 5:19). This eliminates 

the possibility that God would have sacrificed somebody else because of the human 

disaster of sin; this eliminates the possibility that God acts in a sub-moral fashion. 

According to 2 Corinthians 5:19, God acted in Jesus Christ! This means that nobody else but 

God agreed to suffer! Thus in Christ, God acted in a truly transmoral fashion. The real 

problem of correctly understanding Paul’s atonement concepts is, therefore, the propensity 

to separate the triune God. Thus God, the Father and first person of the Trinity, is being 

accused of having made Jesus, the Son of God and second person of the Trinity, the 

‘whipping boy.’30 The solution is seeing the triune God as one: it was God who, in Christ, 

accepted to be punished for the sins of humanity.31  

Another question is whether God wills Christ’s suffering and death as the price of 

this new relationship, or whether God wills the new possibility and Christ suffers and dies 

in the course of creating it? This is a difficult question. But I think that the love which God 

showed us humans has been perfect. Such perfect love willingly “bears all things, … 

endures all things” (1 Corinthians 13:7). It is the absolute extreme of love. Hence it goes to 

the extreme of demonstrating that God loved even to the point of total humiliation and 

shame. This point is not only death as such, but death on a cross, which means a 

particularly painful, slow, and dishonorable death.  

However, are really all humans in need of salvation through Jesus Christ? You 

rightly emphasize that the human identity continues to be morally complex and is a 

mixture of good and bad, of sin and virtue. To put things differently, according to Paul, in 

what sense does God’s action in Christ make us righteous when our moral identities remain 

ambiguous? I guess we all experience that human nature is both good and evil. Even the 

most virtuous person on earth has certainly done something wrong at some point while the 

worst human probably did something good at some point. So our moral identities are 

indeed ambiguous. Yet for Paul it is essential that humans have sinned and will always sin. 
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He expresses his — more skeptical — view of human nature in Romans 3:23: “all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” This is the sober conclusion of what Paul 

explicated earlier in Romans 1-3. Humans either commit all sorts of sins as those listed in 

Romans 1:18-32. Or humans don’t commit these specific sins — yet then become arrogant 

and start judging those who fall under the previous category (Romans 2:1-11).  

So which ever side you belong to, it is Paul’s understanding that you are a sinner. 

What then about human virtues? Are they not accounted for? Paul knows about virtues, but 

thinks that the presence of sin corrupts a human being despite virtues: “Do you not know 

that a little yeast leavens the whole batch of dough?” (1 Corinthians 5:6) Virtues are not 

enough to balance our human morals. Paul is therefore aware of the moral complexity of 

the human being. But he concludes that we all count as sinners in front of God and hence 

are all in need of salvation, even if we lead the most virtuous lives (Romans 3:24).  

 

Don Schweitzer: This highlights the continued importance of the pastoral meaning of 

substitutionary theories of atonement. Some contemporary theologians have re-formulated 

these using spatial terms. As you note, in Romans 3:25 Paul uses a cultic atonement 

concept, hilasterion, that was probably used by the Christian community before him, to 

express how Christ restores communion with God for those whose sin has ruptured it. In 

using this term Paul “alludes to the sacrificial system of Judaism,”32 but does not elaborate a 

fully worked out theory of atonement. The fact that Paul uses different atonement concepts 

at various times to bring out the saving significance of Jesus indicates his awareness of the 

multifaceted nature of sin and human need for God, and of how the one Jesus, crucified and 

risen, saves from different kinds of sin in different ways. Here in Romans 3:25 Paul is 

primarily speaking of the saving significance of Jesus’ death in relation to identities spoiled 

by peoples’ own sin.33 He is not unpacking the saving significance of Jesus in relation to 

external evils as he does in Romans 8:35-39. 

As you note, the atonement concept used in Romans 3:25 has spatial aspects. It 

speaks of a place where Jesus’ blood becomes available to purge the stain of peoples’ sin. 

