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Thesis OUtline 

James Denney' s Doctrine of the A tonement 

I Introduction: 

Chapter 1 His life - from his letters 

Chapter 2 His Times 

i. Higher Criticism - emphasis on history 
back to the historical Jesus 
Harnack "Son has no place in 
the Gospel 

ii. Impact of Science -Science wants to reduce every-
thing to i ts own level 

iii. German Idealism - u.nity of God. and man 
Christ not unique 

iv. Everything must be tested by experience 
- everything must have ethical meaning 

Denney did not reject the modern viewpoint but he said let us 
go back to the Bible. 

II The Atonement: 

Chapter 3 The Need for Atonement 

i. God is personal 

ii. Sin an outrage - attempts to explainatay sin 
- sin a reality to God and man 

iii. What is to be done - sin must be dealt with 
- God cannot cozxione sin 
- man cannot cozxione sin, reali ty 

of guilt 

Chapter 4 The Saviour - The One who makes Atonement 

i. does the Christian religion as exhibited in the 
New Testament put Christ at the very centre of 
its faith? 
- primitive Christian preaching 
- St. Paul 
- the Synoptics 
- the Johannine writings 

a self-consistent New Testament 
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Thesis Outline 

ii. is the Christian Religion as exhibited in the New Testament 
justified by an appeal to the mind of Christ? 

- the disciples believed Jesus was alive 
existence of church and New Testament w1 thout e.xplanation if 
Christ was not raised 

iii. the Self-revelation of Jesus 
- the Baptism 
- the Temptation 
- the Calling of the twelve 
- the Sermon on the Mount 
- isolated expressions 
- Mark's history of Jesus 

Conclusion 
Jesus is the object of faith 
- confirmed by appeal to wri ters of New Testament 
- confirmed by appeal to mind of Christ 
- the incomparable place of Jesus 

Chapter 5 The Atonement in the New Testament 
- focus of all doctrine, heart of the New Testament 

i. Christ' s Own Teaching 
- His death central in His own mirrl from the beginning 
- the Suffering Servant 
- His life a ransom for many 
-the Lord 1 s Supper 

ii. Earliest Christian Preaching 
- Christ's death and Resurrection central 
- teaching same as that of Christ 
- I Peter "He bore our sinstt 

Chapter 6 The Atonement in the Writings of Paul and John 

i. Paul: (a) the relation of Christ1 s death to the love of God 
(b) the relation of Christ1s death to sin 

- the fact of divine wrath 
- the fact of divine righteousness 
- the propitiation, key to urrlerstanding of 

Paul' s doctrine 
sin is only forgiven as it is borne 

(c) the relation of Christ1 s death to the Christian 
li fe 

- the love of Christ constraineth us 

ii. John: (a) centrality of passion story 
(b) the relation of Christ1 s death to Divine Love 
(c) the relation of Christ's death to a perishing 

world 
- propitiation 
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Propitiation as the Supreme Proof of Love 
- the ultimate reality in the universe is 

a love which bears our sins 

Chapter 7 Summary of the New Testament Doctrine of the Atonement 

i. a propitiation - it deals with sin 
ii. our response - love 

assurance, joy springing from assurance 
morality follows a true grasp of the meaning of 
the atonement 

iii. the ultimate reality, the Divine Love, Ro. 8:38ff. 

Chapter 8 The Interpretation of the Atonement in History 

i. relation to sin, ideas of marit, paying a debt, a 
sacrifice for sin, a representative 

ii. its relation to the incarnation - speculative 
- the incarnation is the Atonement 
- the Atonement delivers from death 
- the Incarnation is not a reconciling power 
-key not here, shifts centre of gravity 

iii. Augustine, Anselm, Abelard 
- merits and demerita of Anselm's interpretation 
- Denney says •cur Deus Homo• is the greatest 

book ever written on the Atonement 

iv. The Reformation 
- personal terms to explain the Atonement 
- emphasis on a Personal Saviour 

v. History of tœ doctrine of the A tonement to the Present 
Time 
- does God forgive freely or does He not? 
- Socinianism 
- Grotius 
- McLeod Campbell 
- Bushnell 

Chapter 9 Critique - Adverse Criticism of Denney 

i. Rashdall's Criticism 

ii. Hughes•s Criticism 

Chapter 10 Denney's Lasting Value 

i. been accused of teaching a forensic doctrine of 
the Atoœment 

- Denney denies this 
- illustrated in his criticism of Anselm 
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Chapter 10 ((continued) 

ii. Denney sees that to say God forgiTes freely without 
any Atonement does not do justice to the facts of 
the New Testament 
- it does not do Justice to the facts of experience 
- the sense of debt to Christ is central for Denney 

iii. for Denney religion is more than morality 
-yet the Atonement has deep athical and practical 

implications 
- the Atonement is the secret of Christian liTing 

proTides the only motive for true Christian 
living 
provides the as~rance which gives Joy 
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The following abbreviations will be used in this thesis in 
referring to the writings of James Denney: 

II Corinthians 

DC 

DR 

JG 

Letters I 

Letters II 

l04 

Romans 

ST 

WE 

"The Second Epistle to the Corinthians" in 
The Expositor's Bible 

"The De ath of Christ" (edite d by R. V. G. 
Tasker) 

"The Christian Doctrine of Reconciliation" 

"Jesus and the Gospel" 

"Letters of Principal James Denney" 
To W. Robertson Nicoll 1893-1917 

- "Letters of Principal James Denney to his 
Family and Friends." 

- "The Atonement and the Modern Mind" 

- "Expositor's Greek Testament", The Book 
of Romans 

- "Studies in Theology" 

- "The Way Everlasting" Sermons 

Editions used will be those mentioned in the bibliography. 
Al.l referenoes to"tl.he Death of Christ" are to Tasker's 
edition unless otherwise noted. 



Chapter 1 

The Life of Dr. James Denney 

James Denney was born at Paisely, Scotland on February 5th, 

1856. We know very little of his childhood except for the fact 

that he attended the Highlanders' Academy at Greenock for his early 

education. 

In 1874 Denney began his studies at the University of 

Glasgow and five years later, in 1879, he graduated with the M.A. 

degree and first class Honours in both Classics and Philosopqy. 

Four years later he graduated from the United Free Church Collage 

in Glasgow. 

In the spring of 1886 he was ordained to the ministry 

of the East Free Church at Broughty Ferry, and that summer he was 

married to Miss Mary Carmichael Brown of Glasgow. 

During his ministry at Broughty Ferry, he wrote his first 

books, his commentaries on I and II Thessalonians and the one on 

II Corinthians. By November 1, 1893 he had completed his comment-

ary on II Corinthians except for the introduction. (1) 

In 1894 he went to Chicago to deliver a series of lectures 

which were published the following year, under the title "Studies 

in Theology11
• This book deals with the chief doctrines of the 

Christian faith, namely God, Christ, Man, Redemption, the Church, 

the Holy Scriptures, and Eschatology. Already in this book it is 

obvious where Denney 1s centre of interest lies. A large section 

(1) Letters I, p. ). 
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of this book is devoted to the Doctrine of the Atonement and even 

here Denney goes to great pains to refute unscriptural theories 

of the Atonement. W. Robertson Nico11 is high in his praise of 

this book and he writes: "In fact, his 1Studies in Theo1ogy' are 

perhaps the freshest and brightest of his wri ting s" (l). There 

followed shortly after this his work on the Epistle to the Romans 

in the 11 Expositor 1s Greek Testament" which Nicol1 describes as 

11perhaps the very best piece of work he ever accomp1ished"(2). 

On May 25th, 1897 the General Assembly of the United 

Free Church of Scotland e1ected Denney Professor of Systematic 

and Pastoral Theo1ogy in the Glasgow Free Church College. He 

remained in this position until 1899 when A.B. Bruce died and 

Denney succeeded him as Professor of New Testament Exegesis and 

Theo1ogy. 

In the sunnner of 1902 Denney completed his book "The Death 

of Christ" and sent the manuscript to Nicol1 for publi cation. 

This book is a study of the Doctrine of the Atonement in the New 

Testament and Denney deals in turn with the doctrine as taught 

in t he Synoptic Gospels, Early Christian preaching, the Epistles 

of St. Paul, the Epistle to the Hebrews, and the Johannine Writ-

ings. The book closes with a chapter on the importance of the 

death of Christ in Preaching and Theology. In this book it i s 

(1) Letters I, p. xx. 

(2) ibid., p. xvii. 
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quite clear where Denne,y's heart lies. It is not only in the 

Atonement but supremely in what the New Testament has to say about 

the Atonement. 

In November 1903, Denney 1s book "The Atonement and the 

Modern Mind" was published. In the preface of this book he states 

that the three chapters of this book have already appeared in 

"The Expositor" and are intended as a supplement to the "Death 

of Christ". In this book Denney attempts to deal with objections 

which the mind of his day presented against the New Testament 

doctrine of the Atonement. He states that the purpose of the 

book "is to cormnend the Atonement to the human mind as that mind 

has been determined by the influences and exper iences of modern 

times and to win the mind for the truth of the Atonement"(l). 

In the summer of 1905 Denney travelled to America with 

1~s. Denney. During this visit he lectured at Hartford and North-

f i eld. A l i ttle over two year s later in December 1907 Mrs. Denney 

died. 

In 1908, perhaps the greatest of Denney's books was pub-

lished. This was 11 Jesus and the Gospel". As we shall see in 

Chapter 2 of this thesis, there was a widespread tendenqy in 

Denney 1s day to look upon Jesus as merely the greatest of all 

human beings. There was no unbridgeable gap between the human 

and the divine. To Denney such a view denied the very essence 

of Christianity. In a ltter to W. Robertson Ni coll, he says: 

(1) MM, pp. 6f. 
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"The Christian religion is what it is, and what it has been all 

through its history, in virtue of the place which Jesus holds 

in i t. 11 (1). Denney knew that to deny the uniqueness of Jesus 

was to deny the whole of Christianity. He wrote "Jesus and the 

Gospel" to demonstrate that Jesus is a unique and incomparable 

Persan. Denney points out that this fact is proved not only by 

an appeal to the writers of the various New Testament books but 

also by an appeal to the mind of Jesus Himself. This book pre-

sents us with a case which it would be most difficult to deny. 

In his preaching as we see it illustrated in his book 

11 The Way Everlasting" Denney was constantly stressing the great 

truths which he wrote about in his books. In one of his sermons 

in this book he tells us that "the one heart-breaking and hope-

less mystery of life is sin; the one thing in presence of which 

it vanishes is redeeming love, the love revealed in the cruci-

fied Son of God"(2). He speaks of "the heartof the revelation 

on which our religion rests: Christ crucified" (3). In his 

preaching, as in his books, the Atonement is central. In an-

ether sermon, he tells us that to evade ' propitiation', orto 

let it fall into the background "is to pluck the heart out of 

the Christian religion" (4). 

In 1914 Denney be came Principal of the Uni t ed Free 

Church College in Glasgow, a position he held until his death 

(1) Letters I, p. 95. 
(2) I'.'E, p. 17. 
(3) WE, p . 18. 
(4) WE, p. 304. 
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in 1917. In March 1917, in a letter to w. Robertson Nicoll he 

is bemoaning the fact he is unable to help with the Temperance 

Cause and the Central Fund and he indicates his astonishment at 

those who condoled with him for having to postpone the Cunning-

ham Lectures. Denney died in June of that year and the Cunning-

ham Lectures were published posthumously. Before his death he 

bad prepared the lectures for publication and so we have them 

without alteration as the preface to "The Christian Doctrine of 

Reconciliation" indicates. 

In this last book, Denney relates the New Testament doc-

trine of the Atonement as presented in "The Death of Christ", to 

the daily life and experience of men. He, of course, deals with 

the Atonement from a different point of view in the sense that 

he not only deals with the New Testament doctrine but also the 

interpretations of the Atonement offered by the gr eat Christian 

theologians of the past, and taking these together he applies 

the whole truth of the Atonement to life. "The Christian Doctrine 

of Reconciliation" is a great book but it bas one obvious weak-

ness . Chapter 2 i s certainly a weak spot in the book. Denney 

was not especially interested in the different theories of the 

Atonement as taught by the great thinkers of the Church. His 

chief interest l ay in the New Testament and in what the New 

Testament had to say about the Atonement. As a result of this, 

this chapter in "The Christian Doctrine of Reconciliation" is 

not at all satisf ying. It is obvious from a study of this chap-

ter that Denney was not really inter ested in the theological 
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theories of the Atonement. Denney himself did not try to hide 

this fact. Writing to J.P. Struthers in 1897, he says: "It 

seems odd that I should lecture to a church society on two such 

blackguards as Gibbon and Cellini, but they are more interesting 

than the Fathers, Reformation~ theologians or modern divines"(l). 

Even a casual reading of Denney 1s books reveals the fact 

that his supreme interest was in what the New Testament has to 

say about the person and work of Christ. This is most obvious 

in his book "Jesus and the Gospel" where he deals with the New 

Testament doctrine of the Persan of Christ, and in "The Death 

of Christ" where he deals with the New Testament Doctrine of 

the work of Christ. In these two books, he has little interest 

in what any ether writer has to say on the subject. He only 

deals with other writers to the extent that they contradict the 

New Testament account of Jesus and His work. And Denney only 

mentions them in arder to contradict their anti-scriptural views. 

The fact that Denney is supremely interested in the New 

Testament doctrine of the Persan and work of Christ is made 

doubly clear in his last book "The Christian Doctrine of Recon-

ciliation". He does deal in this book with the various theories 

of the Atonement put forward by the great Christian thinkers of 

the past. But he only devotes one chapter in the whole book to 

it. He also had one chapter in "Studies in Theology11 on the 

(l) Letters II, p. 73. 
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subject. But these are the only two places in all his writings, 

where he deals extensively with the subject. It was not that 

Denney was not capable of dealing with this subject. The truth 

is he was not really interested. His interest lay almost entirely 

in the New Testament doctrine of the Person and work of Christ 

and their relationship to human life. 

And so we turn to Denney 1s Doctrine of the Atonement which 

is first of all a New Testament Doctrine of the Atonement. 



Chapter 2 

The Age of Dr. James Denney 

Dr. James Denney wrote in an age when German Historical 

Criticism ha~ made a tremendous impact on theological thinking. 

Denney was very much aware of this fact and he never tried to 

ignore i t. In fa ct he wrote as one keenly aware of contemporary 

thinking in the field of theology. He never tried to ignore the 

facts of historical criticism. On the ether hand he took up the 

very weapons the opponents of orthodox Christianity had used and 

used them for his own ends. In our description of contemporary 

thinking in the age in which Denney wrote, we shall deal with it 

under Historical Thought of the Period, Scientific Thought of 

the Period, and Philosophical Thought of the Period. 

i.. Historical Thought of the Period 

In Denney 1s day, the Historical School of Higher Critic-

ism had exerted a great influence on theological thinking. The 

crucial test of any truth or doctrine was whether it was true to 

historical facts. Everything was tested by history. 

Albert Schweitzer in his book 11 The Quest of the Historical 

Jesus", published in 1911, gives a detailed account of the history 

of criticism regarding the Person of Jesus. He begins with Reimarus 

who was the first to attempt a historical account of the life of 

Jesus (1). And he goes on to deal with such writers as Paulus, 

Strauss, Bauer, Renan, and Wrede. The aim of Historical Criticism 

was to get back to the Jesus of History. 

(1) Albert Schweitzer, "The Quest of the Historical Jesus", London, 
1911, P• 13. 

- 8-
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F.C. Burkitt, in his introduction to Schweitzer's book, 

tells us that all writers of this school were one "in their 

unflinching desire to attain historical truth" (1). According 

to these writers, the Church had transformed the Jesus of Hist-

ory into the Christ of Christian dogma. The ~of Historical 

Criticism was to bring together the supra-mundane Christ and the 

historical Jesus of Nazareth "into a single personality at once 

historical and raised above time" ( 2). It was not sc mu ch a 

hatred of Jesus that was the animating spirit of this school of 

thought, but a desire "to strip from Him the robes of splendeur 

wi th which He had be en apparelled and ·.~o cl othe Him once more 

wi th the coarse garments in which He had walked in Gàlilee" (J). 

Schweitzer sums up the central problem of Higher Criticism in 

these words: "Does the difficulty of explaining the historical 

personality of Jesus lie in the history itself, or only in the 

way in which it is represented in the sources?" (4). In ether 

words the problem was tc determine to what extent the personality 

of Jesus, as it is portrayed in the Gospel records, was a true 

picture of Jesus. 

In 1901, T.B. Saunders 1 translation of Adolph Harnack's 

"What is Christianity?" was published in London. This book is 

typical of the school of historical crit icism. In the early pages 

of this book, Harnack points out that "in history absolute judgements 

(1) Ibi d., p. v. 
(2) Ibid., P• 3 
(3) Ibid.' pp. 4fï . 
(4) Ibid., p . 11. 
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are impossible •••••• Such judgements are the creation only 

of feeling and of will; they are a subjective act" (1). Every 

fa ct must be tested by history. If we cannot prove the hist-

oricity of certain facts, we cannot accept them. Harnack rejected 

in part the historicity of the Gospels, and as a consequence of 

this his conception was very different from that of orthodox 

Christianity. For Harnack, no historical fact had any absolute 

value. Historical facts were always relative (2). Jesus was 

an historical Person. He lived and died in Palestine in the 

first century. But this does not mean He is unique. As a hist-

orical Person He cannot possess any absolute value. He was a 

great religious teacher but He was not unique in the sense that 

orthodox Christianity thinks of Him as unique. He possesses no 

absolute value for us in the realm of religion. To say He is 

unique and incomparable is to say something which, according to 

historical criticism, cannot be substantiated. Therefore we find 

ourselves in the position where, if we follow historical criticism, 

Jesus is no more than a great religious teacher. He may be the 

greatest religious teacher but He is -not unique and incomparable. 

By unique we do not mean the highest in the scale of human values 

but having a place which no other can share. For the full meaning 

of the word as applied to Jesus we must turn to chapter 4 of this 

thesis which presents Denney 1s interpretation of the uniqueness of 

Jesus. 

(1) Harnack, Ado1ph, "What is Christianity?", London, 1901, p. 19. 

(2) Ibid., p. 19. 
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The Catholic Church has always given to Jesus a place 

wPich no man can share. Historical Criticism feels that the 

Church, in doing this, has committed a grave errer. It has turned 

the simple Jesus of the Gospel into the Christ of Christian 

dogma. According to Harnack (1), the Church considered the form-

ation of a correct theory about the Person of Christ, a matter 

of prime importance. But for Harnack the important thing was 

not to tbink rightly about Jesus but to follow the example of 

his life (2). 

Undue emphasis on the person of Jesus led to a false con-

ception of Christianity. It put the Person of Jesus at the heart 

of the Gospel and Harnack believed this was a grave errer. In 

fact He went so far as to say: "The Gospel, as Jesus proclaimed 

i t, has to do wi th the Fa ther only, and not wi th the Son 11 (3). 

Denney tells us that Harnack said t hat in the Gospel as preached 

by Jesus, the Son has no place but only the Father (4). For this 

statement, Denney does not give the specifie reference to Harnack. 

But the above quoted statement from Harnack says almost the same 

thing as Denney does and we get the basic idea of Harnack. I t i s 

this that t he centre of Christianity is not the Son but the Father. 

A further st atement from Harnack conf irms this basic idea. 11 The 

whole of Jesus' message may be r educed to t hese two heads- God 

as the Father and the human soul so ennobled that it can and does 

unite · with him"(5). 

(l) Op. cit., p. 198. (2) Ibid., p. 198 

Gl) Ibid., p. 1.54. (4) DR, p. 126 

(5) Harnack, op. cit., P• 68. 
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According to Higher Criticism, the important thing in 

Christianity is not so much to hold right opinions about Jesus 

but to follow Him as an example in His loving obedience to the 

Father. Harnack tells us that Jesus 11 desired no other belief 

in His person and no other attachment to it than is contained in 

the keeping of his cornmandments11 (l). To call Jesus the Son of 

God, according to Harnack, means nothing more than to say He 

knew Godin a unique way(2). 

