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Invited Season One – Transcript 3: Salvation – How Jesus Saves Us  
Through His Cross 
 
Fr Stephen Dingley is the Parish Priest of Our Lady of Sorrows and Church of the Holy Spirit 
and former Professor of Theology at St John’s Seminary. Fr Stephen explores some of the 
different theories of salvation, helping us to understand more fully exactly what Jesus has 
done for us. 

 

Hello, and thanks for choosing to join me for this deeper dive into the idea of salvation and 
how Jesus saves us through his cross. It's one of the most wonderful subjects we could 
possibly be spending time pondering, for St Paul it's the most wonderful subject, he said 
“far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ”.  

It's also one of the most mysterious subjects, how can it possibly be that the death of Jesus 
saves us from our sins? Or to put it even more bluntly, how can it possibly be that the 
Father's beloved son being cruelly put to death by sinful humanity, can reconcile us sinners 
to the Father?  

If we haven't stood speechless before the paradox of the cross then I don't think we've 
even started to understand it, and anyway we can't hope to explain the mystery of the 
cross ever, let alone in about 20 minutes or so here. Perhaps the best we can do is just to 
capture a glimpse of, if you like, a few rays sparkling off the precious jewel of the cross, as 
we turn it over in our hand for a little while. It's something that we need to ponder and 
pray about for the whole of our life. Where should we start? The best place surely is with 
the love of the Lord. I think there's something deeply paradoxical isn't there about the fact 
that we have crucifixes in our churches and in our homes, images of the Lord we love being 
horrifically executed. And yet the crucifix is also the extraordinary sign of Jesus’ arms open 
wide in love. Greater love has no one than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends. 
We could contemplate that saying of Jesus forever I think, still, we need to move on. 

A valuable way to understand the cross of Jesus is as the example that Jesus gives to us, he 
himself implies that doesn't he, when he says, “love one another as I have loved you” and 
he said that just before saying “greater love has no one than this to lay down his life for his 
friends” 

St Peter teaches the cross as our example explicitly in his first letter, he says “Christ suffered 
for you leaving you an example that you should follow in his steps.” You can't get clearer 
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than that. Even so, it seems to me that the idea of the cross as a good example, isn't 
enough on its own, after all, many other people have laid down their lives for the sake of 
the Kingdom of God without redeeming us, all of the martyrs have done that. So, there 
must be something more to the cross than just good example. 

So, how about taking another very different view on the cross? Let's look at the theory of 
penal substitution. The basic idea of that goes like this, God is a God of justice and therefore 
he's obliged to punish sin. But God is also a God of love, and he doesn't want to punish us, 
and therefore God punishes his son Jesus instead of us and Jesus lovingly steps in and 
accepts the punishments on our behalf. That's quite an influential theory in many circles, 
but I hope you'll see and agree with me, that it's also rather problematic. After all where's 
the justice in punishing the innocent Jesus for the sins of the guilty? Since when did two 
wrongs make a right? And if the theory of penal substitution is based on God being a God 
of justice, then surely something has gone wrong. And in any case, the idea of penal 
substitution can't be found anywhere in the New Testament, there’s maybe just a hint of it 
in the Old Testament in one of the passages about the suffering servant from Isaiah, that 
symbolic character. Isaiah says “he was wounded for our transgressions he was bruised for 
our iniquities and upon him was the punishment that made us whole and with his stripes 
we are healed” but surely this is symbolic prophetic poetry not systematic theology, so I 
think we better move on again. 

Another theory, not without its difficulties, is the idea of the cross as our ransom. It picks up 
on a saying of Jesus himself “the son of man came not to be served but to serve and to give 
his life as a ransom for many” so it can't be all bad. This theory was suggested by many of 
the fathers of the church, in other words the great theologians of the first few centuries, 
and they pondered the mystery of the cross in this way; mankind sinned and because he's 
sinned, we justly deserve hell and therefore we are held captive by the devil. God in his love 
wants to rescue us from this captivity but the devil demands a ransom in order in order to 
release us, and the ransom that he demands is God's son, is the life of Jesus. Now of course, 
God could just use brute force to overcome the devil but then God would be acting 
unjustly rather than being a God of justice, so instead God pays the price and gives up his 
only son. As poetry, as symbolism, it's a powerful way to think about the love of God and 
about the life of Jesus and the way he gives up his life on the cross. But again, if we're doing 
careful theology there's something very dodgy isn't there about God paying off the devil, 
especially with the life of his own son! Especially because the devil didn't act justly but 
wickedly in tempting us to sin in the first place, so why is God paying the devil rather than 
punishing him. Once again, I think we need to move on. 

