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Theory of the 
Atonement (2): 
Satisfaction

Christ’s death was compensatory, i.e., 
a voluntary payment of the debt 
that is owed to God.
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What is “Atonement”?
• “Atonement” comes from the Middle English at-one-ment, 

i.e., mean the reconciliation of two parties.

• Hebrew: כפר – “to cover” or “to purify/cleanse.”
• Greek: ἱλαστήριον (Rom. 3:25; Heb. 9:5).

Atonement – Reconciliation of God and humanity:
• Propitiation: To avert the wrath of God caused by human sin.
• Expiation: To remove guilt / cleanse sin.
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Ransom Theory (Church Fathers)
• Satan held humanity captive to sin and death.

• Christ’s death was a ransom payment made to 
deliver humanity from Satan’s bondage.

• The payment was a ruse! Once the captives are 
freed, the Son of God rose from the dead!
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Ransom Theory (Objections)
• Satan does not have rights over human beings.

• God does not owe Satan anything except eternal 
damnation.

• God does not need to make a ransom payment to 
Satan in order to free humanity.
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Satisfaction Theory (Anselm)
• Cur Deus Homo? (Why Did God Become Man?)

• Anselm wanted to explain why it was necessary 
for God to become a human being.

• Why not simply will the liberation of humanity?

• Anselm: Christ’s death is necessary to make 
satisfaction to God for the sins of humanity.
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Misrepresentation of Anselm
• Anselm’s main concern was NOT that the death of Christ 

was necessary to restore God’s honour that was insulted by 
humanity’s sin.

• Anselm: “It is that every wish of a rational creature should 
be subject to the will of God… this is justice or uprightness 
of will which makes a being just or upright in heart (i.e., in 
will); this is the sole and complete debt of honour which we 
owe to God and which God requires of us… He who does 
not render this honour which is due to God robs God of his 
own and dishonours him and this is sin.”
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Justice is essential to God’s nature
• Anselm: “[Is it proper to] put away sins by compassion alone 

without any payment of the honour taken from him? … To remit 
sin in this manner is nothing else than not to punish and since it is 
not right to cancel sin without compensation or punishment, if it be 
not punished then it is not passed by undischarged.”

• Anselm: “It does not belong to [God’s] liberty or compassion or will 
to let the sinner go unpunished… therefore, as God cannot be 
inconsistent with himself, his compassion cannot be of this nature.”

• Anselm’s fundamental issue was that God would contradict his 
own nature if he fails to satisfy the demand of divine justice.
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Satisfaction Theory (Mechanics)
• Since humanity’s offense is against God, a being of infinite worth, 

the debt humanity owe is of infinite proportion.

• Anselm: “No one but God could repay a debt of such magnitude 
but no one but man is obligated to pay it.”

• Christ’s voluntary death was not something he owed God since he 
fully discharged his personal debt of total obedience; thus, his 
death was a gift of infinite value to God.

• Divine justice requires God to reward Christ; the Son passes on the 
reward to those who trust in him.
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