Higher Criticism refused to see in Jesus anything more 

than a human being. Denney could not accept this point of view. 

He agreed that we must get back to the Jesus of His tory, but he 

went to great pains to point out that when we do get back to the 

historical facts, we find a unique and incomparable Person. This 

is the position he supported in such a magnificent way in his book 

"Jesus and the Gospel~ 

ii. Scientific Thought of the Period 

In Denney's day there had been a tremendous develop-

ment in the field of the physical sciences. Part of this devel-

opment was in the field of biology. One of the aims of the physical 

sciences is to reduce everything to its simplest components. And 

so there arose the idea that everything to do with man could be 

reduced to biological terms. Self-consciousness, freedom, morality, 

and religion were all given biological exp1anations(3). If man 

is mere1y a bio1ogical creature, it is absurd to speak of morality 

and sin. Sin is mere1y the growing pains of the human race. It 

(1) Harnack, op. cit., p. 135. 

(2) Ibid., p. 138. 

(3) MM, P• 41. 
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is something he has inherited and we cannot hold him responsible 

for it. And if man is not responsible for his sin, there is no 

need to talk of such things as forgiveness and atonement. 

But when man reduces himself to merely a part of the 

physical phenomena of the universe, he forgets that in doing this 

he shows the utter absurdity of such a thought. If he were merely 

a biological creature, he would not even be able to form such a 

concept. To reduce man to a biological phenomenon does not deal 

with all the facts as we know them. 

iii. Philosophical Thought of the Period 

The predominant philosophy of the age in which Denney 

wrote was that of German idealism. The University of Glasgow was 

a stronghold of German idealism. As we shall see in the course 

of this thesis, Denney was not interested to any great extent in 

philosophical speculation. We have already seen that he graduated 

with Honours in Philosophy and he was certainly aware of the philo-

sophical thinking of his day. We have seen that he definitely was 

interested in the intellectual atmosphere of the age in which he 

wrote. Denney wrote in an age when German idealism had exerted 

a powerful influence on thinking. One of the basic tenets of 

Idealism was that God and man were essentially one. There is no 

great gulf between God and man. Man is essentially divine. This 

attempt to blend the human and the divine did two things to religion. 

In the first place it. tended to turn God into a glorified 

human being. If there is no essential gap between God and man, God 

is not in essence different from man. This idea is of great 
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importance for Denney's thinking, not because Denney, in any way, 

accepted this point of view, but because it made Jesus only a 

very good man. Idealism was willing to admit that Jesus was the 

best man who ever lived, but beyond that it could not go~ It 

believed only in a human Jesus. Jesus was not sinless nor was 

he in any sense unique or exceptional(l). 

If Jesus were not a unique Person, there is only one con-

clusion we can come to as we weigh the evidence of the Gospels, 

and that is that He was a deluded person. It is quite clear from 

a careful consideration of the self-consciousness of Jesus as 

displayed in the Gospels that Jesus did consider Himself a unique 

Person. In the light of this fact there are only two possible 

conclusions to which we can come; either Jesus was what He claimed 

to be or He was a deluded Person. Concerning the second of these 

views, Denney says: "that He was deluded is a .hypothesis I do 

not feel called to discuss" (2). To answer more fully the first 

view, Denney wrote his book "Jesus and the Gospel", in which he 

gives us a most satisfying answer which we may give to those who 

dispute the uniqueness of Jesus. 

In the second place, Idealism tended to make man divine 

and if man is divine it is absurd to talk about sin. Man is 

divine and therefore he does not really sin. Sin is just a pass-

ing phase i n his development into the divine. Thus there is no 

need for atonement. Each new generation bears the sin of the 

(1) w, p. 50. 

(2) MM, p. 50. 
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previous generation and so sin is annulled. Sin, in the final 

analysis, was explained away and made atonement or reconciliation 

unnecessary. 

If there is no su ch tbing as sin, i t is absurd to speak 

of an atonement. 

in Denney 1 s day. 

And this is exactly the situation that arose 

In 1904 there was published in London a book 

called "The Doctrine of the Atonement" by Auguste Sabatier. Saba-

tier makes the Atonement, in the New Testament sense of the word, 

unnecessary. His, theory was not new, as we shall see in chapter 

8 of this thesis, but it represents a point of view that was wide-

spread in Denney 1s day. The thesis of Sabatier's book is that 

God forgives freely, that is without Atonement. He repudiates 

the whole idea of atonement and propitiation. "As to the notion11 

Sabatier says, 11 of penal substitution, of the exchange of the life 

and suffering of the victim for the life and suffering of the 

guilty, it never once appears" (1). To Sabatier this was the whole 

truth about the Atonement, namely that God forgives freely. Referr-

ing to the parables of "The Frodigal Son" and "The Pharisee and 

the Fublican" Sabatier says, "Nothing is historically more certain 

than that these parables contain all that Jesus meant by "His 

Gospel" (2). Then again he refers to the Last Supper and says, 

"in this arder of ideas there is not the smallest room for the 

notion of judicial atonement" (3). 

Sabatier is quite clear. He tells us that the parables 

of "The Frodigal Son" and "The Pharisee and the Publican" represent 

(1) Sabatier, Auguste, "The Doctrine of the Atonement", p. 25. 

(2) Ibid.' p. 36. (3) Ibid., p. 42. 
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the whole Gospel. God freely forgives men when they turn to Him 

in repentance. There is nothing else that God asks but our re-

pentance. This is part of the Gospel. We do not deny this. But 

it is defintely not the whole Gospel. That it is the whole Gospel 

is a truth that Denney goes to great lengths to deny. Denney points 

out clearly and ernphatically all through his books that God only 

forgives on the basis of the Atonement. When Sabatier says that 

the truth that God forgives freely is the whole of the Gospel, he 

is really denying the need for atonement. Denney goes to great 

pains to point out again and again that the truth that God for-

gives freely is not the whole of the Gospel. 

Another characteristic of a great deal of the thinking 

in Denney 1s day was the insistance on the test of experience. 

Nothing was considered true that could not be verified by exper-

ience. This point of view made a real impact on the stuqy of 

theology, be cause no longer was a truth a ccepted on the basis 

of Scripture. Scripture was not a sufficient authority for the 

modern mind. The truth of any theological doctrine was measured 

by its ethical value . And any theologi cal belief which violates 

the ethical standard of the modern rnind must be rejected (1). 

When we make human standards the test of religi ous truth 

we are on ve ry dangerous ground. After all God is God and not 

(1) MM, p. 61. 
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man. To make man's ideas the test of theo1ogical truth is to 

turn the truths of revelation into merely subjective ideas 

which have no abso1ute value. On the other hand, to say that 

the Atonement, or any other doctrine for that matter, has value 

in itse1f apart from its affect on man is to misunderstand 

the who1e meaning of the Atonement. The Atonement has no mean-

ing unless it brings man into a new re1ationship with God 

which leads on to a life of ethical goodness. Denney was care-

ful to make this quite clear and writing about this matter he 

said: "The modern mind assumes what Dr. Chalmers painfully 

discovered. An Atonement that does not regenerate, it truly 

ho1ds, is not an Atonement in which men can be asked to believe" (1). 

Denney was keenly aware of the intellectual outlook 

of the age in which he wrote. We can see this al1 through his 

books and especially in the letters that he wrote to W. Robertson 

Ni coll. 

(1) MM, P• 63. 



PART II The Atonement 

Chapter 3 The Need for Atonement 

As we study the different works of James Denney, beginn-

ing with his earliest books, his expositions of I and II Thessal-

onians and going on to his latest book 11 The Christian Doctrine 

of Reconciliation" we find one theme permeating all his books. 

The Doctrine of the Atonement was Denney's first love and his 

last love. It was the Atonement which was always the focus of 

attention in the mind and heart of James Denney. If we were to 

remove all references to the Atonement from his writings, we should 

have very little left. It is the theme of all his writings and 

on every page he wrote thoughts of the Atonement are in his mind. 

Denney believed that all man's knowledge was capable of 

being arr anged into one coherent whole. "All that man knows -

of God and of the world - must be capable of being constructed 

into one coherent intellectual whole" (1). He was convinced that 

each part fitted into an over-all pattern and in this pattern theo-

logy had a place. In fact, Denney would say that in this pattern 

theology has a place of central importance and for him, of course, 

the heart of all theology is the doctrine of the Atonement. And 

the over-all pattern has no meaning if the doctrine of the Atone-

ment is removed. 

We have seen that Denney was definitely not interest ed in 

spinning theories, and that he graduated from the University of 

Glasgow with First Class Honours both in Classics and Philosophy 

(1) ST, p. 4. 

- 18 -
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but Philosophy was not his first love. It was not in the world 

of philosophy that his heart lay but in the pages of the New 

Testament. No matter how interested he was in speculation when 

he studied philosophy, he had no interest in speculative theories 

when he carne to theology. In the realm of theology he was a sup-

remely practical man. By practical we mean he was not interested 

in aQY truth which could not be related to life. This is illust-

rated in one of the most profound statements he ever made: "I 

haven 1t the faintest interest in any theology which doesn 1t help 

us to evangelise" (1). Writing one day to W. Robertson Nicoll, 

he speaks of his dislike of the antithesis of objective and sub-

jective theories of the Atonement (2). 

This same point of view is seen in his impatience with 

speculation regarding Adam 1s origin and nature. He points out 

that we do not know anything about the beginning of man's life. 

We do not know anj-thing about how sin came into the world but we 

do know it is here, and that is the fact with which we have to 

deal. Speculation as to how sin came to be is of no practical 

signi f icance for us (3). 

In his expositions of II Corinthians, Denney, in referring 

to some rather abstruse interpretation of a certain passage, make s 

this rather significant comment: 11 Surely it is safe t o say that 

no body in Corinth could ever have guessed this from the words" (4). 

Denney 1s inter est was definitely not in metapnysical explanations 

(l) Letter s I I , pp. xii f f. 

(3 ) ST, pp. 7 8 ff. 

(2 ) Let ter s I , p . 59. 

(4) II Corinthians, p. 95. 
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of theological problems. He was interested supremely in the great 

spiritual truths of the New Testament and their relation to the 

life of the ordinary man. 

We have seen where James Denney's centre of interest lies, 

namely in the great spiritual truths of the New Testament and in 

the relationship of these truths to the life of mankind. 

Among all the problems and difficulties with which mankind 

is confronted, there is one problem which stands far above all 

others. That is the problem of sin. Denney, with deep insight 

into the spiritual problems of mankind places his finger on the 

pulse of the world and declares: 11 There is in truth only one 

religious problem in the world - the existence of sin" (1). If 

sin is a problem and a problem of supreme importance, wny is this 

so? What is sin and why does it create a problem? To answer this 

question we must go back to a brief consideration of certain aspects 

of C~d's essential nature. Sin creates a problem because of the 

personal nature of God. 

i. God is Personal 

At the centre of the Christian Revelation is a declaration 

regaràing the character of God. The matter which is of supreme 

interest to us at this point is the fact that God is personal. For 

us this means that God is able to enter into personal relations 

with man. Denney t ells us that "religion is an experience of the 

personality of God"(2). Personal relationships range all the way 

freD that of a casual friendship to the intimate relationship 

(1) DC, p. 180. 

(2) MM, p. 66. 
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existing between father and son. But the most intimate relation-

ship is that existing between the seul and God. Man 1 s supreme 

glory as a man consists in the fact that he is capable of fellow-

ship with his Creator. Man is 11 a being, in nature akin to God, 

capable of fellowship with Him, and designed for it" (1). Man was 

made for fellowship with God; he was created for fellowship with 

God and was intended to live in communion with God. In itself 

this creates no problem for us; for if Gad is our Father and we are 

His children why should we not live in happy fellowship wi th Him. 

This is the ideal, of course, but it is not the actual. If it were 

the actual the word 1Atonement• would have no meaning for us. But, of 

course, it is not the actual and so there arises the need for Atonement. 

ii. Sin 

Atonement is necessary because of the presence of sin in 

the world. Sin has interrupted the relationship of harmony that 

ought to exist between Gad and His children. Sin has come between 

Gad and man and broken the relationship between them. This is the 

situation as Denney sees it in the light of the Bible and for him 

the New Testament was a very realistic book. 

The ward 1law 1 v;hen used in the New Testament often refers 

to the law of Moses but it often points to something deeper than 

this law of Moses. It refers to something underlying it. It refers 

to the moral constitution of the world (2). Because of this, sin, 

which is a breaking of law, is a serious matter. It is not only 

(1) ST, pp. 74ff. 

(2) MM, pp. 74ff. 
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a breaking of certain moral codes, it is a violation of the moral 

constitution of the Universe. 11 Sin, as a disturbance of the per-

sonal relations between God and man is a violence done to the con-

stitution under which God and man form one moral community" (1). 

Sin is a personal rebellion against a personal God. And as such it 

is a matter for serious concern. "The serious thing which makes the 

Gospel necessa~, and the putting ~1ay of which constitutes the 

Gospel, is God 1 s condemnation of the world and its sin; it is God's 

wrath · 11'revealed from Heaven against all ungodliness and unright-

eousness of men" (2). 

There are those who refuse to take sin seriously and var-

ious attempts have been made to explain it away. The biologist 

tells us that sin is just a carryover from the animal world and 

that it will disappear in the ordinary course of man's evolution(J). 

It is an inheritance which man will outgrow and for which we can-

not hold him responsible (4). 

It is hardly necessary to point out that these attempts to 

explain away sin really do not get to the heart of the matter. 

After we have done all our explaining away, sin is still a grim 

reality in human life. 

First of all, sin is a reality to Gad. No matter how we tr,v 

to explain it away it is still very real to Gad. If this were not 

so, there woulâ be no need of Atonement. As we shall see more 

clearly later on, God cannot just overlook sin. "Sin is a real 

thing; a real violation of the will of God which ought to be our 

(1) w, p. 80. 

(3) }.;lM, p. 41. 

(2) II Corinthians, p. 212. 

(4) MM, p. 43. 
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will and it brings real responsibility along with it. I say real 

responsibility; for it is no illusion that we have to answer to God 

for what we have done 11 (1). Sin is a reality to God. This tru th 

lies at the very heart of the New Testament. "In the Cross", says 

Denney (2), 11we see how seriously God deals wi th the sins which for 

the time He seemed to pass by. It is a demonstration of His righteous-

ness - that is, in the widest sense, of His consistency with his own 

character, - which would have been violated by indifference to sin". 

Is it really necessary to prove that sin is a reality to man? 

All men know that sin is a reality. It is a very obvious fact of 

human experience that sin is a terrible reality. "The sin which weighs 

upon us, which disables us, which defeats us, which makes us C~J 10 

vœetched man that I ami who shall deliver me?' is more than isolated 

acts, it is deeper than the deliberate volition of this or that mo-

ment, it is as deep as our very being. It is we who need to be saved 

and reconciled, and we have never known ourselves but as subjects of this 

need. It is our very nature which needs to be redeemed and renewed" (3). 

Sin is a serious matter, first because it is an outrage against 

God and secondly because it leads to condemnation. The sinner who 

defies God stands under God 's condemnation and judgement. 11What 

makes the situation serious, what necessitates a Gospel, is that the 

world, in virtue of i ts sin, lies under the condemnation of God" (4). 

Because of the situation with which sin confronts us, man's 

great need is to get right with God. He is not right with God and 

because of this there is need for atonement. Here lies the fundan1ental 

(1) ST, p. 93. 

(3) DR, p. 196. 

(2) Romans, p. 609. 

(4) ST, pp. 102ff. 
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reason wby atonement is necessary. Man needs to get into a right 

relationship with God. 

iii. What is to be done? 

Here is the central problem of the New Testament, the pro-

blem of sin, the problem of the broken relationship between God and 

man. What is to be done? We cannot ignore the problem for it cries 

loudly for a solution. Sin must be dealt with. The seriousness of 

this problem and the fact it cannot be passed by is seen in the New 

Testament statement that Christ came into the world to save sinners, 

or to use His own words "to give His life a ransom for many" (1). 

There have been other theories put forward to explain why 

Christ came into the world but Denney has no sympat hy with them. He 

believes very definitely that Christ came primarily to make atone-

ment, to deal with the problem of sin. The New Testament teaches 

that Christ came into the world to save sinners, that "man's des-

perate need drew Him from heaven to earth; and it never suggests, 

even in the remotest way, that He would have come anyhov;11 (2). 

Christ came to deal with sin, in the first place because 

God cannot condone sin. The picture of God as a kindly grandfather 

who overlooks t he sins of His children i s not t he New Testament 

picture of God. In the New Testament, God condemns sin and pro-

nounces judgement. There is none righteous(3); the whole world stands 

guilty before God(4); it is impossible to believe that God either 

ignores or condones sin, when we speak of forgiveness (5). God 

cannat overlook sin and still be God. In the very act of forgiving 

(1) Matt. 20:28 (2 ) ST, p. 101 

(3) Ro. 3:10. (4) Ro. 3:19. 

(5) DR, p . 21. 
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God must act in consistency with His own character (l). Sin is 

a serious matter in the sight of God. This is not because there 

is anything of an arbitrary nature in God, it is because it is part 

of the very nature of Goà to take sin seriously. Sin is an outrage 

against the holiness of God and something must be done about it. 

God cannot freely forgive sin and still be God. For Goà to pverlook 

sin would be to deny His own nature. This truth permeates all 

Denney's thinking about the Atonement. It is because sin is a 

serious matter in the sight of God that Atonement is necessary. The 

Gospel as St. Paul understood it tells men "that God has dealt ser-

iously with these serious things for their removal, that awful as 

they are He has put them away by an awful demonstration of His love" (2 ). 

The very heart of the Epistle to the Romans is this insistence that 

sin is a serious matter and it must be dealt with. God cannot con-

done it; He cannat overlook it. "We see in it (the Cross) how ser-

iously God deals with the sins which for the time He seemed to pass 

by. It is a demonstration of His righteousness - that is, in the 

widest sense, of His consistency with His mvn character, - which 

would have been violated by indifference to sin" 0 ). 

It is impossible for God to condone sin, but man would like 

to explain it away. Various attempts have been made in this direct-

ion but none of these satisf.y the huoan conscience. tan has a 

sense of guilt which has its roots in a wrong relationship with 

God. Denney speaks of the bad conscience, the sense of guilt, 

(1) MM, p. 114. 

(2) II Corinthians, p. 213. 

(3) "Romans", p. é:IJ9. 
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being answerable to God(l). And "this sense of being wrong wi th 

God, under His displeasure, excluded from His fellowship, afraid 

to r.1eet Him, yet bound to meet Him, is the sense of guilt"(2). 

!.:an knows he is answerable to God for his sins and nothing will 

ever convince him otherwi.se. 11 There is so:mething in the con-

science" says Denney "which will not allow it to believe that 

God can simply condone sin" (3). 

What is man to do in the face of these two serious and in-

escapable facts, the fact that God condemns sin and the fact that 

man knows this in his inmost heart? These two facts, in themselves, 

apart from the Christian Doctrine of the Atonement lead man to 

utter and complete despair. God must deal seriously with the fact 

of sin but if He should give to man his just desserts, He would 

have to destroy man and that He cannat do for He loves man. He 

made man for communion with Himself and to destroy him would be 

to frustrate His divine purpose. This presents us with a dilemma; 

it confronts us with a seemingly insoluble difficulty. 

This difficulty leads us to a question, the answer to which 

may lead to a solution of the problem. The question is this: 11 Is 

Forgiveness possible?" The New Testament teaches that forgiveness 

is possible. But it ..(loes not only tell,' us that forgiveness is 

possible; it goes on to explain how forgiveness is possible. It 

is not an easy solution to the problem. No easy solution would 

meet the requirements of a righteous God or the needs of the guilty 

conscience. It is a central conviction of the New Testament that 

(1) MM, p. 83. 

