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In their book, “Recovering the Scandal 
of the Cross”, Joel B. Green & Mark D. 
Baker present a number of ways the New 
Testament writers answered the question, 
why did Jesus have to die? 

“The New Testament contains a rich diversity 
of atonement teaching and imagery. Indeed,  
the contextual rootedness of the New 
Testament is perhaps nowhere on display 
more than in its atonement theology. 
Drawing on the language and thought 
patterns of Israel’s religion and life experiences 
within the larger Greco-Roman world, these 
writers struggle to make sense of Jesus’ 
crucifixion. Within the pages of the New 
Testament, the saving significance of the 
death of Jesus is represented chiefly (though 
not exclusively) via five constellations of 
images. Each set of imagery is borrowed from 
significant spheres of public life in ancient 
Palestine and the larger Greco-Roman world: 
the court of law (for justification), commercial 
dealings (redemption), personal relationships 
(reconciliation, whether among individuals 

or groups), worship (sacrifice), and the 
battleground (triumph over evil).”

Each week during Lent we will consider 
each of these images. They are 
metaphors, for not one theory or model 
can fully express all that we can say or 
understand about the significance of 
Jesus’ death. The New Testament presents 
a choir of voices, each singing about the 
cross, but we have tended to listen only 
to the one voice. This study I hope will 
enrich our vision of the saving work of 
Jesus Christ on the cross. 

This is not meant to be just a theological 
study but a reorientation and expanding 
of our vision of Christ’s work in the 
world and in our own lives. I invite you 
to participate in these conversations 
and respond to the divine drama - the 
manifestation of God’s love in Jesus 
Christ.

Rev Janet Staines

INTRODUCTION

3



One of the most common ways we have 
come to understand the cross is through 
the Penal Substitutionary Atonement 
theory. This theory answers the question, 
why did Jesus have to die on the cross? 
with the answer, to save us from our sin. 

Most Christians in the West have 
encountered this model in Sunday School 
classes, heard it proclaimed by pastors 
and evangelists, sung it in hymns, or read 
it in tracts or books about the Christian 
faith. It can be explained that God would 
like to be in relationship with humans and  
dwell together with us forever in heaven, 
but human sin does not allow for this 
since God is holy and cannot associate 
with anyone corrupted by sin.  
It is impossible for humans to achieve 
sinless perfection, so God provides a 
solution. God the Father sends his Son to  
earth to suffer the punishment we 
deserve by dying on the cross. Since Jesus  
has paid the penalty for us, God can 
regard us as not guilty. If we believe that 
we are sinners deserving of hell, but that 
Jesus died in our place, then we can be in 
relationship with God and go to heaven. 
(Baker & Green, 2000, p167).

The Servant Song of Isaiah 53:5-6 delivers 
a penal substitutionary perspective:

But he was pierced for our transgressions,  
he was crushed for our iniquities;  

the punishment that brought us peace was 
on him, and by his wounds we are healed. We 
all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has 
turned to our own way; and the Lord has laid 

on him the iniquity of us all. 

 
 

Did God really send Jesus to die on the cross? 
Penal Substitutionary Atonement

LENT ONE

How would you answer the question: Why did Jesus have to die? Discuss

What do you think / feel about this image of God as an angry judge who demands that we 

appease his wrath and gain his favour? What does this image say about us and how God sees us?

Read Romans 1:16-18,  
2:1-16, 3:21-26

The Penal Substitutionary 
Atonement model 
developed around the 
legal part of public life. 

Scriptures that use the legal language of 
judgement and punishment are using 
the metaphor of the legal system to 
understand why Jesus died on the cross. 
It is as if God is a judge sitting in court 
looking at a big book that lists all our sins, 
and God says, I must punish you for all 
these sins.
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How often have you heard an altar call 
include words like, if you were to die 
tonight where would you go? Heaven or 
Hell? Most of us have been terrified by 
this thought and caused us to make sure 
we have our bases covered just in case. 
This model is concerned with settling a 
moral ledger and ridding us of guilt and 
feeling guilty. It relies on the mercy of 
God and the sacrifice of Christ to justify 
us. You may have heard a story like this:

There’s a story about a judge whose own 
son was brought before her for a crime he 
had committed. The judge felt a deep grief 
that her son would violate the laws upon 
which she based her entire life. Tears welled 
in her eyes and she listened painfully as the 
evidence against her son was presented. The 
courtroom sat in silence wondering how the 
judge would rule. Would she just give him a 
reprimand in an act of mercy? Would she give 
him the minimum penalty for the offense? 
Much to their surprise, she handed down the 
maximum fine, upholding the law to its fullest 
degree. The son was in shock, for he knew that 
he couldn’t pay the fine and was anguished at 
the thought of imprisonment. He looked up at 
her in disbelief.

But then something happened that nobody 
expected. She stepped down from the bench, 
took off her judge’s robe, told her son how 
much she loved him and then paid, out of 
her own pocket, the fine she had just handed 
down.  Not everyone understood what 
she had done. As a judge, she showed her 

commitment to honour the law to its fullest, 
but she then stepped down from that seat 
of honour and showed her love for her child. 
Her son never understood the depth of his 
mother’s commitment to the law until that 
moment, and, until that moment, he never 
knew the depth of his mother’s love for him. 
He felt deep sorrow for the pain he had caused 
her and for those he had hurt by his act of 
crime. With his head bowed, and his tears 
flowing freely, he asked for her forgiveness, 
which she willingly and freely gave it to him. 

https://www.snapshotsofgod.com/the-judge/

In what ways have you experienced 
this narrative in your own life?  
How have you experienced this 
mercy from God? 