Blood represents life. Here Jesus’ blood represents the divine life. Jesus’ death on the cross 

is the ‘place’ where this purifying divine life is made available in a final way. Some 

theologians have focused on this spatial aspect to re-formulate substitutionary theories of 
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atonement, so as to preserve their pastoral meaning while purging them of violent 

concepts of God.34  

The experience of guilt and/or alienation from God, resulting from a spoiled 

identity, can be described as “a spiritual, psychological space of pain and anguish and sense 

of separation from God.”35 The cross symbolizes this kind of place. At the same time, in 

keeping with Paul’s thought in Romans 3:25, Christ is “the new place where God’s presence 

is manifest.”36 By dying on the cross Christ brings God’s presence into ‘places’ of guilt 

and/or alienation from God. What is saving about Jesus’ cross in this sense is not primarily 

Jesus’ suffering, but that through undergoing it he symbolically extends God’s presence to 

places of spiritual and physical suffering.  

At the heart of substitutionary and similar theories of atonement in patristic, 

medieval, Reformation and many contemporary theologies is the notion of incarnation.37 In 

the incarnation, the distance separating humanity from God, regardless of its cause, is 

bridged by God assuming human nature, coming to be with humanity in Christ. This 

distance that is bridged is the experience of the absence of God, sometimes resulting from 

God’s wrath or judgment. As noted earlier, judgment and anger are not the opposite of love. 

In a world plagued by sin, what Beverly Wildung Harrison observed of human anger is also 

true of divine wrath. Anger is not necessarily love’s opposite. It can instead be a mode of 

connectedness, a response to injustice arising from love.38 The wrath or anger of God is a 

sign that something is wrong in the moral quality of our relationships.  

In Anselm’s theory of atonement, the contradiction between the suffering and death 

of Jesus and God’s love is forgotten. Jesus’ cross becomes something willed by God, the 

means by which judgment is carried out and guilt forgiven. But in some contemporary re-

workings of substitutionary atonement, Jesus’ suffering and death are not willed by God 

but an evil which Jesus endures in order to bring God’s presence into what the cross 

symbolizes. Here in this utter humiliation, God’s love for sinners finds definitive 

expression. The persons of the Trinity are completely one with each other in this 

communication and effecting of divine love and through it completely with the guilty or 

dehumanized person.39  

If Jesus is to truly enter this place of God’s absence, he must suffer, as all who enter 

it do. Yet Jesus’ suffering is not the work of God. While Jesus’ resurrection charges his cross 

11

Eberhart and Schweitzer: Dialogical Reflections on Romans 3:25

Published by Scholars Commons @ Laurier, 2012



 

 

with salvific meaning, there remains an irrevocable opposition between his resurrection 

and his death that theologians must articulate.40 Each person of the triune God wills to be 

in communion with those in the spiritual or physical places that the cross symbolizes. God 

does not demand the death of an innocent victim in order to forgive sin. The violence done 

to Jesus was willed and done by sinful humanity, not God. It was endured by God in Jesus, 

so that all who dwell in what the cross symbolizes can experience communion with God, in 

spite of their guilt or suffering. As a result of Jesus’ death on the cross, there “is no suffering 

which … is not God’s suffering; no death which has not been God’s death in the history on 

Golgotha.”41 In this way, the death of Jesus continues the incarnation’s work of bringing the 

light of God’s love into the guilt and pain of the world, even in and through suffering and 

death that contradicts such love.42 By symbolically entering the isolation of sinners through 

dying on the cross, Jesus “bestows upon them a new, complex identity of being at once a 

sinner and yet loved and accepted by God in spite of this.”43 Regardless of what we have 

done or do, regardless of our suffering, our experience of the condemnation of others or of 

the judgment of God, we know from this that we are loved by God. Does this seem an 

adequate and appropriate interpretation of Paul’s thought in Romans 3:25?  

 

Christian A. Eberhart: I would say that your words are, by and large, an adequate and 

appropriate exposition of New Testament soteriology. As such, your words also convey 

central ideas of Paul on how humans are saved through the death of Jesus Christ on the 

cross. We need to bear in mind, however, that Romans 3:25 is a rather short statement: it 

articulates how sinful humanity has freely received redemption from God through Jesus 

Christ whom God has made a new place of atonement. As I have pointed out above, this 

statement depicts the blood of Jesus that was shed on the cross as the means of forgiveness 

for humans. Thus forgiveness appears as a process of purification or consecration.  