(3) kM, p. 111. 

(2) MM, p. 84. 
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forgiveness is possible only through the Atonement. This is the 

heart of the New Testament. It knows nothing of forgiveness apart 

from atonement. It is possible for God to forgive, but only at 

infinite cast (1). 

The soul of man stands in desperate need of an assurance of 

forgiveness; otherwise it will be led to despair which is the feeling 

that life has no ultimate meaning. Denney with his profound insight 

into the needs of the human heart saw this very clearly. What the 

soul alienated from God by sin needs most of all is "the manifestation 

of a love which can assure it that neither the sin itself nor the 

soul 1s condemnation of it, nor even the divine reaction against it 

culminating in death, is the last reality in the universe; the last 

reality is rather love itself making our sin its own in all its real-

ity, submitting as one with us to all the divine reaction against it, and 

loving us to the end through it and in spite of it11 (2). An assurance 

of God's forgiveness i s essential for Christian living for only in 

this assurance does there come that contagious spirit of joy which 

makes a Christian a witnessing Christian (3). 

We have dealt with the fact that atonement i s necessary 

because of sin and we have reached the place where we have seen that 

forgiveness is possible. Because of the serious nature of sin only 

God can make forgiveness possible and this He does through His Son. 

The New Testament knows nothinG of forgiveness apar t f rom Chris t and 

this leads to an enquiry about the Persan of Christ. 

(1) MM, pp . l l2ff. 

(2) DR, p. 218. 

(3) DC, p. 160. 



· Chapter 4 

The Saviour - The One ~f.ho Makes Atonement 

The New Testament ie quite clear about the fact that only 

God can forgive sins. It is not something man can do. It is 

true we can forgive those who have wronged us but ultimate for-

giveness, the sense of being right with God, cornes only as a 

Divine gift. Forgiveness in the ultimate sense is a Divine act. 

Only God can forgive sins and only a Divine Saviour can make 

atonement. This leads to a consideration of the Persan who makes 

the Atonement. "The doctrine of the Atonement", says Denney, 

11 secures for Christ His place in the Gospel, and makes it inev-

itable that we should have a Christology or a doctrine of His 

Fersen" (1). 

It is the Saviour who makes the Atonement and this Saviour 

is a divine person. Now we ask the question: "On what grounds do 

we consider Christ divine?". This question can only be answered 

by a consideration of the New Testament as a whole. We can go 

nowhere else for a consideration of this question, for the New 

Testament is our earliest source for the life of Christ, We must 

go back to the historical Jesus as He is portrayeà in the New 

Testament. Denney insists that "it is the bistorical Christ to 

whom we have to go back as the true fountain of our theology11 {2). 

What does the New Testament say about the Person of Christ? 

This is the question Denney considers in his Book, "Jesus and the 

(1) DC, p. 176. 

(2) ST, p. 44. 
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Gospel". And he begins with this question: "Is it the case 

really puts Jesus into the place indicated, and that everything 

in this life and everything especially in the relations of God 

and man is determined by Hirn? 11 (l). In other words: "Do es the 

Christian religion as exhibited in the New Testament put Christ at 

the very centre of its faith, make P~m not only a pattern of 

Faith but an object of faith?". 

To anS\'fer this question Denney turned to the New Testa-

ment. To answer great theological questions he alwayswent back 

to the New Testament. First and foremost he was interested in 

what the New Testament had to say on the subject. The cry of his 

day was: 11 Back to the Jesus of history", and to support his po-

sition Denney always went back to the Jesus of history. He was 

impatient with those who distinguished between the historical and 

dogmatic view of Christ 1s person. He believed the two were one 

and he wrote his book "Jesus and the Gospel" to prove his point. 

Briefly stated, his position is this: Christ has the same unique 

place in the earliest documents of the New Testament as He has in 

the Church's faith. 

1. Do es the Christian Religion as exhibi ted in the New 
Testament put Christ at the very centre of its faith? 

IVhat place is given to Christ in the New Testament? Is 

Christ merely the patternof faith or is He the object of faith? 

(l) JG, p. 2. 
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These are the questions we must try to answer. What was the 

mind of the early Christians about Christ? And is their con-

ception borne out by an appeal to the New Testament as a whole? (1) 

The central thesis Denney seeks to support is this: Christ 

holds a unique place in the minds of the first Christians and in 

the minds of the authors of the various books of the New Testa-

mant. We shall now consider Denney 1s views regarding the various 

interpretations of the Person of Christ as exhibited in the various 

books of the New Testament. 

The Person of Christ in primitive Christian Freaching 

The earliest examples of Christian preaching that we have 

are in the sermons of Peter in the early chapters of the Acts 

of the Apostles. Speaking to the Jews on the day of Pentecost 

Peter sa;y's: 11 Ye men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Naza-

reth, a man approved of God unto you by mighty works ••••••••• 11 (2). 

It is obvious from ·a careful consideration of Peter's sermon in 

this chapter that Christ held a unique place in his mind. uThe 

criticism which would have us believe that from the resurrection 

onwar d the Jesus of histor.; was pr actically àiJlplaoe-'} b.V :an:1!deal 

Christ of faith is beside the mark. The Christ of faith was the 

Jesus of history11 (3). 

In Peter1s addres s in t he home of Cornelius as recorded 

(l) JG, p. 5. 

(2) Acts, 2 :22 RV. 

(3) JG, p. 15. 
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in Acts chapter 10 we get the same emphasis on the uniqueness of 

Christ. Jesus is the Christ, the anointed one, and an anointed 

one refers to a king. Peter speaks of "good tidings of peace 

by Jesus Christ (he is Lord of all)" (1). Jesus is the King 

through whom the kingdom cornes; He is the King through whom 

all prophets are fulfilled (2) and as such He holds an exclus-

ive place in the minds of the early apostles. Denney says: 

"It is clear that Jesus had in the earliest preaching and the 

earliest faith of Christians that solitary and incommunicable 

place which the Church assigns Him sti11" (3). Jesus held a 

unique place in primitive Christianity. The earliest Christians 

were not men who shared the faith of Jesus; He was the object 

of their faith (4). 

The Persan of Christ in the mind of Paul 

Next Denney discusses the place Christ held in the mind 

of Paul. Once again it is seen to be a unique place, a place 

shared by no other. 

In the period before the turn of the century there was a 

strong tendency to differentiate between what has come to be known 

as the religion of Jesus and the faith of Paul. It is a decidedly 

false antithesis in the light of the facts recorded in the New 

Testament. After Paul became a Christian he did not live in a 

vacuum; he lived in the midst of the early Christian community. 

He must have known what the early Christians thought of Christ. 
he live'a 

It is impossible to believ~hn the midst of these early Christians 

(l) Acts 10:36 R.V. 

(3 ) JG, p • 17 • 

(2) Acts 10:43 

(4) JG, p. 20. 
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and yet was ignorari\ .:: of the place Christ held in the ir minds (l). 

ùark and Luke were intimate friends and fellowworkers of Paul; 

is it reasonable to believe that he did not know their position 

in regard to the person of Christ? The facts are that Faul 1s 

conception of the uniqu~ness of Jesus for Christian faith is the 

same as that of :Mark and Luke. 

Peter and Paul were of one mind on this matter. Peter 

declares: 11 there is no salvation in any other11 (2). Paul writes: 

"other foundation can no man lay11 (J). For both, the foundation 

stone of Christianity was a unique persan. 

Two great controversies rocked the apostolic Church to its 

very foundations. One was the controversy which lies behind the 

situation in Paul 1s Epistle to the Galatians. The Jews maintained 

that to be right with God it was necessary not only to have faith 

in Christ but also to be circumcised. Paul vehemently denied this 

and maintained that trust in Christ 1s atoning death and it alone 

put a man right with God. 11 By the works of the law shall no flesh 

be justified" (4). For Paul, Christ crucified and risen, was the 

whole of Christianity. 11 Anything that compromises this simple 

and absolute truth, anything that proposes to supplement Christ 

on the one siàe or faith on the ether is treason to the Gospel 11 (5). 

The idea which lies at the root of the trouble in Colosse 

is that Christ is not unique; He has a place in religion but only 

(l) JG, P• 21. (2) Acts, 4:12. 

{3) I Cor. 3:11. (4) Gal. 2:16 RV. 

(5) JG, P• 28. 
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a place with other beings. The heresy what~ver specifie form 

it took failed to give to Christ a unique place. Paul denies 

this errer; for to him, Christ is unique. "In Him dwelleth all 

the fulness of the Godhead bodily" (1). We have here to do with 

"a persan who can only be characterised as eternal and divine" {2). 

Then Denney adds these significant words: 11 It is not possible 

to do justice to Jesus until we realise that in Him we are in 

contact wi th the eternal tru th and being of God" (3). The 

Colossian heresy brought out clearly the fact that for Paul, 

Christ had a place no other could share. 

A thirà fact which throws light on Paul 1s conception 

of Christ is the place Christ has in Paul's interpretation of 

the Atonement. In fact Denney maintains that this is the signal 

proof of the unique place Christ had in the faith of Paul (4). 

Paul tells us that redemption is through Christ (5), t hat Christ 

is a propitiation for sin (6), and that He was made a cursefor 

us (7). There is no other persan of whom Paul could say such 

things . 

As we look at the place Christ had i n t he faith of Paul 

we see clearly that it was a unique place, a place that no man 

can share. "All nature , all history, all r evelation and redemp-

t i on, all that is human, all that is divine, can be understood 

(1) Col. 2:9 RV. (2) JG, p. 34. 

(3) JG, pp. 34ff. (4) JG, p. 41. 

(5 ) Eph. 1 :7. (6) Ro. 3:25. 

(7) Gal. 3:13. 
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only through Him11 (1). 

In his consideration of the persan of Christ Denney 

turns from the writings of Paul to the four Gospels. First he 

deals with the Synoptic Gospels and later with the fourth Gos-

pel and other Johannine writings. 

The Person of Christ in the Synoptic Gospels 

The historical school of higher Criticism as we have seen 

maintained that tLe place given to Jesus in the Gospels is not 

rightly His in the light of the historical facts. Before we 

take issue on this matter we must first find the true place Jesus 

had in the minds of the three evangelists. What kind of person 

was He in their eyes? Was He a unique person or was He just 

another human being greater than the ordinar,y man undoubtedly 

but still only a human being? Denney's thesis is that Jesus, in 

the minds of the evangelists, was a unique person. Whether the 

evangelists were mistaken in their estimate of Jesus is another 

question which we shall consider in the latter half of this 

chapter. Of course, Denney, never for a moment suggests they were 

mistaken. In fact he goes to great lengths to deny this. 

But the question before us now is: "How did the three 

Evangelists think of Jesus? 11 

Mark opens his Gospel with these words: 11 the beginning of 

the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God11 (2). Jesus not only 

is the subject of the Gospel, He is the Gospel. The Gospel is not 

merely the story of Jesus (3). All through the Gospel b~rk gives 

(l) JG, p. 42. 

(2) Mk. l :1 rv. 

(3) JG, P• 58. 
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to Jesus a unique, and incomparable place (1). The Jesus whom 

lliark describes is not, in the eyes of Mark, a mere Galilean 

carpenter. 

When we turn to Matthew, we find that in his mind Jesus 

holds this same unique and incomparable place. Jesus, in the rnind 

of iYiatthew, is the great religious teacher. He is not just an-

ether prophet following in the footsteps of the great Old Testament 

prophets. He is the One of whom they speke. Old Testament proph-

ecy finds its fulfilment in Him. It was He of whom the great 

prophets spoke. 11 That it rnight be fulfilled which was spoken by 

the Lord through the prophet11 runs like a refrain through the 

whole book (2). 

For ùatthew Jesus was not only the great teacher, He is the 

kessianic King. He is Emmanuel, 1God with us'. And this divine 

Sonship "connects Him immediately with God, and makes His presence 

with us the guarantee and the equivalent of the presence of God 

Himself" (3). 

Y~tthew's conception of Jesus is illustrated in his 

account of our Lord's last coiDQission. He sees Jesus in that 

final scene as the One to whom all authority in heaven and 

earth is given and as the One who is ever present with His 

disciples. He is the exalted Lord who shares the throne with 

God. "That He was truly human i t could never have occurred to 

(1) JG, p. 61. 

(2) JO, pp. 6lff. 

(3) JG, p. 64. 
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the evangelist to doubt; but just as little could it have 

occurred to him to think that He was merely hwnan" (1). In 

the mind of :W.atthew as in the mind of iYark Jesus had a 

unique place. 

When we turn to Luke we find the same story. Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of God, and Luke leaves us in no doubt as 

to what he means by these epithets (2). "He shall be great and 

shall be called the Son of the Highest and the Lord God shall 

gi ve unto Him the throne of His father David11 (3). 

In the story of Christ's visit to Nazareth in Luke 4 

we see Him as the One in whom God 1s gracious promises are 

fulfilled. "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me for he hath 

anointed ~e to preach good tidings to the poor ............ 
To-day hath this scripture been fulfilled in your ears11 (4). Then 

again in the story of the walk to Emmaus, Luke pictures Jesus as the 

One who is the subject of all the prophecies in the Olà Testa-

ment. A careful study of the place Jesus has in the mind of 

Luke leads again to a confirmation of the important truth that 

Jesus holds a unique place in the minds of the New Testament 

writers. 

The thought is sometimes put forward that the view of 

Chri st's persan presented tous by the Synoptic writers are the 

peculiar views of these three men, or of the three men who wrote 

these Gospels, if we wish to dispute the traditional authorship. 
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The major difficulty in such a theory is, as Denney points 

out (1), that these Gospels were produced in the church, for 

the Church, and by men who were members of the Church. They 

do not represent Jesus as He was apprehended by peculiar indiv-

iduals but as He was apprehended by the early Church. Jesus 

lived "not as another good man, however distinguished His good-

ness might be, but as one who confronted men in the saving 

power and theref ore in the tru th and re ali ty of God11 ( 2). 

The Person of Christ in the Johannine writings 

Denney accepts the common authorship of the Apocalypse, 

the Epistles of John, and the Fourth Gospel. And so for our 

present purpose we follow Denney in this regard. 

The central thing about the Apocalypse in regard to the 

Person of Christ is the fact that in this book Christ is the 

One who is worshipped. We read in 1:5 "Unto Him that loveth us 

and loosed us from our sins by His blood". Denney de scribes this 

worship: 11 Nothing could be conceived in worship more intense, 

more passionate and unreserved than this: it gives to Jesus 

Christ, with irrepressible abandonment, the utmost that the 

soul can ev er gi ve to Go d" (3). The vision of Christ in chapter 

l:l2ff. ascribes numerous divine attributes to Him. He speaks 

of Himself as "the first and the lastl', the One who has "the 

keys of death and Hades 11 • It is certainly clear from this 

(1) JG, p. 71. 

(2) JG, p. 71. 

(3) JG, p. 75. 
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passage that John intended to give to Jesus a unique and 

incomparable place. 

The cause of the fierce persecution behind the book of 

Revelation was the fact that the Christians refused to give 

to the Emperor the worship they could give to God alone. In the 

light of this fact it is inconceivable that they thought of 

Christ as anything less than a unique person. 

In the opening verses of John's first epistle, the writer 

tells his readers that their fellowship is with the Father and 

His Son Jesus Christ (1). He places the Father ~1d the Son side 

by side. Jesus is given a unique place with the Father. The 

central emphasis of this epistle is that to deny that Jesus is 

the Christ is to deny the Father. "The one fatal lie is that 

which declares Jesus is not the Christ" (2). Jesus is given a 

unique place with the Father all through the Epistle. For the 

writer of this epistle, Jesus has a universal and absolute sig-

nificance which no other being can have (3). 

John, in this epistle, lays great emphasis on the signifi-

cant fact that in Jesus Christ the historical and the eternal are 

united. The fact that the eternal and the Divine became histor-

ical is &;:~Q~::,~o :·Wbi:ell~t~ey is constantly returning. t 4) 

Once again, from evidence found Lim 1thet Et:rs~ ·:Epta.:tl.e, of John, 

Denney drives home the fact of the uniqueness of Jesus. He speaks 

of "the universal and absolute . sienificance of Jesus in the faith 

(l) I John l :3. 

(3) JG, p. 82. 

(2) JG, p. 84. 

(4) JG, p. 86. 
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of the writer" (1). 

As we approach the Gospel of John we are struck by an 

atmosphere quite different to that found in the Synoptic Gospels, 

in this respect that the Jesus who fills the mind of the writer 

is not only the Christ of the Galilean r~lls and the thorough-

fares of Jerusalem. He is this; let us never forget this. John 

knows nothing of the contrast which higher criticism draws be-

tween the Jesus of history and the Christ of the Church's faith. 

The Christ who speaks in the pages of the Fourth Gospel is the 

historical Christ and the eternal Christ. Denney tells us 

tnat the Christ whorn John portrays for us "is not only the 

Jesus who taught in the synagogues and fields of Galilee, or 

in the temple courts and streets of Jerusalem but also the 

exalted Lord whose spirit vivifies and interprets the memories 

of Jesus in the heart of an intimate, devoted, and experienced 

disciple" (2). John is thinking of the Jesus who taught in Jeru-

salem; he is thinking even more of the exalted and glorified 

Jesus who sits at God's right hand. For the writer of the Fourth 

Gospel, Jesus has a unique and univer sal significance. No mere 

words are sufficient to express the exalted place Jesus has in 

the mind of John. But in the opening verses of the Gospel, the 

author does endeavour to express in t he highest t erms of which 

he knows, the universal significance of Jesus. "To set every-

thing into relation to Christ, under t his profound sense of His 

universal significance, is the purpose of the writer in the 

(1) JG, p. 82. 

(2) JG, pp. 87lf~ 
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opening verses of his Gospel" (l). The purpose of the pro-

logue is to set before us, John's sense of the divine and eter-

nal significance of Jesus. In order to do this, John chose the 

most significant term of which he was aware, the term 'Logos•. 

"He borrowed the Logos because it lent itself to the convenient 

and intelligible expression of this independant Christian con-

viction" (2), that is Christ 1 s divine and eternhl significance. 

But it is not only in the prologue that Jesus is given a 

unique and incomparable place. Twice in the Gospel, he is referred 

to as "the only begotten in the bosom of the Father" (3). A per-

san described in this unique way is no ordinary human being. "He 

is notronceived as the author of the Gospel conceived Him, He has 

not the place in our faith which He had in His life, if He can 

be classified with even the greatest and most spiritual men" (4). 

The unique place given to Jesus in the Fourth Gospel is 

seen very clearly in the great "I am" passages. Jesus is "the 

bread of life" (5), "the light of the world11 (6), "the door" (7) 

11 the good Shepherd" (8), "The resu~rection and the life" (9), and 

"the way, the truth, and the life" (10). These are words even 

the simplest can understand. They point to the fact that there 

is no human need that Jesus cannet meet (ll). 

Repeatedly in the Fourth Gospel, the death of Christ is 

(l) JG, p. 91. (2) JG, p. 91. (3) Jo. l :18 and 3 :16 

(4) JG, p. 93. (5) Jo. 6:35 (6) Jo. 8:12 

(7) Jo. 10:9 (8) Jo. 10:14 (9) Jo. 11:25 

(10) Jo. 14:6 (11) JG, p. 95. 
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closely linked with the forgiveness of sins (1). It is no 

1nerely human persan who brings forgiveness through His death. 

We shall deal with this thought later but it is significant for 

our present purpose that forgiveness can only come through the 

death of Christ if He is a unique persan. 