Justification is a theological word that 
means to declare a person to be just or 
righteous. It is the result of a moral ledger 
being settled. It is a legal term meaning 
that someone has been acquitted for a 
crime. God justifies us by sending Christ 
to take on the punishment of our sins. By 
trusting in what Christ has done for us we 
become justified and made clean to start 
afresh. God’s need for justice has been 
appeased.
 

Does this mean that Jesus came to 
save us from God’s anger? It is here 
that we encounter the limits of the 
metaphor of the law to atone us.
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In biblical times it  
was accepted that  
a wealthy and 
important citizen 

would not be treated in a law court in 
the same way as an insignificant person. 
Sometimes this was written into the 
statutes and, for example, in the ancient 
Code of Hammurabi it is laid down that 
if a citizen knocked out the tooth of 
another citizen his own tooth should be 
knocked out. But if the victim was a vassal 
– someone who was politically loyal to 
a wealthy landowner - it was enough 
to pay a small fine. Nobody expected 
strict justice in human tribunal’s, but the 
biblical writers were sure that God is a 
God of justice; loyalties and privilege had 
no influence in God’s justice. One person’s 
crime was punished the same as another.

Does our current legal system  
have favourites?  
Does God have favourites?

One of the difficulties with this model is 
that our understanding has developed 
through the lens of the western justice 
system. When it comes to justice, we 
tend to locate our thoughts around 
the mechanics of the Law. This is where 
offences are heard, where we are held 
account to the law and where justice 
is dispensed. But in the realm of the 
kingdom of God, justice is not centred so 
much around the law, but in the realm of 
relationships. God’s idea of justice is not 
simply about finding out who is to blame 
and punishing the perpetrator. God’s idea 
of justice is about bringing reconciliation 

and bringing people back into a right 
relationship again. God’s wrath in the 
Old Testament is relationally based, not 
retributively motivated. It is focussed on 
restoring or protecting God’s people not 
retaliation and payback. This model is in 
contrast to a biblical understanding of 
justice that is covenantal and relational. 

How might our western 
understanding of justice distort 
our thinking about why Jesus 
suffered and died?  

DISCUSS DEEPER  
“The cross isn’t a form of cosmic child 
abuse—a vengeful Father, punishing his Son 
for an offence he has not even committed… 
If the cross is a personal act of violence 
perpetrated by God towards humankind but 
borne by his Son, then it makes a mockery of 
Jesus’ own teaching to love your enemies… 
the idea that God was an angry deity, 
requiring a sacrifice to propitiate his wrath 
was surely more like an ancient pagan god 
than the Father of Jesus Christ.”
Steve Chalke & Alan Mann, “The Lost Message of Jesus”

How do you make sense of God as 
the judge and the giver of mercy? Is 
it possible for the scales to ever be 
equal or balanced? Is this legal lens 
helpful for you in understanding 
spirituality? or have you considered 
other ways of understanding why 
Jesus had to die? In the following 

studies we will consider some other 

ways of viewing the cross.

Close the study in prayer, giving thanks 
for God’s grace and God’s willingness to 
make a way for us to know God.
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How can the cross be a victory?
Christus Victor

LENT TWO

Let us consider another theory of 
Atonement which was the most 
prominent explanation of Jesus death and 
the cross: Christus Victor – the victory of 
Christ, or Christ is victorious. Last week we 
looked at the Penal Substitution model 
which answers the question, why did 
Jesus have to die? with to save us from 
our sins. This weeks’ Christus Victor would 
answer the question ‘why did Jesus have 
to die?’ with the answer ‘to triumph  
over evil.’

Where have you seen evil 
manifested this week? In the 
news? In your neighbourhood?

This theory of 
atonement clusters 
around the image of 
the Battle Ground. 
You only have to delve 
slightly into ancient 

Roman history to discover the Romans 
were a brutal lot. Extreme violence 
permeated Roman society. Gladiatorial 
fights and public beatings were common. 
The Roman Army was extremely 
important in explaining the success of the 
Romans and the expansion of the Roman 
Empire and is recognised by historians as 
an extremely effective fighting machine. 

The early Christian writers lived under 
the shadow of the Roman Empire. The 
soldier was part of everyday life and they 
would have witnessed soldiers marching 
off to war. As they grappled to come to 
terms with what the cross meant, these 
early disciples believed the cross was a 

passion story of God triumphing over the 
powers of evil and liberating humanity 
from the bondage of sin. Unlike the Penal 
Substitutionary views of atonement 
rooted in the idea of Christ paying the 
penalty of sin to satisfy the demands of 
God’s justice, the Christus Victor view is 
rooted in the incarnation. Christ entered 
into human misery and wickedness and 
was victorious over evil’s control of the 
world. 

Charles Wesley wrote a wonderful hymn 
that declares the freedom we have in 
Christ:

And can it be that I should gain
An interest in the Saviour’s blood?

Died He for me, who caused His pain - 
For me, who Him to death pursued?

Amazing love! How can it be,
That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me? 

Long my imprisoned spirit lay,
Fast bound in sin and nature’s night;

Thine eye diffused a quickening ray—
I woke, the dungeon flamed with light;

My chains fell off, my heart was free,
I rose, went forth, and followed Thee.

What does the cross set us free 
from? How have you seen people 
‘set free’?
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In the Eastern stream of Christianity, 
the Orthodox church, this is still the 
predominant view of atonement. In the 
West, when we consider the resurrection, 
our first image is usually a graceful one: 
women walking toward the tomb with 
spices and perfume on a misty Sunday 
dawn stand astonished at the sight of 
the empty tomb and an angel sitting on 
a round stone. In Eastern Orthodoxy the 
traditional image of the resurrection is 
more vibrant and noisier and rings with a 
Victory shout. 