Your idea that it is God who suffers and dies on the cross forms the Christological 

backdrop of Paul’s statement. It leads us to another important topic, namely that of 

incarnation. It is a central concept in the Christian tradition, but also exists in other 

religions.44 In Christianity it expresses the idea that God became a human being in the 

person of Jesus of Nazareth.45 It allows Christians to see how Jesus is associated with God.  
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Paul is one of the first Christian writers to articulate this concept. In his Letter to the 

Philippians, written toward the end of his life around 61–63 C.E., Paul again references or 

quotes a hymn that describes Christ as having possessed “the form of God” and been equal 

with God. Christ nevertheless humbled himself by becoming human and even dying on the 

cross. Therefore God exalted him, “and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is 

Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2:6-11).46 Other New Testament writings 

convey similar ideas. Now Jesus was being portrayed as ‘the image of the invisible God’ 

who is ‘before all things’ (Colossians 1:15, 17; see also Hebrews 1:2-3). This passage closely 

identifies Jesus Christ with God, the creator of the universe. In the New Testament Gospels, 

the same idea is manifest, for example, when Jesus is called ‘Emmanuel’ (‘God is with us,’ 

Matthew 1:23). Also the famous opening verses of the Gospel according to John express this 

idea when calling Jesus the ‘Word’ (Greek logos) that was God (John 1:1) yet ‘became flesh 

and lived among us’ (1:14). Finally, the divine name “Lord” (Greek kyrios), which is the 

Septuagint rendition of the tetragrammaton YHWH in the Hebrew Bible, refers to Jesus 

Christ in New Testament writings. This observation conveys the fact that early Christians 

understood Jesus as the manifestation or incarnation of the God of the Hebrew Bible.47  

These New Testament passages about incarnation are important as they suggest 

that the salvation through Jesus Christ is not limited to his death on the cross. Salvation 

history in Christ started with the birth of Jesus of Nazareth; it extends throughout his life 

and includes his death and resurrection. Therefore the New Testament Gospel stories 

about Jesus feature all of these elements. And it is during his life and death that Jesus, as 

you mention above, experienced pain and anguish as characteristic aspects of the human 

predicament. “Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help those 

who are being tested” (Hebrews 2:18). Through the atonement in his death, on the other 

hand, Christians receive a new identity as a holy community that inseparably belongs to 

God. Reinhard Feldmeier and Hermann Spieckermann put it this way: “…God’s will for 

relationship is a personal relationship realized in God, God’s self, a personalization of the 

divine-human relationship through incarnation.”48 

Paul articulates this human identity that is based on the relationship to God in 

Romans 8: “If God is for us, who is against us?” (v. 31) The apostle has experienced this in 

the hardship of his own mission, yet writes defiantly: “Who will separate us from the love 
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of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or 

sword?” (v.35) Christians belong inseparably to the holy God, and because of that they are 

themselves holy. Such a new identity is communicated through the Lord’s Supper or 

Eucharist. It is not based on any human achievement; it is given by God as a free gift and 

humans can only receive it as such (Romans 3:24, 27).  

 

Don Schweitzer: This new identity that Jesus extends to Christians through his death on 

the cross can have important meaning for Canadian Christians at this time, when the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission of Canada is currently receiving testimony from former 

students of church-run residential schools, their children and others.49 Many Christians 

worked in these schools or supported them out of a sense of Christian calling, believing that 

by doing so they were evangelizing First Nations and/or Metis children and civilizing them 

so as to improve the quality of their lives and enable them to better contribute to society. At 

the meeting of The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada in Saskatoon, June 21-

24, 2012, former students spoke of beatings they received in these schools, of enduring 

loneliness and separation from their families. Many spoke of suffering sexual abuse, 

denigration and of lasting emotional, physical and psychic scars left by their experiences in 

residential schools. Although there were positive aspects to the experiences of some 

students, the system as a whole was destructive.50 Though most Christians who aided or 

participated in this system did so out of faithfulness to Jesus, the system was sinful. It has 

permanently stained the identity of Canadian churches that participated in it. Churches, 

church groups and the federal government have apologized for their parts in it.  