This treatment of John's conception brings to a close the 

conception of the persan of Christ as it is illustrated in the 

various authors of the New Testament books. We have omitted the 

treatment of the subject in the Epistle to the Hebrews and other 

minor books of the New Testament, in arder to keep this chapter 

from becoming too extended. We now come to a brief consideration 

of the New Testament evidence as a whole on this subject. The 

most significant fact that arises out of this survey is that the 

various writers of the New Testament present us with a self-

consistent New Testament doctrine of the Person of Christ. Denney 

points this out in a significant paragraph: 

11'There is really such a thing as a self-consistent 

New Testament and a self-consistent Christian religion. There is 

a unity in all these early Christian books which is powerful enough 

to ~bsorb and subdue their differences and that unity is to be 

found in a common religious relation to Christ, a common debt to 

Him, a coœmon sense that everything in the relations of God and 

man must be and is determined by Him" (2). 

(l) Jo. 1:29; 11:50; 12:33 

(2) JG, PP• lOQif. 
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This leads us to ask the question: 11 Nhy did this unique 

Persan come into the world?" All the New Testament writers are 

again united in their testimony to the purpose of Christ•s coming. 

The relations between God and man have been profoundly affected 

by sin, and in the minds of the N~n Testament writer~t~rpose of 

Christ 1s coming was to deal with the situation which sin has 

created (1). This thought links us with the problem of sin we 

discussed in Chapter 3 and leads us on to our discussion of the 

way God dealt with sin in the Atonement. 

"'1\'hen we go back to the individual writers of the New Testa-

ment we find nothing to support the iàea that Jesus was a child 

of Goà like ourselves (2 ). But when we are asked whether this 

conception of Jesus as a unique and incomparable Persan is true 

to the historical fact~ ~t:,-here are two answers to this question. 

First, "it is not easy to admit ... that Christianity itself; 

in the only form in which it has ever existed and functioned as 

a religion among men, has been a rnistake and a misconception 

from the first" (3). And secondly, as we shall see in the next 

section, the place given to Jesus by the writers of the New 

Testament is the place He gives to Himself. 

Thus we are compelled to accept the truth that the writers 

of the New Testament gave to Jesus a unique and incomparable 

place. If our only evidence is the minds of the writers of the 

New Testament as exhibi ted in their writings, we are forced to 

(1 ) JG, p . 101. 

(2) JG, pp . l02f~t. 

(3) JG, pp. lOJfi·. 
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admit they all gave to Jesus a place no human being can share. 

For them Jesus was not just the pattern of faith but the object 

of faith. 

'Ne have considered Denney 1 s views regarding the place which 

was given to Jesus in the minds of those who wrote the books of 

the New Testament, and we have found that he believes their testi-

mony to the uniqueness of Jesus is unanimous. It is possible to 

put forward the argument that all these writers had a wrong view 

of the ~erson of Christ. It is possible but most improbable. But 

the probability of this being true is shattered by an appeal to 

two major historical facts which corroborate the views expressed 

by those who wrote the New Testament. These facts are the Resurr-

ection of Christ and the self-consciousness of Christ. We shall 

now pass to a consideration of these. 

ii. The witness of the Resurrection to the Uniqueness of Christ 

There is one fact about the resurrection of Christ which no 

man is able to dispute and that is the fact that the early disciples 

believed Christ rose from the dead. There is a dogmatic concept-

ion of histor.y which tells us beforehand that no such event as the 

Resurrection is possible (1). But such a view holds little weight 

in the light of the historical facts. Early Christianity is in-

explicable apart from the Resurrection. It can be argued that 

the resurrection stories are the product of the fertile minds of 

the writers of the New Testament. But this leaves out of consideration 

(l) JG, p. 108. 
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one very important fact. "The real historical evidence for 

the resurrection is the fact that it was believed, preached, 

propagated and produced its fruit and effect in the new phen-

omenon of the Christian Church long before any of our gospels 

was written" (1). The existence of the Church and the New Testa-

ment are without explanation if there was no Resurrection. It 

is easier to believe Jesus actually rose from the dead than to 

believe the early Church had its origin in an event which never 

occurred. 

According to Denney our oldest written evidence for the 

Resurrection is I Corinthians 15. He cites Sanday who dates 

I Corinthians in the year 55 A.D. (2). What Paul taught was 

the common Christian tradition. He became a Christian not long 

after the death of Christ. Denney tells us that according to 

Harnack it was one year after, according to Ramsay three or four 

years after, according to Lightfoot six or seven years after (3). 

At a date so close to the alleged events, we find that the funda-

mental facts of Christianity were these: Christ died, was buried, 

rose, anà appeared to certain people. It is hardly possible to 

believe that Paul was unaware of the true facts. To question the 

fact of the resurrection creates more problems than it solves. 

"It is not easy to discredit offhand, as mere illusion, what has 

meant so much in the life of the human race" (4). It is impossible 

to explain the moral power of the Resurrection in the lives of the 

early Christians unless the nesurrection is a fact. No one can 

(1) JG, p. 111. 

(3) JG, p. 113. 

(2) JG, p. 112. 

(4) JG, p. 120. 
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dispute the moral chanee in the lives of the early Christians. 

This change could not have had its basis in a story which had 

no historical basis. 

As we consider the different facts regarding the Resurrect-

ion of Christ, we are forced to the conclusion that Jesus actually 

rose. This places Jesus in a unique and incomparable position 

and confirms the position taken by the various writers of the New 

Testament in relation to the Person of Christ. 

iii. The Self-Revelation of Jesus 

In the last analysis our final court of appeal as we con-

sider the uniqueness of Jesus is the mind of Jesus Himself. No one 

will dispute the fact that the final authority for any Chr~stian 

doctrine is the mind of Jesus B~mself. If Jesus actually consid-

ered himself a unique and incomparable person there is nothing 

more to say on the question. If the early disciples came to be-

lieve in the uniqueness of Jesus, it must be primarily because 

He thought of Himself as unique. At first they thought of Him 

as one of themselves, just an ordinary person, but something led 

them to change their minds on the subject. We naturally ask what 

it was that caused them to change their minds (1). Along with this 

change of mind in the disciples, there came an astonishing out-

burst of intellectual and spiritual energy which we see in the 

religious life of the early Church (2). Of course , we can say 

that the Christian religion from the beginning was a mistake but 

the great difficulty here is that 11it leaves the Christian religion, 

(1) JG, p. 160. 

(2) JG, p. 166. 
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in the only form in which it is known to history, without 

any historical explanation11 (l). 

To say that the Christian religion, froD the beginning, 

was based on an errer does not satisf,y any thoughtful person. 

We rr..ust seek for a more satisfying explanation than this, and so 

we turn to the self-revelation of Jesus. 

A few preliminary considerations are necessary before we 

turn to the Gospel of r.:ark which is our fundamental source for 

this self-revelation. 

"It is agreed that the Gospels of Jwatthew and · Luke are 

based on fu:lrk 11 (2 ). !œ.tthew and Luke frequently diverge from Mark 

but they never agree against Mark in these divergences (3). F\lr-

thermore, Denney gives in detail the arguwent to support the pos-

ition that Mark is based on the testimony of the man who stood closer 

to Jesus than any ether (4) that is on Peter. If Peter did not 

know the mind of Christ, no one ever did know His mind. We are 

forced to this conclusion that in the Gospel of N.ark along wi th 

1~tthew and Luke we have a true self-revelation of Christ. 

A detailed consideration of Denney's account of the self-

revelation of Christ is impossible within the limits of this thesis, 

which is primarily a study of the doctrine of the Atonement. We 

are only able to deal with a few of the most significant facts. 

First there is the account of our Lord's Baptism, as recorded in 

( 1 ) JG, p • 17 3 • 

(3) JG, pp. 174~~ 

( 2) JG, p. 17 4. 

(4) JG, pp. 17;:fr.. 
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all three of the Synoptic Gospels (1). The words "Thou art my 

Son" come from fsalm 2; there they are addresse<i by God to the 

ideal King of Israel. The words "the beloved in whom I am well-

pleased11 are from Isaiah 42 and they refer to the "Servant of the 

Lord". Names may indicate certain characteristics of a person, 

but "Jesus was greater than any name , and we must interpret the 

names He uses through the Person and His experiences and powers, 

and not the Fersen through a formal definition of the names" (2). 

A detailed consideration of the story of the Baptism reveals to 

us that Jesus thought of Himself as related to God in a unique 

way. The place given to Jesus in this story gives to Jesus the 

unique place He holds throughout the Gospels. 

Next there is the stor.r of Christ 1 s temptation in the wild-

erness (3). Here again we see Jesus conscious of the fact He is 

the Son of God and the ideal King, in and through whom God 1s sov-

ereignty is established. "Conscious of His calling, conscious of 

the Divine power which has come upon H:im" He looks out on the world 

and upon the ways ascendency over it may be won (4). The story of 

Christ•s temptation shows unmistakably, in the mind of Jesus, how 

the Kingdom of God is wound up with Himself. The coming of the 

kingdom is involved in His victory. 

We turn now to the account of the calling of the Twelve (5). 

Denney, after establishing the historical natur e of this story (6) 

goes on to ask what significance the story has for us in our pre-

sent discussion. Jesus told His disciples that man's f inal destiny 

(1) Mk. 1:9-11; Matt. 3:13-17; Lu. 3:2lff. (2) JG, P• 206. 

(3) 1fic. 1:12ff; If;att. 4:1-11; Lu. 4 :1-13. (4) JG, P• 210. 

(5) Mk. 3 :13-19; Matt. 10; Lu. 6:12-19. (6 ) JG, p. 218. 
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is dependent on fiàelity to Him (1). The mind which could think 

in this way must be conscious of a unique relationship to God. 

Once again we see the unique place eiven to Jesus in the New Testa-

ment has its basis in His ovm teaching. In the above mentioned 

passage Jesus identifies loyal ty to Himself with loyal ty to God. 

It is impossible in the light of th~s fact for Him to be anything 

but a unique persan. 

When Jesus said to His disciples: 11 He that loseth his life for 

my sake shall find i t 11 (2) •1 He was clàiming as the context shows, a 

devotion above the love of one 1 s dearest. There is only one ground 

on which Jesus bas any right to claim such devotion and that is on 

the ground that he stands alone, apart from other mortals. 

In the Sermon on the biount, Jesus declares: "Blessed are ye 

when men shall hate you, and when they shall separate you from their 

company, and r eproach you, and cast out your name as evil, for the 

Son of man's sake" (3). He tells men that the supreme blessedness 

cornes to those who su.ffer for Him. 7/hy should supreme blessedness 

be linkeà ~~th suffering shame for a Galilean teacher? There really is 

only one explanation. The Galilean teacher is much more than appears 

on the surface. 

A further consideration of other passages in the Sermon on 

the Mount reveals a Persan who claims a legislative authority be-

yond that of the great Lawgl.ver of the Old Testament. trye have 

heard that it was said to them of old time, Thou shalt not kill; 

(1) Mt. 10:32 

(2) Mt. 10:39 RV 

(3) .Lu. 6:~2 RV 
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...... but I say unto you •••••• " (1). The sovereign legis-

lative authority of Jesus stands absolutely alone in Scripture (2). 

And this along with Jesus• consciousness that all that Gad had in-

itiated in the earlier dispensation was to be consunmtated in Him, 

gives to Him a solitary and incomparable place (3). In the words: 

"Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into 

the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will of mw Father 

which.is in Heaven" (4), and in the following verses, especially 

in the parable of the two houses, we see Jesus making claims to 

be the final Judge of men. 11 It is the consciousness that the Speak-

er is nothing less than the final Judge of all which makes the 

parable of the builders on the rock and the sand, with which the 

Sermon closes, the most solemn and over-powering of all the .words 

of Jesus" (.5). 

Denney goes on to draw evidence from the story of the heal-

ing of the Centurion 1s Servant, the relations between Jesus and 

John the Baptist, and certain isolated sayings of Jesus, to sub-

stantiate the argument that Jesus thought of Himself as a unique 

and incomparable Ferson. Denney goes on to consi'der these pass-

ages (6) and there is no need to go into further details at this 

point of the argument. 

Denney turns next to a consideration of Mark's history of 

the Son of God. Here again the evidence is cl ear and unmistakable. 

There is first of all, the story ofthe healing of the man let down 

(1) Mt. 5 :2lff. RV (2) JG, p. 245. 

(3) JG, p. 248. (4) A.~. 7 :2L.i' . RV 

(5) JG, p.251. (6) JG, pp. 255-284. 
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through the roof. In this story, Jesus claims the power to for-

give sins (l). It is easy to say to a paralysed man: "arise take 

up thy bed and walk11 , but it is hazardous because if nothing happens 

the healer is exposed (2). The scribes question the spiritual 

authority of Jesus to forgive sins but what they were unable to 

question was that God 1 s power to help was present in Jesus in a 

unique way. If the power of God to help is present in Jesus in a 

unique way, i t is fresh evidence for our po si tian that Jesus is a 

unique person. 

In Mark 2:18-20, Jesus refers to Himself as the Briàegroom, 

and this implies a consciousness on the part of Jesus of Himself 

and of His place in God's work which men are resolved not to recog-

nize (3). 

From a study of the story of Peter's . Confession at Caesarea 

(4) we learn that the matter which was of supreme importance to 

Jesus was what the disciples thought of Him. To Him it was vital 

that His disciples should receive a true impression of who He tru1y 

was. "To His mind, evident1y, there can be nothing so important as that 

œert:shoul:~Lba:ve reo.ètYad ta -t~ ,·blpDeS.S:iOl!l .pf'. Him., Lsbould thillk 

of Him as He thinks of Himself, and in their attitude to Him re-

spond to what He knows Himse1f to be11 (5). Wby was Jesus concerned 

about this matter? It was because He wanted them to grasp the truth 

that He was a unique Persan. 

Final1y, in no story in Mark does Jesus give to Himself a more 

(1) Mk. 2:10 

(3.) JG, p. 318. 

(5) JG, p. 323. 

(2) JG, p. 306. 

(4) Mk. 8:27ff. 
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unique place than in the story of' the Last Supper. The central 

fact here is that His death is linked with the forgiveness of 

sins. One who brings forgiveness through His death must of nec-

essity be a unique person. 

As Denney brings his consideration of the Person of Christ 

to a close he arrives at sorne very definite conclusions which are 

of supreme importance for the doctrine of the Atonement. 

It would be absurd to entertain the idea that Jesus, by His 

death, could atone for the sins of the world unless He was a unique 

person. No mere human being can make atonement for the sins of 

the world, And unless Jesus is a unique person, unless He is God 

in human flesh, there can be no atonement. 

But Denney's arguments for the uniqueness of Jesus stand on 

firm foundations. In summing up the arguments, he asks two import-

ant questions: 11 Has Christianity existed from the beginning only 

in the form of a faith which has Jesus as its object and not at all 

in the form of a faith which has had Jesus simply as its living 

pattern?" (1). "Can Christianity, as even the New Testament ex-

hibits it, justify itself by appeal to Christ?" (2). 

As we have studied the evidence as given in the mind of Christ, 

and as it is given in the various writers of the New Testament, we 

have been certain of the answer very early in our studies. And as 

we have progressed, the evidence has gathered weight with each con-

sideration of a fresh incident in the life of Christ and with each 

consideration of a different New Testament writer. Denney gives a 

(1) JG, p. 373. 

(2) JG, p. 373. 
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very definite an~Ner in these words: 11 To bath questions the 

answer must be in the affirmative. The most careful scrutiny 

of the New Testament discloses no trace of a Christianity in 

which Jesus has any other place than that which is assigned to 

Him in the faith of the historical Church11 (1). All the writers 

of the New Testament "set Him in the same incomparable place. 

They all acknowledge Him the same inm1easurable debt. He determines 

as no other do es or can, all their relations to God and each other" (2 ). 

From the evidence brought before us in the second half of 

this chapter, we have found that this unique and incomparable place 

given to Jesus in the New Testament is confirmed by an appeal to 

the mind of our Lord Himself. 

In Denney 1s mind, there is not the shadow of a doubt that 

Jesus was a unique ~erson. 

believed Him to be unique. 

believed Him to be unique. 

Every writer of the New Testament 

Those who knew Him most intimately 

But most important of all Jesus con-

sidered Himself unique and incomparable. 

We have seen above that no one but a unique persan could 

make atonement for the sins of the world. And so we have before 

us that unique and incomparable Persan, the world's only Saviour. 

In the light of this unique fact, we turn now to a consideration 

first within the pages of the New Testament and later to a con-

sideration of the Atonement, as it has been unàerstood by the 

great theologians of the past. 

(1) JG, p. 373. 

(2) JG, p. 373. 



Chapter 5 

The Atonement in the New Testament - Part I 

Before passing on to a consideration of the different in-

terpretations of the Atonement in the New Testament, we shall 

consider very briefly, the place of t he doctrine of the Atone-

ment in the New Testament as a whole. 

Once again we are concerned only with what Denney had to 

say on the subject. We have seen that Denney was never partic-

ularly interesteà in speculative theories of the Atonement. His 

real interest lay in what the New Testament had to say about the 

Atonement. He was not uninterested in what the great t heologians 

of the past had to say about the Atonement but his chief interest 

was not in the different theories of the Atonement. For Denney in 

any consideration of the doctrine of the Atonement, the New Testa-

ment is the centre of focus. 