 The image is like this: Jesus is standing 
on the broken doors of hell. The massive 
portals lie crossed under his feet, a 
reminder of the cross that won this 
triumph. He stands braced and striding, 
like a superhero, using his mighty 
outstretched arms to lift a great weight. 
Beneath Christ’s feet is a black receding 
pit with floating silver shards of metal, 
chains, locks and ominous instruments of 
pain. These instruments are broken and 
shattered, and the locks are unhinged, 
except for one set, still intact and in use. 
These locks bind the body of that vicious 
old Satan, who grimaces in his captivity, 
bound hand and good and cast into his 
own darkness.

Read Colossians 1:13-14 
and Ephesians 1:20 

In numerous places New Testament 
writers use the conflict-victory narrative. 
The early Christians framed their 
discussion of the cross and resurrection 
in terms of a cosmic conflict between 
God and the forces of evil, with the 
resurrection sealing Jesus’ victory over sin, 
the devil and powers of evil. (read John’s 
birth narrative as a cosmic event).

In what cultural stories and movies 
do you see this narrative being 
played out?

In 1890 William Booth, who founded the 
Salvation Army, wrote a book, In Darkest 
England and the Way Out, and made a 
shocking comparison between darkest 
Africa – a land considered poor and 
backward - and contemporary England. 
The General pointed out that of the thirty-
one million population of Great Britain, 
three million people lived in what he 
called “darkest England.” Then he went on 
to describe his ideas on how to apply the 
Christian faith to an industrialised society. 
The book became an instant bestseller 
“selling roughly 115,000 copies within 
the first few months after its publication” 
Almost immediately Booth received 
sympathetic responses not only from 
common readers but also from wealthy 
individuals, who promised to make 
substantial donations.
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Booth’s social engineering scheme was 
presented in this image: In the rough seas 
we see people drowning in the word’s 
‘starvation’, ‘betting’, ‘unemployment’, 
‘despair’, ‘homelessness’. At the edges 
of the sea are people in Salvation Army 
uniforms rescuing them from their 
death and boats of Salvationists flying 
the Salvation army flag coming to their 
rescue. Up the top we have Booth’s vision 
for social change including refuges, 
shelters for homeless, labour camps, 
schools and working colonies. This is how 
Booth understood the reason Jesus died 
and how he lived out his faith in Christ’s 
triumph over evil and rescuing the world 
from sin and its consequences.
(Robert Haggard, The persistence of Victorian Liberalism: The 

Politics of Social Reform in Britain 1870-1900, 2001 p 73).

How might this model of 
atonement encourage us to 
address evil in the world today?

A modern-day example might be the Love 
Makes a Way Movement. ‘Love Makes a 
Way’ is an ecumenical group formed in 
response to the government’s statement 
to would-be refugees that ‘No Way’ would 
they ever receive refuge in Australia if 
they came by boat. The movement began 
because Christians all over Australia, 
having seen what was being done in our 
name to people seeking asylum on our 
shores, sensed that drastic action had to 
be taken. 

Love Makes A Way organises events and 
actions, including civil disobedience 
actions, to publicly witness to and 
dramatise the injustice of Australia’s 
asylum seeker policies, to awaken the 
conscience of the church and wider 
community, and to point to a better way. 

Here is a picture of a group praying in 
the office of Christopher Pyne MP. It is a 
modern-day picture of people living out 
an atonement where Christ is victorious 
over the evil of the world, and where 
people of God are seeking ways to ensure 
that good triumphs over evil in the world. 

How might we ensure that good 
triumphs over evil in the world? 
What do you think / feel about 
this weeks’ Christus Victor model 
that answers the question why 
did Jesus have to die? with the 
answer to triumph over evil?

Close the study in prayer for those 
experiencing the impact of evil  

in their lives.

“If it is possible, so far as it depends on you,  
live peaceably with all.  

Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave 
room for the wrath of God;  

for it is written, “Vengeance is mine,  
I will repay, says the Lord.”  

No, “if your enemies are hungry, feed them;  
if they are thirsty, give them something to 

drink; for by doing this you will heap  
burning coals on their heads.”  

Do not be overcome by evil  
but overcome evil with good” 

Romans 12:17–21
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Did God betray Jesus on the cross?
Sacrificial Atonement

LENT THREE

This theory answers the question, why did 
Jesus have to die on the cross? with the 
answer, to take upon the sin of the world. 
The expression “Christ died for all” points 
to an understanding of Jesus’ death as 
sacrificial in some sense. Jesus became 
the sacrifice who takes upon the sin of the 
world. It is similar to Penal Substitutionary 
Atonement in that it relies on Jesus to 
take our sin and its consequences in order 
to be reconciled with God, however it 
emphasises the sacrifice of Christ to save 
not just us as individuals but to save the 
world.

Read Mark 10:45; 14:24; 
Romans 5:6, 8; 1 Corinthians 
8:11; 15:3; Galatians 2:21;  
1 Thessalonians 5:10;  
1 Peter 3:18.

Who specifically do these verses 
suggest Jesus became the  
sacrifice for?

These ideas of atonement 
cluster around the 
worship cult of the 
Jewish Temple and they 
appear in a variety of 
different ways in the 

New Testament. In the Old Testament, 
the people were required to bring an 
unblemished animal, the best they had, 
to be offered in the temple. The sins of 
the people would be transferred onto 
the animal, often a lamb or a pigeon, and 
its death would be accepted by God as a 
sacrifice. The people would be cleansed 
and released of their sin and they would 

be free to begin afresh and to stand 
before God as holy people. This was a 
requirement of the Old Covenant. In this 
way their sins would be ‘atoned’. 

