
6. Christ the Lord is Risen Today 
 
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and 
was buried.  On the third day he rose again in accordance with the 
Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the 
Father. (The Nicene Creed) 

 
If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.  Then those also 
who have died in Christ have perished.  If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all 
people most to be pitied. (1 Corinthians 15: 17-19) 
 
It is not too much to say that without the Resurrection there would be no Christianity.  Certainly there are 
other important events, but the Resurrection is what makes all of it work.  C.S. Lewis writing in 1950 said, 
“The Resurrection narratives are not a picture of survival after death; they record how a totally new mode 
of being has arisen in the universe. Something new had appeared in the universe: as new as the first coming 
of organic life.”  This is what is important to realize, the Resurrection ushered in something new and this 
something new is what forms the basis of the Christian faith.  The basics of the story are fairly well known.  
Jesus was crucified, died and three days later he was raised.  In Luke’s Gospel we read: 
 

But on the first day of the week, at early dawn, they went to the tomb, taking the spices which they 
had prepared.  And they found the stone rolled away from the tomb, but when they went in they did 
not find the body.  While they were perplexed about this, behold, two men stood by them in dazzling 
apparel; and as they were frightened and bowed their faces to the ground, the men said to them, 
“Why do you seek the living among the dead?  Remember how he told you, while he was still in 
Galilee, that the Son of man must be delivered into the hands of sinful men, and be crucified, and on 
the third day rise.” 

 
Jesus then appears to the Disciples and eventually he ascends to heaven.  And while all of that is miraculous 
it is still fairly easy to understand.  The part that is not so easy to understand and the one that has been 
debated and written about for the past two thousand years is what exactly did all of this do and how did it 
do it?  The first part of the question is more straightforward and has had general agreement if expressed in 
broad enough terms.  The broad terms are that somehow through the death and resurrection of Jesus of 
Nazareth we have been made right with God.  The part that gets into debate is how exactly this worked.  
So let’s take a little journey through what are called theories of the atonement or soteriology (if you want to 
learn a theological term that will make you look erudite at parties), that is how did the resurrection blot out 
our sins and allow us to be in communion with the creator and sustainer of the universe.    
 
Now before going on a brief word must be said about the story in general.  There are certainly those who 
refute the resurrection outright.  The basics of the argument usually come down to Jesus was not raised 
from the dead because people are not raised from the dead.  Some have tried to split the difference and 
argue that while Jesus was not spiritually raised from the dead he was raised in the hearts of his disciples, 
making the resurrection into a sort of divine heart burn.  But let’s move on from that and see how those 
who do believe in the resurrection go about explaining how it all works.  And it should be noted that what 
follows is not an exhaustive list but is rather some of the more popular theories. 
 
The Cross as a Sacrifice:  This is fairly prevalent and relies much on the Old Testament sacrificial 
system whereby one offered sacrifices in exchange for the forgiveness of sins.  The author of Hebrews did 
the most to flesh out this idea in the New Testament with verses like Hebrews 9:26 which states, “[Jesus] 
has appeared once for all at the end of the age to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself.”  The thinking 
obviously being that if sin is what separates us from God, then a sacrifice is required for this to made right.  
Jesus is the perfect sacrifice so he serves as the eternal sacrifice, meaning that it will not have to happen over 
and over as it did in the Old Testament.  A good summary of this thinking is found in the writings of 
Athanasius, the Patriarch of Alexandria in the fourth century.  He states, “[Christ], being truly of God the 



Father, became incarnate for our sakes, so that he might offer himself to the father in our place, and 
redeem us through his offering and sacrifice.”1 
 
The Cross as a Victory:  This is based largely on verses found in Mark and Timothy.  In Mark 10:45 we 
read, “For the Son of man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 
many.”  In 1 Timothy 2:6 we read, “[Jesus] gave himself as a ransom for all.”  The patristic writer Origen is 
probably most associated with this theory which essentially argues, “If Christ’s death is a ransom…it must 
have been paid to someone…It could not have been paid to God in that God was not holding sinners for 
ransom.  Therefore it had to paid to the devil.”2  This idea was further developed by Gregory the Great.  
The argument was that because of sin the devil had acquired rights over humanity.  “The only means by 
which humanity could be released from this satanic domination and oppression was through the devil 
exceeding the limits of his authority , and thus being obliged to forfeit his rights.”3  The way this would be 
achieved would be for a sinless person enter the world in the form of a sinful person and essentially bait the 
devil into overstepping his authority thereby making him lose the rights to all of humanity.   
 
The Cross and Forgiveness:  This one is a little complicated partly because Anselm of Canterbury 
developed it, but here is the argument: 
 
1.  God created humanity in a state of original righteousness, with the objective of bringing humanity to a 
state of eternal blessedness. 
2. The state of eternal blessedness is contingent upon human obedience to God.  However, through sin, 
humanity is unable to achieve the necessary obedience, which appears to frustrate God’s purpose in 
creating humanity in the first place.   
3.  In that it is impossible for God’s purposes to be frustrated, there must be some means by which the 
situation can be remedied.  However the situation can only be remedied if a satisfaction is made for sin.  In 
other words, something has to be done, by which the offense caused by human sin can be purged.   
4..  There is no way in which humanity can provide the necessary satisfaction.  It lacks the resources which 
are needed.  On the other hand, God possesses the resources needed to provide the required satisfaction.   
5.  A “God-man” would possess both the ability (as God) and the obligation (as a human being) to pay the 
required satisfaction.  Therefore the incarnation takes place, in order that the required satisfaction may be 
made, and humanity redeemed.4   
 
The Cross as a Moral Example:  The quick version of this is that God showed us a way to live (and 
die) and that we should follow that example.  The crucifixion is something of a graduate class in all that 
God calls us to do.  This theory appeared pretty early on with theologians like Augustine and Clement of 
Alexandria, but it would find its greatest proponent in the French Theologian Peter Abelard who died in 
1142.  He writes, “The Son of God took our nature, and in it took upon himself to teach us by both word 
and example even to the point of death, thus binding us to himself through love.”5 
 
Questions 
1.  How important is it to you to “know” why Christ’s resurrection put us right with God? 
2.  Do you think that we forget about the Resurrection sometimes and if so why? 
3.  The idea of Jesus as a sacrifice seems less popular these days because it seems sort of mean.  Does it 
make sense inn light of the sacrificial system in the Old Testament, which essentially said that if the proper 
sacrifices was made (usually an animal) then a particular sin would be forgiven? 
4.  Does the ransom theory make sense to you and if not why does it appear in the New Testament? 
5.  Is God the only person that could save us from our sins? 
6.  Do you think it is possible to follow the example of Christ? 
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