In our attempt to understand the doctrine of the Atonement, 

it is quite obvious that the key to thesituation is the teaching 

of the New Testament, and especially the teaching of our Lord 

Himself. 'lie have seen, in our study, of the Persan of Christ 

that the New Testament is a uni ty on the subject. For all the 

vr.riters of the New Testament, Jesus was a unique and incomparable 

?er son. From another poi nt of view t he New Testament is also a 

unity. When we come to a consideration of the doctrine of the 

Atonement in the New Testament, we find that the New Testament 

- 53 -
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is a unity in its testimony to the death of Christ, as an 

atoning death. The unity of the Hew Testament, says Denney, is 

its testimony "to a love in God which we do not earn, which we can 
~~~\. 

never repay, but which cornes t~us with mercy, dealing, neverthe-

less in all earnest with our sins 11 {1). The Atonement is absolutely 

central in the minds of all the New Testament writers. The Gospel 

where Jesus is regarded as the object of faith, the Redeemer of men 

from thèir sin and their reconciler to God through His death on 

the Cross is the one which is characteristic of the New Testament 

from beginning to end (2). Sorne would make the Incarnation the 

focus of attention but in doing so they are disloyal to the New 

Testament. The New Testament knows nothing of an Incarnation that 

can be defined apart from Atonement (3). Christ became incarnate 

to put away sin. "Not Bethlehem but Calvary, is the focus of reve-
. o,r. ~~nte.s 

lation and any construction of Christianity which ignores/this dis-

torts Christiani tJr by put ting it out of focus 11 (4). 

The death of Christ is central in the New Testament because 

it provides the only satisfying solution to the world 1s supreme 

religious problem, namely the problem of sin. "There is in truth11 , 

says Denney, "only one religious problem in the world - the existence 

of sin. Similarly there is only one religious solution of it - the 

(1) DC, p. 174. 

(2) DR, p. 128. 

(3) P.Ç, ~, Jl1~ 

(4) DC, p. 179. 
\ · 
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Atonement, in which the love of God bears the sin, taking it, 

in all its terrible realitjr for us, upon itself. And nothing can 

be central or fundamental either in Christian preaching or in 

Christian thinking which is not in direct and imrrediate relation 

to tbis problem and its solution" (l). 

Denney was one of those who was not interested in the Atone-

ment as a philosophical s.ystem. He believed it was the task of 

the mind to understand and interpret what is and not to wander off 

into speculative theories about what might have been (2). He 

points out that our concern can never be with a world we have never 

known and never can know (3). This is t he true spirit of the New 

Testament. The writers of the New Testament were never interested 

in purely speculative theories. They dealt with facts and supremely 

with the facts of the Atonement. 

But we cannat stop here. The tragedy is that many do stop 

here. They believed that Christ lived and died but that is all 

they do believe. But facts have no meaning for us a part from 

sorne theory that explains them. Denney says there is no su ch thing 

as a fact without a theory (4). Andin another passage he en-

larges on this statement. "A certain theory," he says, 11 is seen 

to be essential ta the fact, a certain theology to be the constit-

utive force in the religion. The death of Christ was what it was 

(l) DC, p. 180. 

(3) DR, p . 182 and p. 269. 

(2) DR, p. 182. 

(4) ST, p . 106. 
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to him (Paul) because it was capable of a certain interpret-

ation; his theory of it, if we choose to put it so, gave it its 

power over him •••••••• If these interpretations and construct-

ions are rejected, it must not be in the name of 1fact 1 as 

opposed to 'theory', but in the name of other interpretations 

more adequate and constraining. A fact of which there is absol-

utely no theory is a fact which is without relation to anything, 

in the universe" (1). 

The importance of the death of Christ is not in the mere 

fact that He died, though His actual death is absolutely nece-

ssary, but in the fact that He died for our sins. The death of 

Christ was no ordinary death. In the first place, it was the 

death of a unique Persan, and in the second place it was a death 

which had a unique purpose. And the purpose was to make atone-. 

ment for sin. It is the purpose of the New Testament to explain 

how Christ made atonement. The New Testament, to use its very 

simplest terminology says, "Christ died for our sins". 

Denney turns now to four different treatments of the New 

Testament doctrine of the Atonement. 

i. Christ's Own Teaching 

We have seen in the previous chapter that there is no 

ground for regarding Jesus merely as the pattern of faith. This 

truth is substantiated bath by an appeal to the writers of the 

(1) "II Corinthians", pp. 226ff. 
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New Testament books and by an appeal to the mind of Christ. 

The Gospel where Jesus is regarded as the object of faith, the 

Redeemer of men, from sin, and their Reconciler to God through 

His death on the Cross is the one which is characteristic of the 

N~« Testament from beginning to end (1). 

Jesus as the object of faith is primarily a Saviour, a 

Redeemer, the one who reconciles men to God through His death. 

There are those who would minimise the importance of the 

Atonement in the mind of Christ and put the stress on His In-

carnation. By an appeal to the mind of Christ as exhibited in 

the Synoptic Gospels we are led to see that this position is 

untenable. In fact Christ is very definite about the purpose 

of His coming for He says that "the Son of man came not to be 

ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ran-

som for many" (2). This is enough, for at least for a starting 

point. Further appeal to the mind of Christ as exhibited in 

the Synoptic Gospels will produce abundant evidence to confirm this 

central statement of Christ. 

Christ stated that the purpose of His coming was to make 

atonement and He linked this Atonement very closely with His 

death. In other words to make atonement for sin is a costly 

business. Jesus did stress the freeness of forgiveness and appeal 

(l) DR, p. 128. 

(2) Mt. 20:28 RV, 
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to such passages as the parab1e of the Prodigal Son and that 

of the Two Debtors confirms this. But when Jesus emphasized 

the freeness of forgiveness, He did not deny that forgiveness 

has other characteristics (1). To say that the Parab1e of the 

Prodigal Son teaches the who1e truth about forgiveness is ob-

viously not in line with the rest of our Lord 1 s teaching. Even 

from a human point of view, forgiveness is a costly thing. We 

may forgive freel~ but the cast to us is great. Anyone who knows 

what it is to forgive or be forgiven "knows also that it is the 

most costly and tragic of all experiences" (2). If human for-

giveness is a costly thing, is it 1ogical to believe tlmt God 

is less than human in this respect and that the forgiveness He 

. grants is easier and cheaper than hwnan forgiveness.? It is not 

. 1ogical and no one can believe anything so inconsistant. When 

God forgives the sins of mankind, the cost to Him is staggering (3). 

In contrast to human forgiveness, says Denney, 11 how dearly bought 

must be that great forgiveness which is the highest achievement 

of the iove which bears the sin: of the world" (4). 

· To forgive sins is a cost1y business; in fact forgiveness 

is not p9ssible except through Christ 1s atoning death. OUr 

Lord made this quite clear when He said: "the Son of man came 

•••••• to give His life a ransom for many" (5). If this verse 

(1) DR, p. 132. 

(3) Jo. 3 :16. 

(5) Matt. 20:28 RV. 

(2) DR, p. 135. 

(4) DR, p. 136. 
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means anything, it means that forgiveness is only possible 

through Christ•s atoning death, and if the primary prpose of 

His coming was to make atonement, then we must expect to find 

that our Lord 1s death had a central place in His thoughts from 

the very beginning of His ministry. And this is just what we 

fi nd. 

In the very earliest pages of the Gospel, excluding the 

accounts of His birth and childhood, we have references to our 

Lord 1s corning death. At His baptism there cornes a voice from 

heaven which says: "Thou art rrry beloved Son, in thee I am well 

pleased" (1). There is a double reference here, first to the 

words of Psalm 2, "thou art my Son", and secondly to Isa. 42, 

"my chosen, in whom my soul delighteth11 • This second refer-

ence is from one of the Servant passages in Deutero-Isaiah, 

which lead up to a climax in the Suffering Servant of Isa. 53. 

Jesus was conscious from the ver,y beginning of His ministry of 

Himself as the Servant of the Lord. And from the beginning He 

haà a sense of something tragic in His destiny (2). From the very 

beginning Jesus saw two paths before Him and He chose the pathway 

which would eventually leaà Him to the Cross. He could not have 

thought of Himself as the Servant of the Lord and not been aware 

of the tragic end of the Servant of Isa.5J(J). 

After Peter•s confession at Caesarea fhilippi, Jesus made 

three deliberate and earnest efforts to make clear to His 

(1) Mk. 1:11 RV. 

(3) DC, p. 22. 

(2) DC, p. 19. 
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disciples the fact that He must suffer and be killed (1). 

The fact that these three are not three different accounts of 

the same incident is seen in the facts, that in the first we 

have the protest of Peter, in the second the disciples are 

silent and in the third Jesus talees the lead in going up to 

Jerusalem (2). 

All three narratives agree that Jesus taught that "He 

must go to Jerusalem and die 11 • The question is what does this 

1 ' word ~ E:" 1 signi:ry .? There are two possible explanations, 

one that the hosti~e forces arrayed against Him were so great He 

could not escape them. The ether explanation is that sorne 

inner compulsion told Him that He could not avoid going to 

Jerusalem to die and still be true to His Father. The second of 

course, is the more satisfYing explanation. He must go to 

Jerusalem to die for that is the ver,y purpose for which He came 

into the world. 

And so we return to the verse which sums up better than 

any ether the purpose for which Jesus came into the world. It 

was to give His life a ransom for many. Sorne writers assert that 

this statement thows the influence of Paul. Denney believes this 

is impossible. To his mind the words are perfectly in place (J). 

Others explain the passage by saying that Christ 1s death was the 

consummation of His life of service. By His death, we are told, 

(1) Mk. 8:31; 9:31; 10:32. 

(2) DC, p. 25. 

(3) DC, p. 31. 
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He wins men to repentance. This is undoubtedly true. Jesus 

does 1rin men to repentance by dying for them but it is certainly 

not the whole truth. This explanation does not do justice to the 

word •anti' nor to the word •lutron•. According to Denney,(l) the 

words take us back first to Mk. 8:34ff., 11what should a man give 

in exchange for his life11 (2 ). According to Denney (3), this verse 

takes us back toIsa. 53:12, ·!rc::L~~crQ..-,_ i,s- S~T"oV 
~ '{) u ~ {\:11'00 There is a correspondance in meaning betweo:·n 

•lutron' as that by which a forfeited life is redeemed and the 

giving of the life or soul as a guilt offering by which legal 

satisfaction was rendered for an injury or wrong (Isa. 53:10) (4). 

These considerations make impossible any superficial explanation 

of the words 11to give His life a ranson for many". 

There is only one satisfying explanation of these words 

namely that Christ came to make atonement for the sins of men 

by giving of His life. 

Next we turn to the passage containing the account of the 

institution of the Lord's Supper. This passage is of very great 

importance in any discussion of Christ 1s own teaching about the 

Atone ment. 

First of all there is the extrema view which says there 

is no reference here to the death of Christ, but only an anti-

cipation of the hlessianic banquet in the world to come. It is 

hardly necessary to refute such an absurd view. Any view of the 

(l) DG, p . 34. 

(3) DC, p. 34. 

(2) v.37 RV. 

(4) DC, p. 34. 
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Supper which sets asicie the whole testimony of the :ï.IJew Testament 

as to what it meant, which ignores its association with the Passover 

and which ignores in ever;y- account the references to the shedding 

of Christ's blood, is hardly worthy of our serious consideration. 

The first important consideration in any discussion of the 

different narratives of the Institution is that they all contain 

the word 'Covenant '· Mark has: "this is my blood of the covenant" 

(1). Matthew has: "this is my blood of the covenant" (2). Luke 

has: "this eup is the new covenant in my blood11 (3). 

Denney tells us (4) that three objections have been made to 

the expression'!~~ C!l'1.~ ~O\l .,--~ ~1 a_~~-lf'"'lS., 
The first is that it is awkward Greek; secondly it is impossible 

to translate the expression into Hebrew or Aramaic; thirdly the 

conception of the word 1covenant 1 owes its place in Ghristianity 

to Paul. The third objection begs the question; because Paul used 

the word 1covenant 1 does not mean that he originated it. The idea 

of 1covenant 1 and 1 covenant blood' are Old Testament ideas. As 

for the first objection, the fact that it is awkward Greek does 

not mean it is impossible Greek, and this applies to the second 

objection too (5). 

We have then a solid foundation for the expression 'covenant' 

or 1 covenant blood 1 • Covenant blood is primarily sacrificial blood, 

and sacrificial blood is recognized universally as having pro-

pitiatory power. Denney confirms this interpretation by referring 

(1) Mk. lÜ :24 RV. 

(3) Luke 22:20 RV. 

(5) DG, p: 36 .. 

(2) Matt. 26:28 RV. 

(4) DG, p. 35. 
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to Robertson Smith 1s book, "The Religion of the Semites" (1). 

It is clear then from a consideration of our Lord's 

teaching at the Last Supper·, that His dea th had a propi tiatory 

power. When Jesus said to the disciples in the Upper Room: 

"this is my blood of the covenant", He was "establishing at the 

cost of His life, the new Covenant, the new religious relation 
the 

between God and man, which ha~l!bfgiveness of sins as its funda-

mental blessine" (2). 

A strong protest is registered on the part of sorne to 

associating forgiveness with the death of Christ. They say that 

God forgives freely and there is no need to make forgiveness 

depend on Christ 1s propitiator,y death. But this is a very weak 

argument. No one disputes the fact that God forgives freely, 

but if that is the whole explanation of forgiveness, it is most 

difficult to give any reasonable explanation of Christ 1s presence 

in the world at all. Denney points this out in ver,y definite 

and clear terms. 11 To say that it is inconsistent with God 1s 

free love to make the forgiveness of sins dependent on the 

death of Jesus is the same as to say with reference to the Christ-

ian revelation as a whole, that it is inconsistant with God's 

free love that entrance into His kngdom and participation in 

its blessings should be possible only through the presence of 

Jesus in the world, His work in it, and the attitude which 

(1) ne, p. 37. 

(2) DC, p. 38. 
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men assume towards Him ••••••• If we give any place at all to 

the idea of mediation, there is no reason why we should reject 

the iàea of propitiation" (l). 

It is very easy to say that God 1s love is a tremenàous 

thing, that it is so great that it can freely forgive the worst 

of sinners. Our point here is not to dispute the greatness of 

God 1s love nor the freeness of His forgiveness but the import-

ant question here is: 11 Can we possibly know the true greatness 

of God 1s love apart from the Atonement?" The fact is that we 

cannet. The greatness of God 1 s love can only be grasped as we 

realize the tremenàous cost of forgiveness to God. Forgiveness 

is not something God bands out freely as they hand out free 

samples at a fair. The comparison is too ridiculous even to 

consider. Forgiveness may be free to us but God only grants it 

at tremendous cost to Himself, and that cost is the life of His 

only begotten Son. The cost to Christ is that of His own life, 

offered in atonement for our sins. 11 The love of God by which we 

are redeemed from sin is a love which we do not know except as 

it co~es in this way and at this cost. Consequently whatever 

we owe as sinners to the love of God, we owe to the death of 

Jesus" (2 ). 

ii~ The Atonement in Early Christian Preaching 

From our Lord 1s own teaching about His death, Denney turns 

now to the various interpretations of His death given in the New 

Testament. We begin this study with the Atonement as it is 

(l) ne, p. 39. 

(2) ne, p. 40. 
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interpreted in early Christian preaching and then we shall 

go on to consider in chapter 6, what I'aul and John taught. 

When our Lord said farewell ta Eis disciples just before 

He ascended ta Heaven, He gave to them His last commission. 

We have this commission in four forms. "All authority hath 

been given unto me in heaven and on earth. Go ye therefore 

and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them into 

the name of the Father and of the Holy Ghost: teachinb them 

to observe all things whatsoever I commanded you: and lo, I 

am with you alway, even unto the end of the world" (1). In 

Mark we have: "Go ye into all the world and preach the gospel 

ta the whole creation. He that believeth and is baptized shall 

be saved; but he that disbelieveth shall be condemned" (2). 

In Luke we have the words: "that repentance and remission 

of sins should be preached in his name" (3). And the corres-

ponding words in Jolm are: "whose soever sins ye forgive they 

are forgiven" (4). In all its forms this last commission deals 

with baptism or forgiveness of sins, and in the New Testament 

baptism is always linked with forgiveness, and forgiveness is 

always linked with the death of Christ. And so we see the 

Risen Saviour unmistakably puts the forgiveness of sins at 

the heart of the Gospel which the disciples are to preach. By 

doing this He puts at its very heart His sin-annulling death (5). 

Slowly but inevitably the argument is becoming firmly established, 

(1) 

(3) 

(5) 

Matt. 28:18ff. 

Lu. 24:47 RV. 

DC, p. 46. 

RV. (2) Mark 16:15f. RV. 

(4) John 20:23 
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that at the very heart of the New Testament is the atoning 

death of Christ. It was central in our Lord 1s own teaching; it 

was central in the commission He gave to His disciples. And now 

we shall trace out the argument which shows it was central in 

the preaching of the early Church. 

From a survey of the contents of early Christian preaching 

as illustrated in the Acts of the Apostles, we find that the 

heart of this preaching was the death and resurrection of Christ (1). 

Why was it that the early disciples did this? It has been said 

by sorne that it was to get over the scandal of a crucified 

Messiah, but this point of view has no support either in the 

New Testament or Christian experience. To explain the death 

of Christ merely as the answer to a conundrum fails to do justice 

to the fact that the death of Christ became the centre of gravity 

in the Christian world (2). After all, a world shaking force 

like early Christianity cannet be explained by saying it has 

as its foundation the answer to a riddle. 

The only answer to the fact that the early àisciples put 

the death of Christ at the heart of their message is this, 

that in so doing they believed themselves to be doing what 

Christ commanded them to do. A close examination of this early 

Christian preaching reveals the following facts. The early 

disciples saw the death of Christ in the light of a Divine 

(l) Acts 2:2Jff; 2:32ff.; 5:30ff. 

(2) DC, p. 49. 
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necessity. It was no chance happening. It was something 

p1anned by God. Peter tells us that Christ 11was delivered 

by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God" (1). 

In another passage Peter and John speak of the Jews being 

gathered together 11 to cio whatsoever the hand and thy counsel 

foreordained to come to pass" (2). 

Then in another passage in Acts, as in our Lord's own 

teaching, the Suffering Messiah is identified with Isaiah 1s 

•Servant of the Lord 1 • "The God of our fathers ha th glori-

fied his Servant Jesus" (3). In the story of the man of 

Ethiopia, Christ is identified with the 11 Suffering Servant of 

Isaiah11 • And finally as in our Lord 1s own teaching, the great 

blessing offered to men in the early Church is the forgiveness 

of sins. At the heart of the Gospel as our Lord commanded His 

disciples to proclaim it and as they did proclaim it, is this 

offer of forgiveness of sins. "Repent ye, and be baptized in 

the name of Jesus Christ unto the remission of your sins 11 (4). 

An appeal to early Christian preaching in Acts confirms 

once more Denney 1s thesis that in the New Testament, the for-

giveness of sins is central and is always linked with the death 

of Jesus. 

Denney turns next to a consideration of what Peter teaches 

about the death of Christ in his first Epistle. And here for 

the first time we meet a theory of the Atonement. When we use 

the word theory let us not think of it as something remote 

from the real facts but as an interpretation of the facts, 

(1) Acts 2:23 (2) Acts 4:28. 

(3) Acts 3:13 RV. (4) Acts 2:38 RV and cf. 3:19. 
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something which brings out the true meaning of the facts (1). 

Peter draws our attention to the moral qualities of 

Christ•s sufferings: 11ye are partakers of Christ's sufferings". 

(2) But he goes further than this. There is another side to 

his epistle. In chapter l:lf. he writes: "Feter, an apostle 

of Jesus Christ, ••••••• unto obedience and sprinkling of the 

blood of Jesus Christ". God 1 s gooàwill has in view obedience 

and sprinkling of the blood of Jesus. The reference here is to 

Exodus 24 where after a vow of obedience, the people were 

sprinkled with Covenant blood. We have already seen how, when 

Christ spoke of Covenant blood in the Upper Room He was re-

ferring to sacrificial blood which is atoning blood. Obedience, 

then, in the eyes of Peter follows atonernent. Christ is only 

our pattern as He is first our Saviour or the One who makes 

atonement for us. 

As we have pointed out, Peter speaks of the sufferings of 

Christ as an example for us to follow but he knows the facts too 

well ever to suggest we can seriously follow Christ until we 

have first of all appropriated His atoning death. In the words 

"who his own self bare our sins in his body upon the tree" (3) 

we first rneet the phrase which is Denney's favourite phrase to 