Sacrifice was known to people in the 
ancient world apart from the sacrificial 
cult of Israel. Sacrificial – both animal 
and human – was not an uncommon 
practice. In ancient Japan, legends talk 
about hitobashira "human pillar", in which 
maidens were buried alive at the base 
or near some constructions to protect 
the buildings against disasters or enemy 
attacks. Similarly, there is a Chinese 
legend that there are thousands of people 
entombed in the Great Wall of China. For 
the re-consecration of the Great Pyramid 
of Tenochtitlan in 1487, the Aztecs 
reported that they killed about 80,400 
prisoners over the course of four days. 
The rationale behind human sacrifice is to 
bring good fortune and to pacify the gods 
so the crops would grow, and they would 
be protected from enemies. A human 
would be chosen from the community, 
often a first-born child, or a virgin and 
offered as a sacrifice to appease the 
anger of a god or to seek the approval 
or pleasure of a god. In the practice of 
human sacrifice, the victim is a substitute 
for all the members of the community, 
offered up by the members themselves. 
The purpose of sacrifice is to restore 
harmony to the community and reinforce 
the social fabric.

Read Genesis 22:1-19
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In Genesis 22 we see this ancient practice 
of human sacrifice. God tests Abraham’s 
faith by asking him to sacrifice his son.  
In this case God intervenes into this act  
of violence and provides a lamb to take 
Isaac’s place as is in Israel’s worship 
practice.

Early Christians made sense of Jesus’ 
death through this idea of human 
sacrifice. 

Read Romans 3:23-25, 8:3, 2 
Corinthians 5:21, John 1:29 
and Hebrews 9:22

In what ways is Jesus’ death 
presented as a sacrifice in the New 
Testament?

Sacrificing oneself for others is a noble act 
in the Christian narrative but let’s engage 
in reflective and constructive thinking 
on this meaning of Jesus’ sacrifice and its 
implications for our discipleship.

MARTYRDOM SYNDROME

In the ancient world 
many Christians were  
hunted down and 
cruelly tortured to 
death by their Roman 
rulers, simply for 
being Christians. 

Faithful survivors would then refer to 
their executed comrades as martyrs (from 
the Greek mártys, meaning “witness”). 
And if their comrades had stayed true to 
the faith despite all the suffering, then 
they might also be referred to as saints, 
meaning outstandingly holy individuals. 

In psychology, a person who has a 
martyr complex, seeks out suffering 
or persecution because it either feeds 

a psychological need, or a desire to 
avoid responsibility. Often people will 
continually sacrifice their own needs in 
the name of love or duty. Psychologists 
observe that this behavior contributes to 
codependent or abusive relationships. 
A person with martyr syndrome puts 
everyone else’s needs above their own 
so that they can suffer for the sake of 
others and so give their life meaning. 
The shadow side is that they expect 
those around them to shower them with 
affection because of their sacrifices. 

In the church, when sacrifice is held up as 
a noble and holy act, it can tend to guilt 
people into sacrificing their own needs all 
the time and they find it difficult to say no 
to the church because it is like saying no 
to God. 

Have you ever seen or 
experienced this?

At the heart of our faith is the call to die 
to self, but it is not because God demands 
a sacrifice so he can love us. We cannot 
earn God’s love through our sacrifice. We 
already have God’s love. Before we even 
loved God, God loved us. We need to keep 
a check on how this notion of sacrifice 
informs our discipleship. Discuss.

SCAPEGOAT MECHANISM

Another danger of 
emphasising this 
understanding 
of the cross, is 
that it can indict 

the scapegoat mechanism. This idea of 
scapegoating comes from Leviticus 16:8. 
The scapegoat was one of two goats that 
were chosen as a symbol of removing 
people’s sins.  
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One goat would be offered as a blood 
sacrifice and the other goat was sent 
out into the desert, symbolizing that 
the sins were taken away. The Ancient 
Greeks practiced a scapegoating ritual 
in which a cripple or beggar or criminal 
(the pharmakos) was cast out of the 
community. The scapegoat pharmakos 
was often stoned and beaten. And the 
people went home rejoicing, just as 
European Christians did after burning a 
supposed heretic at the stake, or white 
Americans did after the lynching of  
black men.

Whenever the “sinner” is excluded, 
our ego is delighted and feels relieved 
and safe. It sort of works, but only 
for a while. Usually the illusion only 
deepens and becomes catatonic, blind, 
and repetitive—because of course, 
scapegoating did not really work to 
eliminate the evil in the first place. In 
the gospel of Luke, he emphasises the 
innocence of Jesus. This is Luke’s way of 
saying that Jesus was blameless of the 
charges levelled against him. For Luke 
Jesus became a scapegoat to put an end 
to all scapegoating; he became a sacrifice 
to put an end to that whole system of 
sacrificing the innocent victim. 

Discuss: Unfortunately, we as 
societies still continue to look 
for someone to blame for when 

things go wrong. My great suspicion is 
that our treatment of asylum seekers 
is based on our need to scapegoat as a 
nation. We see asylum seekers as potential 
terrorists and so we have to stop them  
from entering our shores. Could it be that  
we place on them our fears, our 
insecurities and our anger at what is 
happening in the world?
 

What does Jesus do on the cross? 
According to Luke, he forgives. He 
bears the wrath and the hostility of the 
worldly powers without returning evil 
for evil, without projecting fear or hate 
or evil back onto his persecutors and 
killers. Jesus exposed the folly and evil of 
scapegoat religion. 