I think we're on happier ground with a theory from St Irenaeus, the idea of recapitulation. St 
Irenaeus is one of the earliest fathers of the church, he was born in the second century in 
Smyrna in modern-day turkey but became Bishop of Lyon in France. He picks up on some 
of the ideas of St Paul, particularly with his idea of Jesus as the new Adam or the second 
Adam. So, St Paul teaches us “as in Adam all die, so in Christ all shall be made alive” or again 
“as by one man's disobedience (he's thinking of Adam’s disobedience) many were made 
sinners, but by one man's obedience Christ’s many will be made righteous” 
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And he adds to that another idea from St Paul, that idea of recapitulation, the idea that all 
things, the whole of creation and the whole history of salvation, everything God has done 
for us is recapitulated in Christ in other words it's repeated and summed up and fulfilled in 
the life of Jesus himself. 

What that means then is that Adam’s great sin of disobedience is reversed and healed and 
put right, when Jesus recapitulates it with his great act of obedience to his father's will at 
the cross. There's a sense that when Jesus recapitulates, as it were, reworks through 
everything that has happened, he puts it all right by the perfection of his actions and his 
choices, so Adam’s sin is overcome in Jesus’ obedience on the cross. 

Perhaps the most influential theory about the cross and the way that we're saved comes 
from St Anselm’s theory of satisfaction. St Anselm was born in the north of Italy in the year 
1033. He became Abbot of the monastery in Beck in the north of France, finally in the year 
1093 he became Archbishop of Canterbury, dying in the year 1109. His idea of satisfaction is 
the idea that a good deed that we do, or a gift that we give, makes up for anything that 
we've done wrong - an idea that comes partly from the legal system of the medieval 
society that's St Anselm lived in, the feudal society, where if a serf had committed an 
offence, he would have to make satisfaction to the Lord of the manner, he'd have to make 
some payment to pay back for his wrongdoing. At a deeper level it also comes from the 
way that the Church celebrates the sacrament of reconciliation. When we go to confession 
the priest gives us a penance to do - it's a way of making up for the wrong that we've done. 
And in theology that penance that we're given is still technically called satisfaction. 

So, St Anselm’s theory runs like this, humanity has been created by God for perfect 
happiness. Of course, he creates us like that because he loves us. We find that happiness in 
complete submission to God's will, because God always wants the very best for us. But we 
sinned against God, we turned away from his beautiful will, and therefore we lost the 
happiness that he created us for. And to regain that happiness humanity has to make 
satisfaction to God, has to make up for our sins, otherwise God in his justice must punish 
us, otherwise God's justice has gone out of the window. 

The problem is this; that we have nothing sufficiently worthy to offer God in satisfaction, 
because we're only finite creatures and we've sinned against an infinitely good and holy 
God. 

In fact, Anselm ponders, only God could make sufficient satisfaction for sin. And of course, 
that lands us in a problem, because we need to make satisfaction, only we can't. God sees 
his way through this problem, and the solution that God sees, is that he mercifully chooses 
to send his son as a human being. Jesus Christ is true God but also true man, and so as man 
and as God, Jesus can have something worthy to offer to God in satisfaction for our sins. 
And Jesus as God and man, offers the most precious thing he possibly can, offers his life as a 
free gift to his father to make up for our sins. He's doing it as man as our brother for us, and 
because he's God, because the life he's offering is his divine life it's good enough, it's 
enough, to make up for all of our sins. And through that we can then finally regain the 
happiness that God made us for in the first place. 
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I think it's the best theory that we've seen so far, it's got a lot to offer, and in many ways it's 
very beautiful. And since Anselm’s time it's been enormously influential. But even so I think 
there are still questions we can ask, and one key question is this: why must God demand 
satisfaction for sins? Why can't he just gratuitously forgive us in pure merciful love? After all 
isn't that what Jesus seems to do on so many occasions? For example, when the paralytic 
man is lowered down to Jesus through a hole that his friends had made in the roof, Jesus 
doesn't just say at once “pick up your bed and walk”, he says first of all “your sins are 
forgiven” 

What about the woman who came to the dinner party and wept over Jesus’ feet and wiped 
her tears away with her hair? Jesus turns to her and simply says “your sins are forgiven”. And 
what about the woman caught in adultery, the people who brought her to Jesus were 
asking for him to condemn her, but he says, of course, that the person without sin be the 
one to cast the first stone. They leave one by one, and Jesus is left with the woman, and he 
says to her “has no one condemned you?” ”no one sir” she answers “neither do I condemn 
you” says Jesus “go and sin no more” that's it, pure forgiveness. As a final example, what 
about the good thief dying next to Jesus on the cross? He says, “Jesus remember me when 
you come into your kingdom” and Jesus turns to him and says “today you will be with me 
in paradise”. 