interpret the death of Christ. The key to all Denney 1s thinking 

about the death of Christ is found here. Again and again he 

goes back to the words "He bore our sins". And so we turn to 

the words of I Peter "who his own s elf bare our sins". The 

(l) "II Corinthians11 , p. 226. 

(3) I Peter, 2 :24 RV. 

(2) I Peter, 4:13. 
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question is: how are we to interpret these words. Denney 

believes the meaning of the words is quite clear. "The 

words of the Apostle must be interpreted as the common sense 

of Christians always has interpreted them: that Christ bore 

our sins in His body as He ascended the Cross or ascended to 

it11 (1). He refers to the words in Numbers 14:34 "shall ye 

be ar J'our iniqui ties" and he says the meaning of these words 

is quite clear. They clearly mean 11bear the consequences of11 

(2). At the Cross, Peter tells us, Christ took upon Him the 

responsibilities of our sins (3). 

In Denney' s mind the words "He bore our sins" means 

substitution. He is aware of the dangers involved in the use 

of this ward; he knows it can be misunderstood but yet he uses 

it. Denney believes in a substitutionary Atonement, although 

T.H. Hughes (4) calls Denney 1s theory a penal theory, and this 

is the word he uses to describe the Atonement. Denney is care-

ful never to say: 11 Christ was punished for our sins11 which is 

obviously an unscriptural statement. Perhaps we are on thin 

ice but in the present writer's mind there is a world of diff-

erence between saying, 11 Christ was punished. for our sins11 and, 

11 Christ died for our sins". ':Ve shall deal more fully with this 

i dea in chapter 8 when we deal with Anselm 1 s interpretation of 

t he Atonement. Denney 1s insists on the use of the word substit-

utionary and in a closing statement on the 11Death of Christ in 

(1) DC, p. 58. (2) DG, p. 59 

(3) DC, p. &J. 

(4) Hughes, Thomas 
pp. 66ff. 

H, "The Atonement - Modern Theories of the Doctrine" 
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Early Christian Preaching11 he writes: "If Christ died the 

dea th in which sin had involved us, if in His dea th He took the 

responsibility of our sins upon Himself, no word is equal to 

this which falls short of what is meant by calling Him our sub-

stitute" (l). Denney 1s interpretati on of the death of Christ 

as substitutionary is not the crude almost abstract matter it 

becomes in sorne minds, for he tells us that to say substitution 

11is to say something which involves an immeasurable obligation 

to Christ, and has theref ore in it an incalculable motive 

power" (2). 

It is essential to see this clearly; substitution is no 

abstract theory; it is not a problem in mathematics but it is 

something closely connected with life. It means primarily that 

we owe to Christ a tremendous debt, a debt we can never repay. 

Here is the supr eme motive power for Christian living. With this 

thought in our minds, we turn to the writings of one -vrho perhaps 

more than any other was conscious of the infinite debt he owed 

to t he Saviour who had made atonement f or his sins. 

(l ) DC, p . 62. 

(2) DC, p. 60. 



Chapter 6 

The Atonement in the New Testament - Part II 

i. The Atonement in the Writings of Paul 

Denney tells us attempts have been made to discredit the 

teaching of Paul on the Atonement on sev~ral different grounds (1). 

According to Denney some explain Paul 1s doctrine of the Atonement 

as a purely individual interpretation. In other words, it is just 

Faul 's mm ideas about the Atonement, rather than a true inter-

pretation of it. Denney tells us that ethers maintain that his 

doctrine of the Atone~ent is speculative theology and not apost-

olic testimony. They claim that Paul took the simple Gospel of 

the apostolic Church and turned it into an elaborate and specu-

lative theological system. Then others s_ay that it is only a 

stage in the development of Paul 1s thought. After outlining 

these different approaches to Paul•s teaching about the death 

of Christ, Denney declares that 11 abstract discussion of such 

statements apart from their application to given cases never 

leads to any conclusive results" (2). 

To Denney these are merely abstract questions and they 

are not raised in relation to any concrete situation. Denney 

was never interested in questions which had no relation to 

reality. He was primarily interested in what was and not in 

what might have been. 

(l) DC, p. 65. 

(2) DC, p. 65. 

-71-
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The first question, that is that Paul 1 s doctrine of the 

Atonement is a purely individual interpretation, is answered 

by the fact that Paul wrote I Corinthians in A.D. 55 in the 

midst of the Christian comrnunity of that day. It is difficult 

to believe, in the light of these facts, that he proclaimed a 

message contrary to the accepted Gospel of the Christian co~ 

munity. In regard to the second question which says that Paul's 

message is speculative theology and not apostolic testimony, 

we must remember that Paul after speaking of Christ as one who 

gave Himself for our sins (1) goes on to stress the fact that 

there is only one Gospel. "Thoùgh we, or an angel from heaven, 

should preach unto you any gospel other than that which we 

preached unto y ou, let him be anathema" (2). The facts are 

that the doctrine of the death of Christ was not Paul 1s theo-

logy but his gospel (3). 

The answer to the question, that his doctrine of the 

Atonement is merely a stage in the development of Paul 1s think-

ing, is that one message on Christ1 s death permeates all his 

epistles (4). It is true that in sorne epistles the Atonement 

is more central than in others but this is because Paul wrote 

with the specifie needs of the community in his mind but in 

all his epistles, except perhaps Philemon, there is sorne refer-

ence to the Atonement. The fact that it is central in his epistle to 

(1 ) Gal. 1 :4. 

(3) DC, p. 66. 

(2) Gal. 1:8 RV. 

(4) DC, p. 70. 
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the Romans, his most systematic epistle, is most significant. 

ïvben Paul wrote a systematic outline of the Christian religion 

he put the death of Christ at the centre of it. 

Paul's sense of debt to Christ is central in all his 

epistles. If we wanted a verse which is the key to all Paul's 

thinking, we should probably choose the words: "the love of 

Christ constraineth us" (1). Why has the love of Christ gripped 

PaulY It has gripped him because Christ out of love for him 

made atonement for his sins. 

words: 

"We obtained mercy", says· Paul, and Denney says of these 
\,was 

"Therè i.1 nothing so deep down in Paul 1s soul, nothing 

so constantly present to his thoughts as this great experience" 

(2). In another passage which is central for any considerati~n 

of his doctrine of the Atonement, Paul speaks of "the Son of God 

who loved me and gave Himself fo_r me" (3). In this passage 

Denney sees the key to the whole of ' the Christian life, which 

is a response to the love exhibited in the death of the Son of 

God for men (u). Paul knew by experience that all he was, or 

could ever become as a Christian, was because of the Cross (5) 

and because of this he wrote: "Far be it from me to glory, save 

in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ" (6). 

The Atonement was a very real fact to Paul and because he 

was a man with a very keen intellect he longed to understand more 

fully the meaning of this tremendous fact. 

(1) II Cor. 5 :lu. (2) 11 II Corinthians" P· lu5. 

(3) Gal. 2:20. (4) De, p. 89. 

(5) DG, p . 89. (6) Gal. 6:14 RV. 
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The Gospel of the atoning death of Christ, as Paul 

preached it, 11 is an independent, eternal, divine truth, the 

profoundest truth of Revelation, which for that reason contains 

in it the answer to all religious questions, whether of ancient 

or of modern times" (l). Paul believed the tru th of the Atone-

ment was a truth the mind could understand. It is true that 

the human mind can never grasp the full meaning of the Atone-

ment but that does not mean we cannot grasp its essential 

meaning and enter ever more deeply into that meaning. If we 

could not grasp its meaning, the death of Christ would be just 

another irrelevant fact in our lives. But it was in no way an 

irrelevant fact in the rninà of Paul. 

The writings of Paul are a unity in regard to their inter-

pretation of the death of Christ (2). They are not a theoretical 

discussion of an abstract problem. Paul was interested in real-

ities and not in abstract speculation. Paul's theory of the 

Atonernent (we use theory as a s,rnonym for the word meaning (3) ), 

discusses the question of how Goà dealt with human sin in order 

that man rnight be restored to fellowship with Himself. We first 

of all think of Christ's death in relation to the love of God. 

a. Christ 1s death in relation to the love of God 

In any interpretation of Paul 1s doctrine of the Atonement 

(or any interpretation of the Atonement for that matter) the 

(l) DC, p. 70. 

(2) DC, p. 70. 

(3) DC, p. 71. 
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love of God must always be central. Any interpretation of 

the Atonement which fails to make the love of God central is 

not a truly Christian interpretation. John declares: "God 

so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that 

whosoever believeth om him should not perish, but have eternal 

life11 (1). And in words with a similar meaning Paul declares: 

"God corrunendeth his own love toward us, in that, while we were 

yet sinners, Christ died for us" (2). The Atonement is the 

supreme demonstration of God 1 s love. And we must always keep 

this in mind when we approach the doctrine of the Atonement. 

Denney is very emphatic about this and writes: "The Inter-

pretation of Christ 1s death through the love of God is funda-

mental in Paul. In whatever other relations he may define it, 

we must assume unless t he contrary can be proved, that they 

are consistent wi th this" (3). 

Forgiveness is t he free gift of God 1s love tous. But 

forgiveness for God is a costly thing. It cost God t he death 

of His only Son. It is difficult t o àiscuss Christ 1 s death in 

r elation to t he love of God without anticipating what we have 

to say in the next section under the heading "The Atonemmt in 

t he Writings of John". The fact is, as Denney points out, we 

cannot know the real meaning of the love of God except i n the 

light of the Atonement. 11 Redemption, i t may be said, springs 

from love, yet love is a word of which we do not know the mean-

ing until it i s interpr et ed for us by redemption" (4). 

(1) John 3:16 RV. 

(3) DC, p . 74. 

(2) Roms. 5:8 RV. 

(4) De, p . 135. 
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This is of great importance and Denney goes to great 

pains to stress this truth. The Atonement has its roots in 

the love of God. Urùess God 'l'rere a loving God, there would be 

no Atonement. Because God loved the world, He sent His Son to 

be the Saviour of the world. Because God loved us He sent His 

Son to be the propitiation for our sins. But true love is not 

manifested by the giving of a gift we do not need. The death 

of Christ as a bare fact is not a demonstration of love. It is 

only a demonstration of love because of the fact it is a cer-

tain kind of death. It is a death for sin. It is a death which 

makes atonement for sin. It is a death in which Christ bears 

our sins. 

Denney points out that there is sornething irrational in 

saying the death of Christ is a proof of love unless there is 

11a rational connection between that death and the responsibil-

ities which sin involves, and from which that death delivers11 

(1). He uses the illustration {2) of a man sitting on a pier 

on a summer day. And another man jumps into water and gets 

drowned to prove His love for the man on the pier. The whole 

idea is absurd. There was no need for the man to jump into 

the water and get drowned to show his love. The situation is 

different where a child falls into the water and the mother 

leses her life in an attempt to save the child. In the first 

case the man sitting on the pier was not in danger. In the 

second case the child was in danger. The mother died to save 

(l) DC, p. 103. 

(2) DC, p. 103. 
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the child. In a much more profounà way Christ died to save 

us. He died to save us from our sins. It was sin that made 

Christ•s death necessar.y. Because of sin, man is in extreme 

peril. Christ died to save Him. This leads us on to an exam-

ination of the relation of Christ 1s death to sin. 

b, Christ 1s death in relation to sin 

We saw in chapter 3 that so far as Denney is concerned sin 

is regarded seriously by God. Sin makes a differenl5Jtto t..<kG-où • 

Paul felt that sin had made a difference to God (1). This is 

what makes the Atonement necessary. God cannot overlook sin. 

It mst be àealt with. "The question of religion, for Paul, is: 

How shall aman, a sinful man, be righteous with God?" (2). 

This is a most important truth in view of the fact that 

God cannot deal lightly with sin and still be God. There is 

such a thing as the wrath of Gad. It is the divine reaction 

against sin. God demanàs that sin be punished and punished 

severely. Attempts have been made to explain <:..way the wrath 

of God. The wrath of God is not a re~ity, we are tolà; it is 

only a figure of speech. It is unreal, we are told, because it 

is inconsistant with the Christian conception of God as a loving 

Father. But to speak of the Christian conception of God as a 

loving Father in this sense seems to imply that the words 11lov-

ing Father" give to us an exhaustive description of the nature 

of God. This is obviously not the case. The love of Goà is 

the greatest reality in the New Testament, as Denney stressed 

(l) DC, p. 99. 

(2) DC, p. 96. 
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and continued to stress but this did not mean there was no 

such thing as the wrath of God. Paul speaks of the wrath of 

God. "The wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 

ungodliness and unrighteousness of rœn11 (1). For Paul, the 

wrath of God is something very real. Denney maintains that 

11 Nothing that treats it (the wrath of Goà) as unreal can have 

any relevance as gospel to the situation of sinnersft (2). We 

must treat the wrath of God as a reality otherwise there is no 

need for the Atonement. If man is not separated from God and 

under His wrath, there is no necessity for the Atonement. All 

men are sinners lying under God's condemnation, therefore there 

is need for atonement (3). 

The wrath of God in Scripture is mainly if not exclusively 

eschatological. Jesus is our Deliverer from the wrath to come (4). 

There is a Divine reaction against sin in this present world 

but there is a coming wrath which awaits the final impenitent 

in the world to come. Denney speaks of "the second death, the 

death involved in the wrath of God, the death which has no life 

on its horizon" (5). Denney does not discuss the nature of this 

second death, except to say 11it has no life on its horizon11 • 

Perhaps we have a key to its meaning in II Thessalonians 1:9 

where we read of those "who shall suffer punishment, even 

eternal destruction from the face of the Lord and from the 

glory of his might11 (RV). Denney helps us to understand 

(1) Rems. 1:18 RV. 

(3) ST, p. 117. 

(5) DR, p. 229. 

(2) DR, p. 147. 

(4) DR, p. 227. 
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this a little more clearly when in his latest book he says: 

From what did He save us? From dying in our sins. But for 

His death, "we should have passed into the blaclmess of dark-

ness with the condamnation of God abiding on us" (1). 

Closely linked wi th the concept of "the wrath of God" is 

the concept of "the righteousness of God", in its one sense of 

God•s consistency with Himself. This, of course, opens up a 

discussion as to what Paul means by "the righteousness of God". 

We are, of course, only interested in Denney 1 s interpretation 

of Paul at this point. 

There are those who explain "the righteousness of God11· 

in the sense it is used in the Psalms and the later chapters 

of Isaiah. Here it is equivalent to "salvation". We read in 

the Psalms: "The Lord hath made known his salvation: his right-

eousness ha th he openly showed in the sight of the nations" (2). 

We have passages in the Gospels where God shows Himself right-

eous by acting in accordance with His Covenant obligations, re-

ceiving his people graciously and lQving them freely. But the 

situation is different in the Epistle to the Romans. Here it is 

not God 1 s people that are wronged but God Himself (J). This 

interpretation does nothing to explain the sense of "the right-

eousness of God" as it is used in the early chapters of the 

Epistle to the Romans. There it is closely linked with the 

word "propitiation" and Denney goes so far as to say that "for 

(1) DR, p. 283. 

(2) Ps. 98:2 RV. 

(3) DC, p. lOO. 
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Paul there is no such thing as a :g:'i~~s o1· t'·oi! except 
·~v~'\ lÎ€.0~ 

through the propitiation" (l). 

Another explanation of the words "the righteousness of 

God11 is that righteousness means acting according to one's proper 

norm, doing what one ought to do (2). This means that in spite 

of sin, God takes steps to restore fellowship between himself 

and man. This interpretation fails to deal seriously with the 

fact of sin and thus is not a satisfying explanation. 

In the Expositor 1s Greek Testament, Denney points out that 

there are three possible interpretations of the phrase (3). The 

phrase can mean "a righteousness valid .·before God" but Denney 

doubts whether "the righteousness of God11 is a natural express-

ion for it. Then there is the interpretation which says it is 

"a righteousness of which God is the author or source11 , and finally 

it is interpreted as "the judicial action of God in which He 

justifies His people and accomplishes their salvation". 

Denney sums up these interpretations and writes: "In sub-

stance all these three views are Biblical, Pauline, and true to 

experience, whichever is ta be vindicated on philological grounds. 

But the same cannot be said of another, according to which right-

eousness is here an attri bute, or even the character of Gad •••• 

God's righteousness in this sense is the sinner's condamnation 

and no one wil l succeed in making him find in it the ground of 

(1) DC, p. 101. 

(2 ) DC, p . 101. 

(3) 11 Romans11 , p. 590. 
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his hope" (1). 

:Paul speaks of "the righteousness of God through faith in 

Jesus Christ unto all them that believe11 (2). This gift is 

something which rnakes a man acceptable in God 1s sight. It is 

an act by which a righteous or holy God pronounces a man who 

is a sinner righteous in His sight. How can God who is right-

eous pronounce a sinner righteous and be true to HimselfY 

Here lies the crux of Paul's doctrine of the Atonement. 

"It is not too mu ch to say that for Paul there is no such thing 

as a righteousness of God except tr.rough the propitiation" (3}. 

Righteousness in this sense of God's gift to sinful men of a 

right standing in his s~ght is what man needs most- of all. 

God 1s righteousness has a double sense: 11 it is a righteousness 

which cornes from God and is the hope of the sinful and God 1s 

own righteousness, or His character in its self-consistenqy and 

inviolability. In virtue of the first, Gad is .. •&>i'i~fl(lh" t 
.. 

the Justifier; in virtue of the second, He is ~~', just • 

• • • • • • • • • Something is doné which enables God to justif:>- the ungod-

ly who believe in Jesus, and at the same tirne to appear signally 

anà conspicuously a righteous God11 (4). 

w·e now want to enquire into the meaning of this act whereby 

Gad who is righteous is able to forgive the unrighteous and to 

restore them to fellowsbip with Himself. This does not come 

about merely by overlooking sin. This is the assumption and 

(1) "Romans", p. 591. 

(3) DC, p. 101. 

(2) Roms. 3:22 RV. 

(4) DC, p. 98 .. 
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and argument of this whole thesis. God cannot overlook sin; 

He has to deal with sin. 

The way God deals with sin i,s SUJrJned up in the word "propit-

iation". This is the ve~J heart of Paul' s Gospel; it is the very 

heart of the Christian Gospel. Apart from propitiation, there is 

no forgiveness. Denney was a stout defender of this truth, which 

he believed to be the very heart of the Gospel. Denney, speaking 

of the two aspects of the righteousness of God, we have considered 

above, says: ''it ·is the very function of Jesus Christ set forth .. 
by God a~!Yropitiatio~ in His blood to exhibit these two senses" (1). 

What then is the basic meaning of this important word, "pro-

pitiation11? The first thing we need to grasp about this word is 
ltt, , .. 

that they key to its meaning is not to be found simply by refer-

ence to the LXX or to words current in the writings of the day, 

but only from the connection of Paul's thoughts in rtomans 3 (2). 

The word "propitiation11 is explained by several synonymous 

terms which Paul uses to interpret the Atonement. Basically, the 

word "propitiation", the words 11HimW1o knew no sin he made to be 

sin" (3), and "having become a curse for us" (4), and the words 

"Christ died for our sinan (5) refer to the same act, the act 

by which sin is forgiven and man is restored to fellowship with 

God. Denney tells us that the words "having become a curse for 

us" mean exactly the same as to say "He died for us" (6). In 

(1) DC, P• 97 

(3) II Cor. 5:21 RV. 

(5) I Cor. 15:3. 

(2) DR, PP• 155ft·. 

(4) Gal. 3~13 RV. 

(6) Dt;. ~· 92. 

; 
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another passage (1) he says the same thing of the words '~ade 

to be sin". In The Expositor' s Greek Testament, he says: 11To 

say that God set forth Christ as a propitiation in His blood is 
thi~g 

the sam~ks ~o say that God made Him to be sin for us. God 1 s 

righteousness, therefore, is demonstrated at the Cross, because 

there, in Christ's death, it is made once for all apparent that 

He does not palter with sin; the doom of sin falls by His appoint-

ment on the Redeemer" (2). 

The ward ''propitiation" does not imply that we have to pro-

pitiate an angry God. The very fact upon which the Gospel pro-

ceeds is that we cannot do any such thing. "But it is not true 

that no propitiation is needed. As truly as guilt is a real 

thing, as truly as God 1 s condamnation of sin is a real thing, a 

propitiation is needed" (3). 

Nor does the word "propitiation" imply that Christ by His 

dea th wrings from God a forgi veness he is reluctant to bestow (4). 

God never ceased to love man but He cannot act as if man had 

never sinned. This would be to act contrary to His essential 

nature. Sin must be dea1t with; this is what propitiation means. 

But we can go further than this. 

Denney cannat agree with Sanday and Headlam when they say: 

11it is a word we must leave to Him (the Holy Spirit) to interpret. 

~ie drop the plUillllet into the depths, but the 1ine attached to i t 

(1) DC, p. 87. 

(3) "II Corinthians", p. 221. 

(2) "Romans", p. 613. 