What do you think Jesus meant,  
"Whoever wants to be my disciple 
must deny themselves and take 
up their cross daily and follow me.”  
Luke 9:23
Do you recognise a lack of 
willingness by people today to 
sacrifice their needs for another?
How do we uphold this noble act as 
well as keep a check on ourselves so 
that we’re not trying to ‘earn’ God’s 
love?
Can you think of scriptures that can 
help maintain a healthy balance?

To close the study, pray for those who are 
suffering for their faith and give thanks 
for those in our church community who 
are willing to ‘lay down their lives’ so that 
others might know the grace of God in 
theirs.
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Is God’s Justice blind?
Reconciliation and Forgiveness

LENT FOUR

This study develops around the image 
of personal relationships to help us 
understand the work of the cross in our 
lives. This approach answers the question, 
why did Jesus have to die on the cross? 
with the answer, to reconcile us to God 
and to each other. 

Reconciliation as a term 
is not prominent in the 
New Testament, but as 
a conceptual umbrella 
it is common among 

New Testament writings. As an image, 
reconciliation assumes a state of hostility, 
and in the New Testament this hostility is 
understood to be present in a variety of 
relationships – that is, between God and 
humanity; between humanity and the rest 
of creation, including the earth but also 
supernatural powers and principalities; 
and between humans – master and slave, 
male and female, Jew and Gentile, the sick 
and the well, Paul and his churches, rich 
and poor, and so on. The work of Jesus is 
effective in bringing peace in all of these 
arenas and more.
M.D Baker & J.B. Green, Recovering the scandal of the cross, 

2000, p133

Read 2 Corinthians 5:14-6:13

The images of reconciliation help Paul to 
reflect on the connection between the 
Corinthian’s relationship toward him and 
their status before God. In this context, 
reconciliation with God would work itself 
out also in reconciliation with Paul.  
 

This lies behind Paul’s dual request: ‘Be 
reconciled to God!’ and ‘Open wide your 
hearts (to us)!’

Have you had an experience where 
reconciling to God also helped 
you forgive and reconcile with 
someone else? Why do you think 
this is so?

Read Psalm 32

The Psalm is written by someone who is 
thankful for God’s act of forgiveness. It 
begins with an important Hebrew word, 
asher which is often translated as “happy” 
or “blessed”. However, these English 
words do not fully capture its meaning. 
In Hebrew asher is not a feeling or a 
condition, but a way of life. It means ‘to go 
right on’ or ‘to go straight’. 
The Psalm traces a personal experience 
that we easily identify with. No doubt 
we can relate to this experience of 
repentance and forgiveness. It tells of the 
burden and shame of sin when we are not 
in right relationship with God and with 
others, and it compares it to the freedom 
of forgiveness. It is the feeling in the pit 
of our stomach when we know our words 
or actions hurt another and that our 
sin also hurt God. Yet at the same time, 
that gnawing is the pull of a desire for a 
restored relationship. For the Psalmist, the 
pain is so overwhelming that it is both 
mental and physical; they can feel it in 
their body. 
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How might you relate to this 
experience of being ‘out of 
relationship’ or disconnected from 
someone you love or a brother or 
sister in Christ?

It takes three lines for the Psalmist to 
confess and one line for God to forgive 
(v5). The distress was self-made, and the 
writer stands to confess, knowing they 
have broken their relationship with God. 
In this moment, we are more vulnerable 
than at any other time. The Palmist can do 
nothing else but stand before God and 
hope that God’s mercy is wider than God’s 
anger. The next stanza (v6-70 celebrates 
that restoration. The feeling of relief is as 
strong as the weight of dread. Here God 
is a protection from our own actions. The 
mighty waters are of my own doing (v6). 
God “hides me” and “protects me” (v7), 
and “delivers me” from myself and my 
idiotic behaviour.

Then the Psalmist encourages all to seek 
the path of forgiveness and know the 
joy of being forgiven and the unfailing 
love of God surrounding the one who 
trusts in God (v11). It reminds us that 
reconciliation means that we are a new 
creation and God has buried our sins, 
and there should be community wide 
cheering and celebration. The call of the 
Psalmist to repent, to turn around, to 
be reconciled with God and enjoy the 
freedom of forgiveness.

Can you relate to the joy of 
experiencing reconciliation? Reflect 
on the story of the Prodigal Son 
in Luke 15:1-32. Reconciliation 
emphasises the cross as God’s 
initiative in providing for salvation 
and promoting human recovery. 
How might you make asher a  
way of life?

Baker and Green, (2000, p133) in their 
book suggest that reconciliation, as an 
explanation for why Jesus died, may be 
the best suited theory of Atonement for 
our present world given our concerns 
with social psychology and experiences 
of community on the one hand 
and our increased awareness of our 
connectedness to the whole cosmos on 
the other. Let’s consider two current social 
and political concerns in Australia today

THE ENVIRONMENT 
Climate change has been the topic of 
great discussion during our tragic and 
destructive season of bushfires this 
summer (2020). While there is much 
debate about the causes for changes 
in our climate, at the very core of this 
conversation Christians are reminded 
that we have been called to be stewards 
of our environment. In our creation story 
God commands Adam and Eve to care for 
creation and to live well within it. We are 
given the responsibility to protect and to 
cherish the earth’s ecological diversity, 
beauty and life-sustaining properties. The 
earth is not ours to use as a commodity, 
but we are called to steward its resources 
and hold it in trust for future generations. 

How seriously do you think 
Christians take their responsibility 
to steward God’s creation?
In what ways might we be 
reconciled to the earth?
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OUR FIRST PEOPLES
The impact of colonialism and our 
ongoing protectionist policies have 
had a devastating, long term effect on 
our first peoples. The ongoing effects 
of trauma and dislocation result in high 
levels of incarceration, homelessness, 
substance abuse and family separation. 
Suggesting that solving these concerns 
are an individual responsibility denies the 
complexities of our history. Reconciliation 
is the lens through which our relationship 
with first people’s is promoted for moving 
forward together. This is not an easy 
journey and navigating relationships that 
carry deep wounds is difficult.