Crucial for many students who survived these schools, for their descendents and 

others, is that their stories be heard and that the wrongs and harm done through these 

schools be acknowledged. Non-Native Christians, when first hearing of these wrongs and 

harms, often react defensively, attempting to deny them, or to justify or normalize the ways 

residential schools were run. The new identity of justification by grace, of being convicted 

of sin and yet accepted by God in spite of this, implied in Romans 3:25, enables a more 

efficacious, truthful and faithful response. When our identity is secure through what God 

has done for all in Jesus Christ, we don’t need to justify ourselves. With this identity 

Christians are able to acknowledge the sin of their churches’ participation in residential 
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schools. They are able to own the churches’ apologies and requests for forgiveness for 

themselves. This is a crucial first step towards preserving Christian identity and a sense of 

the churches being truth seeking communities in this situation, and towards reconciliation 

between First Nations peoples and non-Native Christians in Canada.   

What Paul states in Romans 3:25 also has a second, future oriented public meaning 

in relation to the struggles of First Nations, Metis and other peoples for recognition in 

Canada. Modern democracies require “a ‘people’ with a strong collective identity,”51 as the 

basis for a public dialogue and the formation of a common will necessary for democracies 

to function with legitimacy. Those who are culturally, religiously or ethnically different can 

become an identity threat to the majority in a democracy.52 This need for a strong collective 

identity produces a tendency to exclude, suppress or assimilate them. Residential schools 

resulted partly from this tendency. While they are no longer operative, it still is. Sharing 

identity space has become common in Northern Canada.53 But in recent years the attitudes 

of many English Canadians have become less open towards demands of Quebecers and 

First Nations peoples for recognition and accommodation of their identities within 

Canadian public life.54 Justification by grace through faith bestows upon Christians an 

identity able to work against this exclusionary tendency inherent in modern democracies.  

In going to the cross, Christ enters into the place of those who are alienated, 

separated or different from God. In so doing, God in Christ opens God’s self to those who 

are different. Christians are those who have a new identity of having been embraced by God 

in spite of their difference from God. As we receive this embrace and new identity, we are 

in turn called and empowered by it to make space in our identities for those who are 

different from us, even for those who seem a threat to us.55 Through Christ’s death on the 

cross, we receive an identity of belonging to God that is open to and inclusive of all. This 

can help us live together with those who are different, resist the exclusionary tendency of 

modern democracies and embrace diversity in public life. In this way the atoning work of 

Christ that Paul describes in Romans 3:25 enables Christians to hear the truth, accept their 

church’s responsibilities regarding residential schools and to work towards a future where 

hopefully such things will not happen again.  
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Christian A. Eberhart: I agree that the testimonies given by First Nations people during 

the hearings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (Saskatoon, SK, June 21–24, 

2012) revealed a variety of very disturbing and tragic practices in the history of this 

country. Above all, these practices displayed a lack of respect and understanding for those 

who lived here before. What could have helped to prevent such disturbing events? This 

important question brings to mind a brief terminological reflection by Fletcher R. DuBois 

about the encounter with others: “…the word understanding may contain a treasure of 

allusion pointing to being able to ‘stand under’ the aegis of what or who is to be 

understood.”56 I think that an attitude of openness and humbleness toward the others 

might have prevented some of the disturbing and tragic events that First Nations people 

suffered.  

I experienced just this humbleness and respect when I had the privilege of visiting 

people from the Anishinabe nation in Kingfisher Lake, Ontario, in the winter of the year 

2012. Asked to teach an intensive course on Paul’s life and writings, I was amazed to 

witness how these First Nations people specifically related to Paul’s testimony of personal 

persecution and hardship while embracing the message of God’s saving presence. The 

latter was particularly meaningful to them because they had lived through the former. They 

understood Paul’s life and message in a very deep and existential way, and this 

understanding became visible in their respect, humility and love not only toward each 

other, but also to me. At this point I could experience what it means that in Jesus Christ, 

people from different nations or ethnic origins all belong to one family. In the first century 

C.E., Paul expressed such a vision of unity over against the prevalent tendency to separate 

people according to various aspects and descriptors of human identity: “There is no longer 

Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of 

you are one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28). Is not the end of conflicts and the unity of 

humans amongst each others and with God the goal of atonement?  

I hope that the salvation and reconciliation through Christ that is available to all, as 

Paul states in Romans 3:25, shape our identities so that we learn to respect and love each 

other. I hope that salvation and reconciliation as key aspects of the gospel message may be 

the ground for a better future and for more peaceful and respectful relations between First 

Nations communities and those who arrived in this land in recent centuries.   
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