(4) "DR, p. 235-
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is too short and it does not touch the bottom" (1). In a 

sense this is profourrlly true. No man will ever be able to grasp 

the full meaning of the Atonement in ail itstremendous depth. 

Dut that does not mean we should not come to a progressively 

deeper understanding of the A tonement in relation to sin. It 

definitely does not mean that the word propitiation is incapable 

of being understood. No one can accuse Paul of putting meaning-

less words at the very heart of the Gospel. The whole idea is 

ridiculous. We admit that it is not an easy word to understand 

fully, but that does not mean we cannot understand it at all. 

Why should the very word which lies at the heart of the tremen-

dous fact of our redemption be easy to understand fully? We use 

the word 11fully" advisedly. No one can fully understarrl the word, 

but it is not reasonable to believe it was unintelligible to the 

Chris tians in Rome to whom Paul wrote. 

What then does the word "propitiation" mean? Denney be-

lieves the key to the understanding of the word is to be sought 

"not in any peculiarities of Jewish or of pagan history, but 

in the human conscience which is common to both" (2). What it 

means is that God is a sin-forgiving God. "In Christ as 
( 

"'~~r~ustice is done not only to the grace of God but 

to His wrath - to that solemn reacti on of God against all ungod-

liness and unrighteousness of men from Which the apostle sets 

out in the exposition of his gospel" (3). Here is the crux of 

(1) "Romans", p. 94, quoted by Denney in DR, p. 153. 

(2) DR, PP• 155fj. 

(3) DR, P• 157. 
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Paul' s doctrine of the A tonement. In sorne way tha t we can 

never fully fathom, justice is done both to God's love and 

His wrath. Many cannot agree with him but Denney taught that 

Christ was our substitute and sin-bearer. He dealt with sin 

by bearing its penalty for us. This is the meaning of the 

words "lthom God set forth to be a propitiation". Denney writes 

however: "it is simpler, and there is no valid objection, to 

making it (hilasterion) masculine, in agreement with ~~: 'whan 

God set forth in propitiatory power" (1).. Christ' s death has 

a propitiatory power. It deals with sin in a way that is sat-

isfactory to God. 

Denney points out that the message of the Gospel as pre-

sented by Paul can be sunnned up. in the words: "He bore our sins tt, 
this 

and then he adds: "rnysterious and awf'ul as' tl::' thought is, it 

is the key to the whole of the New Testament" (2). In Denney's 

mind this means substitution or nothing and he makes no hesit-

ation whatever in stating this. "I do not know any word which 

conveys the truth of this if 'vicario~ or 'substitutionary' 

does not. Nor do I know any interpretation of Christ's death 

which enables us to regard it as a demonstration of love to 

sinners, if this vicarious or· substitutionary character be 

denied". In these words, Denney makes his mind quite clear to 

us. But Denney warns us very definitely that though he believed 

(1) "Romans", p. 6n. 

(2) DC, p. 88. 
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in the substitutionary death of Christ, he does not interpret 

this substitutionary death in a mechanical or quantitative way. 

Luther did this but Denney cannot agree with Luther at this point, 

as we shall see more fully in chapter 8, for he writes: "Quan-

titative categories are meaningless in the moral world. To say 

that the sin of the world in all its tragic reality was borne 

by Christ on His Cross, so that He is a propitiation for that 

sin is one thirtg; to say that the penalties due to all men's 

offences were sunnned up ani inflicted on Him is another and 

entirely different thing" (1). 

We have dealt briefly with the terrible fact of sin in 

relation to the Atonement. It is a dark, dark picture, and the 

· darkness of the picture in the sense of the tremerrlous cost to 

God can only be understood in the light of the word npropitiat-

ion11, but now we emerge into the light of day once more and the 

one great reality before us is the love of God. When the sinner 

stands before the Cross, 11what he sees there is the astounding 

· truth that the last reality in the world is not, as he might have 

feared, sin, condamnation, estrangement, death, but a love which 

bears sin taking i t in all its dreadful reality upon itself" (2). 

Propitiation is the heart of the Gospel. It is the 

heart of any Scriptural doctrine of the Atonement. This is be-

.cause we do not know the love of God in all its magnitude till 

(1) DR, pp. 159f-e'• 

(2) DR, p. 16). 
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we see it in the light of the word "propitiation". But a love 

so tremendous never leaves us as we are. We cannat grasp the 

real meaning of that love and ever be the same again. That 

love grips us and changes us. This is what Paul means when he 

says: "the love of Christ constraineth usn. The whole of the 

Christian life is sumrned up in these words. i•The propitiatory 

death of Christ, as an all-transcending demonstration of love; 

evokes in sinful souls a response which is the ~1ole of Christ-

ianity" (1). 

This leads to a brief consideration of the relation of 

Christ's death to the Christian life. 

c. Christ1 s death in relation to the Christian life 

What is the relation of Christ1 s death to the Christian 

li fe in the mind of Paul·2 According to Denney, "the whole of 

the Christian life is a response to the love exhibited in the 

dea th of the Son of God for men" (2) • This point of view is 

confirmed by numerous passages in the writings of Paul. There 

are two such passages which are especially significant in this 

regard. They are: "I have been crucified with Christ; yet I 

live; and yet no longer I, but Christ liveth in me: and that 

life which I now live in the flesh I live in faith, the faith 

which is in the Son of Gad, who loved me arrl gave himself up 

for me" (3) and "the love of Christ constraineth us" (4). 

The first essential for the living of a good life is a 

good. conscience, and 11until sin is expiated the sinner ha.s a 

(1) DC, p. 104. 

(3) Gal . 2:20 RV. 

(2) oc' p. 89. 

(4) II Cor. 5:14~ 
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bad aonsaienae, and as long as a man has a bad aonsaienüe 
he aannot 
begin to be a good man" (1). Before a man can begin to live a 

life pleasing in God 1s sight, he mus~ first of all be in a 

right relationship with God. And a man can only become right 

with God thro~gh faith in the atoning death of Christ. 

When a man grasps the greatness of the love of God in the 

atoning death of Christ, he is drawn to Christ and Christ's 

love becomes the great motive power of his life. In view of what 

Christ has done for him, he goes out to live for Christ. Grati-

tude for Christ's love becomes the great driving force of his 

life. When a man sees the greatness of God's love as manifested 

in the atoning death of Christ, there is only one thing he can 

do and that is "to trust himself to such love instantly, unre-
;o,nd 

servedly,/ for ever" (2). 

ii. The Atonement in the Writings of John 

In our study of the Person of Christ, we saw that Denney 

assumes that the Fourth Gospel, the Apocalypse, and the Epistles 

of John were all written by the Apostle John. If we cannot go 

this far, at least we have to admit that all three come from the 

same locality and period, the same circle of ideas and sympath-

ies (3). It is on this basis Denney proceeds to a study of the 

Atonement in the writings of St. John. 

Vfhen we pass from the writings of St. Paul to those of St. 

John we pass into a very different religious atmosphere. Paul 

is the practical thinker; John is the mwstic. But we do not mean 

DC, p. 109. (2) DR, P• 163. (1) 

(3) "The Death of Christ", p. 241, edition of 1909, published 

by Hodder and Stoughton in London. 
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by this that the spiritual point of view of Paul and John is 

fundamentally different. Rather than this, quite the contrary 

is true. John does not differ from Paul in his fundamental 

ideas, much as he may àiffer on the surface. 

We shall first consider the Gospel of John because it 

represents the heart of John's teaching. 

It used to be common to contrast Paul and John and to 

argue that Pciul was concerned with the death of Christ and John 

with His life (1). But this contrast is only relative. It is 

certainly not absolute. It is true, that in Paul, redemption is 

in the forefront and that through His redeeming work, Christ re-

veals the Father. In John, revelation is in the forefront, and 

it is through a revelation of what God is that Christ exercises 

his power to redeem (2). 

As we consider this argument, we must emphasize the fact 

that though Paul emphasizes redemption and John revelation it 

is not correct to say that Paul only speaks of redemption and 

John only of revelation. Bath concepts have an important place 

in both writers. It is not in accord with the purpose of this 

thesis to prove that revelation has an important place in the 

writings of Paul though this could easily be done. It is in 

accord with the purpose of this thesis to prove that the Atone-

ment has an important place in the writings of John. And as we 

study the place the Atonement has in the writings of John, we 

(1) DR, p. 174. 

(2) DR, p. 174. 
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shall see that he is at one with Faul in the fundamental 

points. 

It has been said that the important thing in the Christ-

ian religion is not redemption but revelation. This is an erron-

eous roint of view which finds no support in Scripture. It is 

an absolute contrast where we have no right ta make an absolute 

contrast. Denney goes to great pains to counteract this point 

of view as we shall see in a later chapter (1). We have alreaqy 

noticed that according to Denney, the New Testament knows no-

thing and says nothing of an Incarnation apart from atonement (2). 

a. The centrality of the Passion Story 

Throughout the Gospel of John, there are constant refer-

ences to Christ 1s atoning death. In the first chapter, there is 

the significant statement of John the Baptist: 11Behold, the 

Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world11 (3). Sorne 

have denied that this is a reference to the atoning death of 

Christ. But when sin is spoken of in the Bible as taken away 

. by a Lamb it means it is taken away sacrificially. At least this 

is Denneyls point of view and in referring to the words in this 

verse, he says: 11 that these words refer to the deattJ of Jesus 

does not seem to me open to question 11 (4). 

Our next ref erences are in chapter 3. In 3:5 we read: 

"except a man be born of water and the Spirit, he cannat enter 

into the kingdom of God". This is clearly a reference to Baptism 

and Baptism is closely linked with forgiveness . But as we have 

(1) 

(3) 

Chapter 8. 

John, 1:29. 

(2) 

(4) 

DR, PP• 183fL • 
DC, p. 140 ... 
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already seen, the New Testament knows nothing of forgiveness 

apart from the atoning death of Christ. Thus there is in this 

passage a clear reference to the death of Christ. 

In verse 14 of the same chapter, there is a reference to 

the Son of man who must be lifted up. A comparison with the 

words "when ye have lifted up the Son of man" in 8:28 and those 

in 12:32 11 and I if I be lifted up 11 makes it clear that 3:14 is 

a reference to the atoning cieath of Christ. 

That 6:51-53 is a reference to the sacrament of the Lord•s 

Supper is quite clear (1). This means that here also we have a 

clear reference to the atoning death of Christ. 

A consideration of later chapters reveals such words as: 

11 the good shepherd layeth down His life for thé sheep11 (2), "he 
Jesus 

prophesied that ïl' should die 11 (3), 11except a grain of wheat fall 

in to the ground and die 11 ( 4), and 11 grea ter love ha th no man than 

this that a man lay aown his life for his friends 11 (5). These 

passages show us the central place the atoning death of Christ 

had in the mind of John. 

The detailed account of the story of the Passion and its 

centrality in the Gospel are indisputable proofs of the facts 

that for J.ohn as for Paul, the atoning death of Christ is of 

supreme importance. 

iVhen we turn to t he Apocalypse, there is no doubt as to 

what Job~ considers central in Christianity. The central figure 

( 1 ) DC, p. 142. 

(3) John 11:51. 

(5) John 15:13. 

(2) Jolm 10:11 RV 

(4) John 12 :2.\f. 
' 
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of the whole book is the Lamb of God. It is true it is the 

risen and glorified Lamb of God. But still it is the Lamb of 

God. Among the very earliest verses of the book are the words: 

"Unto Him that loveth us, and loosed us from our sins by his 

blood" (1). Here again, in words that are unmistakably clear, 

is the great central truth of the New Testament, that forgive-

nèss cornes through the atoning death of Christ. 

In chapter 5 we see the Lamb, once slain, now worshipped 

by the whole of creation. He is the object of all praise. This 

can only mean that "redeeming love i s the last reality in the 

universe, which all praise must exalt" (2 ). 

In 7:14 there is the reference to those who have washed 

their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb . This 

is a reference to the martyrs of the period who were inspired 

by Christ 1 s atoning death. The sanctifying power in their lives 

had its source in that same death. 

Turning to chapter 12 we read of those who overcame by the 

Blood of thé Lamb. The great driving force in the lives of the 

early martyrs wàs the love which led Christ to die for them. 

Denney maintains that to say 11 they overcame by the Blood of the 

Lamb" is the same as to say 11 the love of Chri st constrained t hem" (3). 

With the Cross before their eyes, they dared not betray the cause 

of Him who had died for them. 

(l) Rev. l:~.f.U' 

(2) DC, p. 136. 

(3) DC, p. 137. 
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We shall deal with the Johannine Epistles in the course 

of our discussion under the next two headings. 

We have seen very clearly that according to Denney the 

atoning dea th of Christ is indeed central in the wri tings of John 

as it is in the rest of the New Testament. We turn now to a fuller 

discussion of the meaning of the death of Christ in the writings 

of John. 

b~ The Relation of Christ 1s Death to the Divine Love 

. Denney finàs that a consideration of John's doctrine of the 

Atonement reveals the fact that the thing which stands out above 

everything else in John's mind is the love of God. We can never 

forget the fact of sin when we consider the doctrine of the Atone-

ment. Neither in this world nor in the world to come can the 

Lamb of God who died be anything but the centre of interest. The 

Apocalypse makesit unmistakably clear that in the world to come 

the Lamb who was slain holds the centre of attention. It is the 

Lamb who died who is the abject of all heaven 1s worship (l). 

With this in mind we go on to develop the iàea that according to 

Denney for John that which is of central importance is the love 

of Goà (2). 

Whenever we think of the Gospel of John we think of the 

great words in chapter 3 verse 16: 11 God so loved the world that 

he gave his only begotten 0on that whosoever believeth in him 

should not perish but have eternal life11 • This is the very heart 

of the Gospel of John. God showed the greatness of His love by 

(l) DC, p. 1)6. 

(2) DC, p. 138. 
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giving His Son for the salvation of the world. In the Atone-

ment and in the Atonement alone we see the greatness of the 

Father 1 s love. Eventually there will come a day when sj ~t .. will 

be no more and God's love will be victorious over all. In the 

Gospel of John, this point of view is present in John's mind. 

Although it is not nearly so marked as in the Apocalypse. John 

wrote his Gospel near the close of the century and although the 

historical Christ is definitely in theback of his mind, his mind 

is more on the glorified and ascended Lord than it is on the 

earthly Jesus. It is not that John distinguishes between the 

two as two different persans •. But John writing as an old man at 

the close of the century is not n~r thinking of the suffering 

Saviour who was but of the ascended and glorified Saviour at God 1s 

right hand. 

Because of this John is thinking of the day when sin shall 

be no more. He is thinking of the love of God as the ultimate 

reality in the universe. But this does not mean that John has 

forgotten about the reality of sin. "The love of God to the 

world is never conceived in Scripture abstractly" (1). The love 

of God in the writings of John is not something that exists in a 

vacuum. It is something very practical, related in a very def-

inite way to the needs of mankind. This leads up to our next 

section, the section where Denney deals with the death of Christ 

(1) DC, p. 147. 
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in relation to the needs of men. 

c. The relation of Christ 1 s death to a perishing world 

John tells us that God gave His Son that the world might 

not perish. The love of Gad in the Fourth Gospel has in view 

the sin of the world, its exposure to the Divine wrath, and its 

perishing if left to itself (l). Here is the supreme thing about 

the love of Gad in John's mind; it deals with sin. According to 

Denney the way in which the love of Gad deals with the sin of 

man is through the propitiation (2). John is quite clear about 

this, for he writes: 11 Herein is love, not that we loved Gad, but 

that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our 

sins" (3). This is an exceedingly important point in John's 

doctrine of the Atonement. It tells us that we cannat know the 

true meaning of the Divine love except through the propitiation. 

Gad loved us and He showed the meaning of His love by sending 

His Son as a propitiation. 

Once again we have to ask the meaning of this significant 

term. Denney believes that it is impossible to interpret this 

ward differently here than we do in Paul or in the Epistle ta 

the Ilebrews. "The characteristic words of religion cannet be 

applied in new ways at will" (4). 

And so we conclude from t he writings of John as we did 

from the writings of Paul that sin is a fact that must be dealt 

with and the way Gad deals with it i s through propitiation. It 

(1) De, p. 147. 

(3) I John 4:10 R,V. 

(2) ne, p. 150. 

(4) ne, p. 150. 
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is through propitiation that sin is forgiven. Denney referr-

ing to the views of Paul and John regarding propitiation writes: 

"Neither apostle thinks of arguing - God does not forgive with-

out propitiation and therefore He is not an absolutely loving 

Goà. They rather concur in arguing - Goà in order to forgive 

in consistency with Himself, provides a propitiation, and in so doing 

gives the supreme proof of love" (1). 

It is here that we see the love of God in all its fullness. 

It is a love which bears the awful burden and penalty of the 

world 1s sin. The greatest reality in the world is God 1s sin-

bearing love. In the propitiation and nowhere else do Paul and 

John see the truth that God is love (2). 

Propitiation explains love in a way that no other word can. 

Propitiation and love become words which explain each other {3). 

It is always difficult to explain what we mean by the word 

1love 1 , when used of God. It seems so abstract and yet love in 

the New Testament sense can never be thought of as something ab-

stract. Always in the writings of John and in the rest of the 

New Testament, love is very real and practical. We mean pract-

ical in the sense that it deals with human need. Forgiveness is 

man's greatest need and it is through propitiation that forgive-

ness becomes possible. "It is sin, according to the uniform 

teaching of the New Testament, which creates the necessity for it.· •-•. 

(1) DR, p. 175 and cf. DC, p. 150. 

(2) DR, p. 176. 

(3) DC, p. 151. 
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r 
In other words sin is the prob1ern with which~~f.Jals. 

John agrees with a11 New Testament writers in regarding sin as 

a problem. It cannat be sirnply i gnored or suppressed. Sorne-

thing has ta be done wit h it, and the effective something has 

be en done by Christ th~~~~-(1). 

We shall only learn the real depths of the Divine love 
' ' 

as we drop our plumrnet into the depths of theword 'propitiation'. 

Denney declares that ta elirninate the propitiatory death of 

Christ from the love of God is to rob this love of its depth (2). 

It is here we find the true rneaning of love, in the propitiation 

where God has dealt with our sin. "Herein is love, not that we 

l oved God, but that He loved us , and sent His Son to be the pro-

pitiation for our sins" (3). The ultimate reality in the uni-

verse is the love which bears our sins. 

(1) De, p . 15o. (2) DC, p . 152 . 

(3) I John 4 :10 RV. 



Chapter 7 

A Surmnary of the New Testament Doctriœ of the 

Atonement According to Denney 

In this chapter we shall endeavour to gather together the 

different threads of Denney's doctrine of the Atonement we have 

discussed in the 1ast two chapters and to bind them together into 

what we might call his New Testament Doctrine of the Atonement. 

Denney believed there was a unity about these various New Testa-

ment teachings in relation to the Atonement, just as we saw that 

in his eyes they were a unity in relation to the Persan of Christ. 

There is one point of great importance in this regard. As 

we have mentioned, the New Testament books are a unity. John 

does not teach one thing and the ear1y Church another. Paul 

does not teach something different from John, and our Lord some-

thing different stil1. Fundamentally we get the same teaching 

in a11. We saw in chapter 4 that this was true of the Persan 

of Christ; it is equally true of the New Testament teaching regard-

ing the Atonement. Denney sums up the scriptural teaching about 

the Atonement in this way: UAnother conclusion to which we are 

led is that the death of Christ is the central thing in the New 

Testament and in the Christian religion as the New Testament 

understaoos it" (1). Denney develops this thought in the same 

book, a few pages later, where in speaking of the meaning of 

the inspiration of the Scriptures, he says that the inspiration 

(1) DC, p. 156. 
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of the Scriptures is the fact of their unity, and this unity 

consista in their testi.mony to "a love in God which we do not 

earn, which we can never repay, but which cornes to meet us wi th 

mercy, dealing, nevertheless, in ail earnestness with our sinsn (1). 

This is the very heart of the Bible, that God in the Atone-

ment deals lovingly yet earnestly with our sins. The death of 

Christ in the New Testament is first and foremost an atoning 

death, a death which deals with sin. This is the first thing 

we must note in any New Testament doctrine of the Atonement. 

In the dea th of Christ God deals wi th our si.ns. 

i. God deals with our sins - the propitiation 

All through this thesis we have seen how Denney stresses 