 

How does the reconciliation 
approach to the work of Christ 
on the cross help us engage 
effectively with first peoples?
How might we reconcile our 
present with our history in a  
way that is helpful?

Consider: 
“All this is from God, who reconciled us to 

himself through Christ, and has given us the 
ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ 

God was reconciling the world to himself, and 
entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. 
So, we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is 

making his appeal through us;” 

2 Corinthians 5:18-20a

Reconciliation is a past event, since it is  
rooted in the cross, but the work of 
reconciliation continues until the 
eschaton; the end of time.

What does it mean to define 
reconciliation as the celebration 
of forgiveness?
Are there relationships in your life 
that require reconciliation? How 
might you begin the process of 
reconciling to God, to another,  
to your history, to the world 
around you?

End this study in prayer for the 
brokenness of the world, for those who 
suffer from being unreconciled to God 
and to each other, for the environment 
and for our first peoples. 

Give thanks for God’s gift of reconciliation, 
healing and renewal through the cross.
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How can Good come from Suffering?
Redemptive Suffering

LENT FIVE

What all religions have in common is their 
attempt to make sense of the suffering in 
the world. One of the most challenging 
questions Christians will face in their lives 
is if God is a God of love why do people 
suffer? and more specifically, why do 
good people suffer? In the New Testa-
ment we see that the early Christians tried 
to make sense of Jesus’ death within the 
framework of ‘redemption’. This approach 
answers the question, why did Jesus have 
to die on the cross? with the answer to 
give the ultimate expression of a life lived 
in service for others. In this study we will 
explore the concept of redemptive suffer-
ing which answers the question, why did 
Jesus have to die on the cross? with, to 
help us make meaning of our suffering.

The concept of redemption comes from 
the world of commerce. Like Penal Sub-
stitutionary Atonement, which makes a 
legal transaction, commercial dealings 
involve a financial transaction. Jesus pays 
the price for our freedom. He gives his 
life as the ultimate expression of love and 
becomes the mediator between God the 
whole of humanity. A number of Greek 
words for redemption include lytoomai 
which means to release or set free; lytron 
meaning means of release; antilytron 
meaning ransom; agorazo meaning to 
purchase and aphesis which is the process 
of setting free or liberating. The New Tes-
tament writers used a variety of words to 
articulate the collection of ideas around 
redemption.

Read Luke 1:68, Luke 2:38, 21:28, 
Romans 3:21-26, Matthew 20:28

In this approach what is Jesus 
buying back? and what is he saving 
us from? 

Read Colossians 1:11-14

According to Paul redemption is relat-
ed to the forgiveness of sins but it is 
also developed in the context of talk of 
competing kingdoms. Redemption entails 
freedom from the ‘power of darkness’ for 
new life and loyalty to God’s son. In other 
cases, Paul employs the language of pur-
chase leading to the release of slaves to 
represent the salvific (leading to salvation) 
effect of the cross. “You have been bought 
with a price”, he writes to the Corinthians 
(1 Cor 6:20; 7:23). In this context, Paul 
insists that Christians have been freed 
through the cross for service to Christ. In 
Galatians 5:13 Paul says, “Do not use your 
freedom as an opportunity for self-indul-
gence, but through love become slaves to 
one another.” 1 Peter 1:18-19 affirms that 
believers were ‘ransomed’ from the futile 
ways of their ancestors “with the precious 
blood of Christ”. Likewise, the book of 
Revelation communicates the idea of the 
‘purchase’ of believers through the death 
of Jesus (Rev 5:9); ransomed, they are 
made into a new people serving God.

How helpful is this metaphor of 
freedom and slavery in dealing with 
temptation and trials?
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Going deeper: This raises the question, 
if Jesus’ death ‘purchased’ believers, to 
whom was the purchase price paid? The 
devil? The demonic world? It is here that 
we encounter the limits of the metaphor 
of redemption.

Read John 12:1-8

It was the practice in the time of Jesus 
to anoint the body after death and 
before burial. This practice began with 
anointing the hands and the feet - those 
places where often the signs of death can 
first be detected. Mary may have been 
the only disciple in the room who truly 
comprehended what was to come in the 
next few days. While the other disciples 
are avoiding the subject of Jesus’ death, 
Mary is anticipating Jesus death by 
anointing him in preparation. Mary shows 
not just an awareness of what is about to 
happen to Jesus, but she demonstrates a 
solidarity with what is about to happen; 
his death on a cross. In this passage I think 
we get a glimpse of Mary as someone 
who had some grasp of Jesus’ death and 
the Pascal mystery; 
that Jesus’s death was 
somehow part of his 
mission and ministry 
in the world.

Redemptive suffering is the belief that 
human suffering, when accepted and 
offered up in union with Christ’s suffering 
can bring about value and meaning in 
the suffering. The paschal mystery is the 
mystery of how we, after undergoing 
some kind of death, receive new life and a 
new spirit. Jesus, in both his teaching and 
in his life, showed us a clear paradigm for 
how this happens. It begins with suffering 
and death, moves on to the reception of 
new life, spends some time grieving the 

old and adjusting to the new, and finally, 
only after the old life has been truly let go 
of, is a new spirit given for the life we are 
already living. 