Jesus seems to want just to forgive, and even in the Old Testament that's where God seems 
to be leading, in the prophet Hosea he says “what I want is love not sacrifice” and in Psalm 
50 we hear “for in sacrifice you take no delight, burnt offering from me you would refuse, 
my sacrifice a contrite spirit, a humbled contrite heart you will not spurn” that's what God 
wants, not sacrifice but just contrition, sorrow, a humble heart and he's longing to forgive. 

Maybe the last model of the cross or theory of salvation that we need to think about, is 
salvation as pure forgiveness.  

For this we're going to see the cross not so much as what God demands from us, as the 
price of justice, to save us as satisfaction for sins. Nor is it the price that the devil demands 
from God in order to release us from the prison of hell, but actually it's what we sinners 
demand of God who won't stop loving us. After all, let's think about who actually 
demanded that Jesus be crucified. Wasn't it the religious authorities in Jesus’ time? And the 
crowd who shouted out crucify him? Wasn't it Pontius Pilate who demanded Jesus be 
crucified, giving in to the demands of the crowd? Wasn't it St Peter who basically let Jesus 
be crucified by denying him? Wasn't it the rest of the crowd, like the rest of the twelve who 
just ran away? 

Wasn't it all of us by our sins, abandoning Jesus, not really wanting Jesus to be the Lord of 
our life? 

If we're going to think about the cross as pure forgiveness, then we need to think about 
what forgiveness actually is, the nature of forgiveness. Sometimes we think about 
forgiveness - don't we - as wiping away sins, but if you think about it, that's got to be just a 
metaphor, you can't really wipe away a sin like you can wipe up spilled milk. Forgiveness, I 
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think, is continuing to love someone and loving them more deeply and perhaps more 
painfully and darkly, when we've been offended by them, when we've been hurt by them. 

Forgiveness is still wanting what's good for that other person who's hurt us, forgiveness is 
still wanting to be with them, to share our life with them, through all the pain and hurt that 
this will take. Whatever the cost. 

And I suppose I invite you to think about a time when you've been forgiven, to think about 
the time when you've forgiven somebody else. What was it like? Isn't it a choice to continue 
loving them even through the hurt? 

All the theories of the cross that we've looked at so far basically only think about Jesus as 
coming to save us from sin. And they more or less ignore everything else about Jesus 
except his cross, they ignore his birth, and teaching, and miracles - even his resurrection. 

But maybe that view of Jesus is too narrow. I think you get quite a different view if you start 
from the idea that Jesus comes to us simply because he loves us, just to be with us, to be 
Emmanuel. God is with us. For the sheer joy of communion of life and love, that God has 
made us to share his life and wants to share our life, that's the way love is. 

From that point of view then, I think the cross looks a bit like this: God has made us human 
beings, body and soul, for communion with him, to share our life and our love with him, as 
he shares himself with us. And that's our only real fulfilment and happiness. Because we are 
human, body and soul, the incarnation of God becoming human in Jesus Christ is the 
means by which God gives us this communion with him in the whole of our being, and so 
the incarnation – Jesus coming amongst us – is the apex of the whole of God's plan from 
the beginning of creation. But by sin we have rejected God, and by implication we've 
rejected his whole loving plan for us. So, the ultimate working out of sin when you think it 
through, will be to reject the incarnation, to kill Jesus. Because Jesus is the ultimate pinnacle 
of God's plan, and if we reject God, and we reject what he wants for us, we reject Jesus. 

And given the reality of sin, then God as it were, faces a choice. Either he can abandon his 
plan to come and live amongst us, his plan to become incarnate in other words, to 
withdraw his love and avoid the cross. But this leaves us bereft of our fulfilment and our 
happiness, in other words it leaves us condemned to hell. Alternatively, God can remain 
faithful to his plan and become incarnate and embrace the cross as the inevitable price to 
pay.  

That's pure forgiveness, that surely is pure, continuing to love us, and loving us more deeply 
and more darkly in the face of sin. But it leaves open the possibility of our full communion 
with God if we choose to repent and be reconciled to him. And of course, God chooses that 
second option, he chooses to pay the price of the cross. And then the resurrection of Jesus 
is, in itself the victory of God's loving plan from all eternity, because despite everything that 
sin does, God remains Emmanuel, he remains God with us. Sharing his life and his love with 
us forever, as Jesus says after his resurrection “behold I am with you always yes to the end 
of time”. 