We see all of this in Jesus’ own Passover 
from death to life. There are five clear, 
distinct moments with the paschal cycle: 

Moment 1: Good Friday 
the loss of life and real death
Moment 2: Easter Sunday 

the reception of new life
Moment 3: The Forty Days 

a time for adjustment to the new  
and for grieving the old
Moment 4: Ascension 

the letting go of the old and letting it  
bless you, refusing to cling 

Moment 5: Pentecost 
receiving a new spirit for the new life  

that one is already living

Can you recognise these moments 
in your own life? How is this 
paschal mystery a healing gift from 
God helping us make sense of our 
suffering and pain?

In his book Stories of Faith John Shea tells 
the story of a young man who is tending 
to his dying father. The father, still quite  
young himself, is dying of cancer.  
The disease is terminal, and has literally 
wasted his body away and now, he lies in 
hospital still clinging to life. His body is 
full of tubes and, despite the best efforts 
of morphine, he is in constant pain. Each 
night after work, his son comes, sits by his 
bed, holds his father’s hand, and watches 
helplessly while his father suffers. This 
goes on for a number of days. Finally, one 
night, sitting like this, the son says to the 
father: “Dad, let go! Trust God, anything is 
better than this”.  
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Within a short time, the father grows 
peaceful and dies and the son realises 
that he had just given voice to a very 
important truth – a truth about letting go 
and trusting God. For this man, coached 
into death by a loving son, Good Friday 
has just taken place. Like Jesus, he was 
finally able to give his spirit over to his 
Father. 

The Jewish scriptures recounts the story 
of the death of King David’s illegitimate 
son to Bathsheba (2 Samuel 12:15-23). 
One day David’s son became seriously 
ill and David, for his part, did what was 
expected then of a father - he donned 
sackcloth, sat in ashes, and prayed and 
fasted, pleading with God to spare his 
son. However, the son died. Immediately 
upon hearing this, David got up off the 
ground, took off his sackcloth, bathes off 
the ashes, went to the temple, prayed, 
returned to his house, ate a good meal, 
and went and slept with his wife, who 
then conceived Solomon. This behaviour 
struck some of his friends as rather odd. 
They asked David whether perhaps he 
has not got things somewhat backward: 
“While your son was alive you fasted and 
prayed; and now that he is dead you 
eat and drink?” But David, in words to 
this effect, explains some of the paschal 
mystery to them: “While the child was 
still alive, I fasted and prayed, hoping 
God might spare him. Now that he is 
dead there is nothing I can do to bring 
him back – but I’m still alive and I must 
go on living in the face of this and must 
continue to create new life.” For King 
David, a certain resurrection has just 
occurred. His son is dead, but he is still 
alive, not in the same way as he was alive 
before his son died, but with a new life 
which he, in faith, begins to move into 
with some strength.

 
How do you see the Paschal 
Mystery in these stories? 

In the Paschal Mystery 
each moment is 
part of the process 
of transformation. 
This cycle is not 

something we must undergo just once, 
it is something we go through daily, in 
every aspect of our lives. Jesus spoke of 
many deaths, of daily deaths, and of many 
risings and various Pentecost’s. Our peace 
and maturity as Christians depend upon 
our willingness to go through this cycle. 

Put into every day personal language this 
is a challenge for all of us:

1. Name your ‘deaths’ – what is it that we 
need to let go of? 
2. Claim your ‘births’ – what new thing is 
in your life?
3. Grieve what you have lost and adjust to 
the new reality
4. Do not cling to the old, let it ascend and 
give you its blessing
5. Accept the spirit of the life that you are 
in fact living

Conclude the study with prayer, giving 
thanks that “all things work together for 
good for those who love God, who are called 
according to his purpose.”   Romans 8:28
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When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a 
donkey on the day, we call Palm Sunday, 
he was making a non-violent demonstra-
tion. Mark (11:1-11) seems to suggest that 
this is a rather well-planned event. Jesus 
sends a couple of his disciples to fetch this 
young donkey from a house nearby. They 
put their cloaks on the donkey, which 
Jesus mounts, and he rides into the main 
streets of Jerusalem. What Jesus does 
here is act the part of the conquering 
hero.  By riding on a donkey, he mocks 
the triumphal parades of Roman con-
querors. Caesars returning from battle 
would ride in on either a war horse or in 
a chariot, followed by his legions, seized 
wealth, and captives and slaves.  The 
people would gather in the streets and 
sing their praises to these conquerors as 
they lay down palm leaves and cloaks on 
the dusty ground. These parades were a 
demonstration of Rome’s great power so 
by entering into Jerusalem in a triumphal 
parade Jesus is declaring himself to be 
a king. When the people are shouting 
words of blessing, claiming for him the 
throne of David, he is being presented as 
the Messiah. Jesus is courting a conflict 
here. Neither the Temple authorities nor 
the Roman lords would be happy with 
such a message. This is treason. The kind 
of action that can get you arrested and 
even killed. 

Jesus’ public drama subverts the power of 
Rome. A donkey is not a symbol of power, 
but a symbol of servanthood. This act tells 
us the victorious king is a humble king. 
As Charles Campbell puts it: “Jesus goes 

to take possession of Jerusalem unarmed 
and riding on a colt” (Feasting on the 
Word, Year B, Vol.2). 

Luke 9:51 tells us that Jesus set his 
face towards Jerusalem. The pre-
planning of this public act seems 
to be part of Jesus’ resolve about 
what lay ahead of him on the cross. 
Why would Jesus deliberately 
incite such anger and violence?

Palm Sunday challenges the ways we 
have grown comfortable with living by 
the sword and the ways we have bought 
into the world’s vision of power. This 
passage challenges the world’s images of 
power and war and offers a foolish image 
of a poor man on a donkey as an alterna-
tive. 

In what ways has the church, in 
the present or historically, been 
comfortable with the world’s 
vision of power?

THE MYTH OF REDEMPTIVE VIOLENCE
is the belief that 
violence “saves”. It is 
the quest for order 
and peace through 
the use of violence. 

We only need to look at the news to see 
our world is a theatre of perpetual conflict 
in which the prize goes to the strong. 
Peace comes through war and security 
comes through strength. What do we do 
if someone attacks us? We attack back. 

How does the Cross defeat ISIS?
Non-violent Atonement

PALM SUNDAY
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What do we do if someone builds a faster 
war plane, a more accurate radar system 
or a bigger bomb? We build an even 
bigger bomb. The world is built on the 
idea that to be powerful you have to be 
the most powerful and you have to be 
willing to wield that power if you want to 
remain in power.

How do you see this myth of 
Redemptive Violence being played 
out in world politics, entertainment 
and relationships?

Walter Wink in an insightful book called, 
“Engaging the Powers”, describes the 
dominant powers of this world that are 
opposite the kingdom of God. He refers 
to Paul’s writings in Ephesians 6:12, “For 
our struggle is not against enemies of 
blood and flesh, but against the rulers, 
against the authorities, against the cosmic 
powers of this present darkness, against 
the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly 
places.” Walter Wink believes that our 
enemy is not people, but the dominate 
ways of thinking and living that seek to 
control us and entrap us in destructive 
violence. That’s why Jesus can pray on the 
cross, “Father forgive them for they know 
not what they do”. Jesus recognises that 
those who crucified him are seduced by 
the world’s power, they are blind to their 
attachment to the world and to the myth 
that to stay in power they must use their 
power to suppress the threat; ‘they don’t 
know what they are doing.’ They have 
given into the principality of fear that 
dominates their world.

How do we see the myth of 
Redemptive Violence being played 
out in Jesus’ trial, torture and death 
on the cross? Where do we see the 
spiral of violence?

On the cross Jesus 
absorbs the violence 
that comes from fear  
and responds with 
love. He doesn’t fight  
back with violence. Jesus’ death on the 
cross seeks to subvert the whole idea of 
violence as a necessary or defendable 
rationale as the means to any end – in any 
context. Those who practice non-violent 
action understand that if you counter 
power with the same kind of power, you 
may restrain it for a time, but it does not 
lead to peace. It’s what Jesus means when 
he says to “turn the other cheek”.  
In Matthew 5:38-40 he says,
“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an 
eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ But I say to you, 
Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes 
you on the right cheek, turn the other also; 
and if anyone wants to sue you and take your 
coat, give your cloak as well;” 

In other words Jesus is saying ‘Don’t 
retaliate with violence’. 

We have often understood this 
verse to be a passive response 
and an excuse for people to do 
whatever they like to us as we 
cower away. How does turning  
the other cheek follow the  
peaceful way of the kingdom?

On the cross Jesus takes on the violence 
and evil of the world and transforms it. 
The power that broke the hold of sin on 
the world was the powerlessness, the 
agony and the humiliation of the cross. 



21

The blood that was shed in violence 
becomes life-giving, redeeming blood.  

How would a non-violent 
approach to suffering answer the 
question, why did Jesus have to 
die on the cross? 

On the cross God becomes vulnerable. 
This vulnerability shows us a God who is 
not the grand instigator of the violence of 
the cross, but instead God becomes the 
victim. It is not a passive or submissive 
act but rather Jesus chooses to confront 
violence with vulnerability rather than 
vengeance, and in doing so, joins in 
solidarity with all who are a victim to the 
oppression of Empire. 

What do we think / feel about God 
being weak and vulnerable?

HOW DOES THE CROSS DEFEAT ISIS?
Perhaps we can grasp a vision for non-
violent response when it comes to 
interpersonal relationships. We’ve all been 
in an argument that escalates because we 
have responded with anger rather than 
with peaceable words. But what about 
on the world scale when movements like 
Isis kill and destroy anyone who does 
not comply with their philosophy and 
will? How does non-violence defeat such 
evil when clearly it was responding with 
greater violence that ceased Germany and 
Japan’s aggression in World War 2? 

Is it naïve to think such violence 
can be defeated non-violently?

Discuss Deeper:  
“Ruthless regimes such as Nazi Germany 
do not arise in a vacuum. They are able to 

be genocidal precisely because there is 
available a state apparatus which extracts 
resources from the society (through taxes, 
for example) to support it, military forces 
used to 'defend' the state and enforce 
if necessary the extraction of resources, 
and scientific and technological resources 
mobilised for use by the state.”
B. Martin, “The Nazis and nonviolence”, Social 

Alternatives, vol.6, no.3, 1987, p47-49.

Many non-violent measures can be 
taken against repressive regimes, 
such as diplomatic steps, withdrawing 
investment, funding opposition groups 
and making public statements. Western 
governments toppled other governments, 
such as in Iran in 1954 and Chile in 1973 
in this way but violence usurping violence 
is the most common approach to conflict. 
Why do you think this is so?

How might we embrace a response 
of non-violence in our lives?

The point of the cross is not Christ’s 
suffering and death but rather it is 
a demonstration that there is a love 
stronger than death. The cross speaks to 
us about fear, pain and suffering; it speaks 
to us about confronting the powers and 
principalities of the age; it speaks to 
us about reconciliation in the midst of 
abandonment; and it speaks to us about 
non-violence in the face of violence. 

Close the study  
with prayer:
Pray for areas of the 
world experiencing 
violence; for people 

who experience violence in their 
relationships; for wisdom for our leaders 
to respond with non-violent policies and 
decisions. Pray for courage to ‘turn the 
other cheek’.