the fact that sin must be dealt with by God. The New Testament 

uses a variety of words to explain the process by which God 

dealt with our sins. The simplest way we can describe the Atone-

ment is this "that God dealt with our sins in the death of 

Christ" or to use Paul' s words "Christ died for our sins". The 

most profound word which the New Testament uses to explain the 

Atonement is the word 'propitiation•. Then there are the great 

New Testament words such as redemption, Reconciliation, and 

forgiveness. They ail throw fresh light on the Atonement but 

they all refer to the same fundamental fact, that in His death 

(1) DC, p. 174. 
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Christ dealt with human sin. 

The central problem in the Atonement is to deal with the 

relation between God1 s wrath and God's love. Sorne dispute the 

reality of God 1 s wrath but we cannot do this and be true to the 

New Testament. In the New Testament, God 1 s love is a reality and 

so is his wrath. To explain away His wrath is to deny the serious-

ness of sin and to remove the very heart of the Atonement. Denney 

knows this and he never grows tired of emphasizing it. The world 

is the object of God's love and it is also the object of His wrath. 

11The very task of Christian thought is to do justice to both ideas. 

The world is undoubtedly the object of God's love- the whole 

world; but it is a love which inexorably judges and repels evil" (1). 

As we consider the fact of God 1 s wrath, there are several 

difficulties with which we must deal. Fïrst of all, there is the 

~rude idea that when God dealt with sin, He punished Christ for 

us. It needs to be stressed and stressed again that this is not 

a scriptural idea. It is pagan and no Christian can have any-

thing to do with such an idea. Denney repudiates the idea in 

very strong language: llThat the innocent, moved by love, should 

suffer with the guilty and for them, is in line with all we know 

of the moral order under which we live; it is the triumph of 

goodness in its highest form. But that the innocent should be 

punished for the guilty is not moral at all" (2) •. This thought 

(1) DR, p. 228. 

(2) DR, P• 262. 
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excludes the idea that the Son whom the Father loved was also 

the object of His displeasure. But while we. are thinking of 

this idea of the utter seriousœss of sin and the way in which 

atonement was made it is important to note sorœthing in Denney' s 

thinking which is truly amazing, namely that in the .A,tonement 

God takes part with us against Himself (1).. This latter thought 

will be more fully discussed in Hughes' criticism of Denney in 

chapter 9. 

In the face of all those who would stress the Iœarnation 

rather than the Atonement, Denney rna.kes it umdstakably clear 

where he stands • . Christ became man to put away sin. We have 

already seen that "Not Bethlehem but Calvary, is the focus of 

revelation and any construction of Christianity which ignores 

or denies this distorts Christianity by putting it our of focus" (2). 

Among all the religious problems in the world, the most impor-

tant, says Denney, is the problem of sin. In fact he goes so 

far as to say: ''There is in truth only one religious problem 

in the world - the existence of sin. Similarly there is only 

one religious solution of it - the Atonement, in which the love 

of God bears the sin, taking it, in all its terrible reality for 

us, upon itself, And nothi~ can be central or f'undamental either 

in Christian preaching or in _Christian thinking which is not in 

(1) DR, p. 142. 

(2) ne, p. 179. 
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direct and immediate relation to this problem and its solu-

tion" (1). 

The supreme message of the Atonement is that God loves the 

world. He loved it enough to give His only Son for its redempt-

ion. But finally He loved the world enough to gi ve His Son to 

make atonement for its sins. Here is the supreme thing about 

the Divine love; it gives Christ for the redemption of the world 

and we can never know the depths of the Divine love till we see 

it in the light of redemption (2). 

Forgiveness is a costly gi.ft and we can never consider it 

as anything but costly as long as we live in the atmosphere of 

the New Testament. 111To preach the forgiveness of sins as the 

free gift of God's love while the death of Christ has no special 

significance assigned to it, if the New Testament is the rule 

and standard of Christianity, is not to preach the Gospel at 

all" (3). To take forgiveness far granted is to ignore the 

whole New Testament teaching about the Atonement. 

ii. our response - love 

There has been a . tendency in sorne circles to stress the 

Atonement almost to the exclusion of Christian ethics. This is, 

of course, a travesty of the New Testament. Christianity is "a 

new moral li fe" or i t is nothing. According to Denney ,.'ho one 

knew better than Paul that, though Christianity, must be capable 

(1) ne, p. 1Bo. 

(2) ne, p. 135. 

(3) DC, P• 157. 
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of an intellectual construction, it is not an intellectual 

system in essence, but a new moral lifei: (1). "Salvation does 

not mean we are e}(81npted from living Christ1 s life11 (2). Christ-

ian morality is always the outcome of a true grasp of the mean-

ing of the Atonement. A forgiven man is always a man who desires 

to live a better life. In fact forgiveness is needed to give 

the sinner his initial start in the Christian life (J) •. More 

than once in his writings Denney quotes the magnificent words 

of Thomas Chalmers: "What could I do if God did not justify 

the ungodly?" (4). 

The offer of forgiveness as the free gift of God1 s love 

leads to repentance, not mere remorse, but the hopeful, healing, 

sanctifying sorrow which leads on to a new li fe. Only as we 

grasp what Christ has done for us in the Atonement are we given 

the desire to live the new life, to live for Him and not for our-

selves. "The atonement, or God 1 s justification of the ungodly, 

which takes effect with the acceptance of the atonement, regen-

erates, and there is no regeneration basides" (.5). Here is 

the practical significance of the Atonement; when it is grasped 

by faith, it changes men. In an honest heart, the Cross can 

never be an excuse for sinning, but only a motive to love, de-

votion, and gratitude (6). We see this in such words as "The 

love of Christ constraineth us; because we thus judge, that 

(1) "II Corinthians", p • .J-?!-'J.. 

(J) ne, p. 160. 

(5) DC, p. 168. 

(2) DR, p. )28. 

(4) ne, p. 16o. 

(6) DR, p. 282. 
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one died for all, therefore all died; and He died for ail, that 

they which live should no longer live unto themselves, but unto 

Him who for their sakes died arrl rose again" (1) •. John expresses 

the same truth when he says: '~e love, because He first loved 

usu (2). 

The forgiveness which is a result of faith in the Atone-

ment not only leads to newness of life. It leads also to assur-

ance. We not only are forgiven. We know we are forgiven. This 

fact is of great importance in the Christian life. 

Denney tells us there are those who reject this doctrine 

of assurance on the ground that it is dangerous. They say it 

leads·to presumption. This is the attitude of the Roman Catholic 

Church (3). We are told that men knowing they are forgiven will 

go out and live as they like. There is a danger here, we admit. 

Paul was aware of i t (4). But it is a danger only if we forget 

the truth that our forgiveness is based on Christ' s death. The 

man who keeps in the centre of his mind. the cost of our forgive-

ness to God can never use the assurance based on the Atonement 

as an excuse for loose living. 

The assurance that our sins are .forgiven is the deepest 

source of joy there is. There can be no progress in Christian 

living, till we first have the assurance that t he past has been 

dealt with, that our past sins are forgiven and forgotten and 

that God no longer holds them against us. Paul begins his great 

(1) II Cor. 5:14, 15 RV. 

(3) . DC, p. 160. 

(2) I John 4:19 RV. 

(4) Rams. 6:lff. 
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chapter on the Spirit-led life with the words: "There is there-

fore now no condamnation to them that are in Christ Jesus" (1). 

With the past cleared we are able to move forward. The assur-

ance that the past has been dealt with once and for all brings 

a sense of joy and release. This joy becomes one of the great 

motivating forces behind men1 s lives. It is the joy of "one who 

has the assurance of a divine love which has gone deeper than. 

all his sins 11 (2). 

The New Testament assurance which springs fran the know-

ledge that our sins have been forgiven is not meant for our des-

pair but for our inspiration (3). If God did not deal with our 

sins, we would be led to despair. But he has dealt with our sins. 

This is our inspiration. This is the great motive for true Christ-

ian living. But Christian faith does not stop here. It carries 

us on into the future and gives us a hope that nothing can des-

troy. 

iii. the ultimate reality - the Divine love 

Christ 1 s dea th gives us the assurance of forgiveness arrl 

pardon for all that is past. It deals with our past sins. It 

gives to us the great motive power for daily Christian living. 

It also gives us a hope for the future. In the midst of life's 

perplexities, in the midst of suffering and death, it assures 

us that God is not indifferent to the tragedy of human life (4). 

God does not watch the struggles and sufferings of men from afar; 

(1) Roms. 8:1 RV. 

(3) DC, p. 16o. 

(2) ne, p. 159. 

(4) DC, p. 182. 
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He does not let man struggle on alone against the terrible 

reality of sin. But He cornes to man in his struggles and his 

sufferings. He cornes to man arrl enters into his struggles ani 

sufferings and most of all He deals with man's sin. He assures 

us that the ultimate reality in the universe is not sin, nor 

law, nor judgement, nor even death but the Divine love which 

bears the sin of the world (1). This is what man needs most of 

all. What the sou_?., alienated .t'rom God by sin, needs most of 

all, says Denney "is the manifestation of' a love which can 

assure it that neither,the sin itself nor the soul's condemna-

tion of it, nor even the divine reaction against it, culmin-

ating in death, is the last reality of the uni verse; the last 

reality is rather love itself, making our si~ its own in all 
. 1 

its reality, submitting as one with us to all the divine reac-

tio# against it, ani làving us to the end through it and in 

spite of it" (2). 

The doctrine of the Atonement in the New Testament 

finally points us to a world beyond this where the work of 

reconciliati on begun at the Cross will have its consummation. 

Christ, in His death, deals with our past sins; in that same 

death He deals with the power of sin in our lives to:Iay; through 

that same death, He will one day abolish sin forever. Denney 

tells us that God's reaction against sin through the Redeemer 

"holds out the prospect of a mode of oèiilg _in which not olüy 

(1) DR, P• 176. 

(2) DR, p. 218. 
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sin will have disappeared, but in which there will be no more 

death neither sorrow nor crying, neither shall there be any 

more pain. In the world of reconciliation all things are made 

new" (1). 

No one has ever expressed what this glorious consurnma-

tion means in a more profound way than St. Paul when he writes: 

"I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angela, nor 

principalities, nor things present, nor things to ·come, nor 

powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature shall be 

able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ 

Jesus our Lord" (2) .. The love manifested in Christ's death 

reaches its climax and çonsummation here. With the following 

words used to describe this passage in the Epistle to the Romans 

Denney closes the greatest book he ever wrote: *The Christian's 

faith in reconciliation does not find its full expression till 

it finds it here" (3). 

(1) DR, P• 225. 

(2) Roms. 8:38ff. RV. 

(3) DR, p. 332. 



Chapter 8 

The Interpretation of the Atonement in History 

We passin this chapter from Denney's interpretation of 

the Scriptural doctrine of the Atonement to his account of the 

Ator1ement as interpreted ·by the great Christian thinkers of the 

past. The first thing we notice about Denney when he passed in-

to this new field is the fact that from the point of view of 

space he devotes very little attention to this subject in corn-

parison with what he has to say about the doctrine in the New 

Testament. In all his books he only has two chapters on the 

Atonement in the Christian thought of the past. There is one 

chapter in his 11Studies in Theology" an:l. one in "The Christian 

Doctrine of Reconciliation". It is true that the latter is a 

long chapter but still it is less than one third of the whole 

book. 

f 

Then when Denœy does deal with the subject of the Atone-

ment in History, we find his treatment is most disappointing. 

His treatment is rather sketchy and lacks depth. We feel that 

Denney never wrestled with the problems with which they wrestled 

except to the extent they all wrestled with the New Testament 

Doctrine. 

It was not that Denney was incapable of dealing with the 

subject. The fact is he was not really f~terested in interpret-

e 
àtion o:' the Atonement offered by the great Christian minds of 

the past. Denney ad.mits this himself. Referring to two authors, 

Gibbon am Cellini, he says: "they are more interesting than 

- 108 -
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the Fathers._ Reformation theologians, or modern divines 11 (1). 

We have already pointed out that Denr)3y1 s heart was in the New 

Testament and anything outside it coùld never be a matter of 

primary concern to him. 

We have seen also that Denney was not interested in spec-

ulative theories. This is especiaJ.lY-.. true of his thinking on the 

subject of the Atonement. He was supremely interested in what the 

New Testament had to say about a doctrine. Outside the New Testa-

ment Denney had little real interest when it came to interpreting 

the Atonement. This explains, in a large measure, his attitude 

towards the subject of the Atonement in the Christian thought 

of the past. 

For Denney, the Scriptural Doctrine of the Atonement was 

always the norm (2). Interpretations of the Atonement which are 

in accord with the teaching of the New Testament, Denney can 

accept. Interpretations which are not in accord with the New 

Testament, he cannat accept. For him the centre of interest was 

the New Testament and he could not accept any teaching which 

· contradicted or seemed to contradict the New Testament. We be-

gin this chapter with the asstm!.ption that for Denney the New 

Testament is normative for any doctrine of the Atonement. 

i. General Ideas Used to Interpret the Atonement 

First of all, there is the i dea of merit. There are those 

who use quantitative terms to interpret the Atonement. They 

(1) Letters II, p. 73. 

(2) DR, PP• 26ft. 
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speak of the merits of Christ and our demerits. As far as 

Denney was concerned, when we begin to talk about the trans-

ference of mer1-ts from one persan to another, we are definitely 

not using Scriptural terminology or Scriptural ideas. The rel-

ations between Gad and man, as we saw in chapter 3 are definitely 

on a persona level. Sorne describe relations between God and man 

in terms of the transfer of merits and demerits, 11as if the recon-

ciliation of God and man, or the forgiveness of sins and the re-

generation of souls, could be explained without the use of higher 

categories than are employed in book-keeping11 (1). Denney rejects 

the whole idea and he says: "Merit arrl demerit cannat be mech-

anically transferred like sums in an account" (2). Denney is 

quite definite about the fact that for him, book-keeping terms 

are inadequate when it cornes to interpreting the Atonement. 

Sometimes the figure of paying a debt is used to inter-

prat the Atonement. Here again Denney rejects the idea:.. as 

inadequate ( 3) • 

Then there are those who prefer the term . 'representative'· 

to the term 1 substitute•. Denney believes that this word 'rep-

resentative' has just as many disadvantages as the word 'substit-

uts 1 • In fact he tells us that "a representative not produced 

by us, but given to us - not chosen by us, but the elect of God -

is not a representative at all, but in that place a substitute11 (4). 

(1) MM, p. 130. 

(3) MM, P• 131. 

(2) · MM, P• 130. 

(4) MM, p. 135. 
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Each of these three terms, merit, debt, and representative is 

to Denney' s mind an inadequate term when it comes to interpreting 

the Atonement. 

ii. The Relation of the Incarnation to the Atonement 

There are those who say that the Incarnation is the Atone-

ment (1). Christ•s life was an atonement, they say, and there 

is no need to think of an Atonement through His death. 

In the first place, Denney points out this is the view-

point of the Eastern Fathers as opposed to the Western Fathers. 

He tells us that '~estern Christianity has been described as more 

realistic, more biblical, more practical, more ecclesiastical, 

less speculative than Eastern" (2) .. From this point of view, as 

we have said, the Incarnation is the Atonement, and through the 

Incarnation man is delivered from death. Denney1 s objection to 

this theory of the Atonement is that it makes a metaphysical rather 

than a moral problem our chief concern. "Scripture has no interest 

in metaphysics, except as metaphysical questions are approached 

through and ;raised by moral ones 11 (3). For Denney the Atonement 

was essentially a moral problem, or to be more accurate a relig-

ious problem, in that it deals with the fact of sin. 

But for Athanasius who is a representative of this school 

of thought, the great problem is not sin but dea th. According to 

Denney, the important thing to Athanasius was not the sin of man, 

(1) DR, P• 240. 

(3) DC, p. 179. 

(2) DR, P• tl4. 
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nor the estrangement between man and God, nor the need of 

effecting a change in man, but that sin made man liable to 

death, and the supreme achievement of the Saviour was to abol-

ish death. Corruption is thought of as something physical 

rather than something moral (1). 

As far as Denney was co:œerned, the ta.king of human 

nature into urüon with the Diviœ has no recoœiling power. He 

tells us that ;:lt is the self offered as a ransom to God which 

has value 11 (2). Through the Atoœment, death has lost its old 

character. This is the heart of Christianity, according to 

Denney (J). Denney goes on to say i t is only the heart of 

Christianity, if we realize that it is the fact of sin which 

gives dea th its terrifying aspect. In Denney' s eyes, it is only 

because Christ has dealt with sin in the Atonement that death bas 

been robbed of its sting. And according to Denney, Athanasius bas 

very little to say about the forgiveœss of sins (4). This leads 

Denney to ask the question: Why did not His very birth accomplish 

the Atonement? (.5). 

Denney's criticism of this whole outlook is that it fails 

to deal with reality. It turns the Doctriœ of the Atoœment 

into a metaphysical problem, And it is definitely not this in 

Denney1 s rnind for he tells us that it "is in the world of athies 

not of metaphysics that the real problems are raised11 (6). There-

fore, on the following grounds, he rejects the theory that the 

(1) DR, pp. 38f~ 

(3) DR, P• 41, 

(.5) DR, p. 40. 

(2) DR, p. 41. 

(4) DR, footnote p. 42. 

(6) DR, p. 44. 
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Incarnation is the Atonement. In the first place "it shifts 

the centre of gravi ty in the New Testament" (1). Then Dem"V:~y 

tells us that "the New Testament knows nothi ng of an incarna-

tion that can be defined apart from its relation to the Atone-

ment" (2). 

In the second place Denney tells us that such an inter-

pretation makes the Atonement a metaphysical rather than a 

moral problem. Arrl since as we have already seen, in Denney' s 

eyes, "Scripture has no interest. in metaph.vsics except as meta-

physical questions are approached through and raised by moral 

ones 11 (3), Denney rejects the idea that the Incarnation is the 

Atonement. 

According to Denney, we must look elsewhere for the key 

to the doctrine of the Atonement for it is not to be found here (4). 

iii. The Atonement in the Western Fathers and the Middle Ages 

In the period of the early Fathers of the West, Denney 

gives considerablethoughl:i to two names, Tertullian and August-

ine. 

First of all, Denney t urns to Tert ullian. From the 

great thinkers of the Eastern Church, we now turn to those of 

the Western Church. As we turn to the West, we notice a dis-

tinctly different point of view. According to Denney, Eastern 

Christian thought deals wi th the Atonement mainly in terms of 

death ani immortality, while ~-J'estern Christian thought deals 

(1) ne, p. 178f~. 

(3) ne, p. 179. 

(2) ne, p. 179. 

(4) DR, p. 44. 
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with it mainly in terms of sin and forgiveness (1). 

Tertullian was a lawyer and quite naturally he thought 

in legal terms. When it came to interpreting the Atoœment he 

used legal terminology. Denney tells us that it was due to 

Tertullian, perhaps more than any other, that relations between 

God and man came to be regarded as legal relations, and sin 

came to be regarded as a legal liability (2). Satisfaction is 

the word Tertullian used to describe the way Christ dealt with 

sin. Christ made satisfaction for our sins, Denney tells us 

that for Tertullian the word 'satisfaction' is identical with 

the word 'punishment' (3). In Tertullian, Denney sees the 

seeds of Anselm' s doctriœ of the Atonement. He wri tes: 11If 

we do not find in Tertullian the Anselmic formula that every 

sin must be followed by either satisfaction or punishment, we 

find ideas which remarkably approximate to it11 (4). 

Augustine 

The problem of sin is the central problem for Augustine • 

. But, according to Denney, he thinks in different terms than 

Tertullian. Tertullian thought of sin in terms of legal lia-

bility. Denney tells us that "in Augustine it is not guilt 

and pardon that are in the foreground but moral impotence and 

(1) DR, p. 52. 

(J) DR, P• 46. 

(2) DR, P• 45. 

(4) DR, p. 48. 
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renewing grace" (1). For Augustine, Denney tells us, grace 

was not the attitude of Gad towards the sinner, but ua holy 

divine power actually lodged in the heart of man and enabling 

him ta overcome his old sins11 (2). 

Aueustine's great ward for interpreting Christ and His 

saving work is, according to Denney, 1Mediator1 • Then he goes 

on to quete a passage from Augustine's 1Enchiridion de Fide, Spe, 

et Caritate1 (Section 10) where Augustine says: "A Mediator 

was necessary, that is a reconciler (reconciliator) who by the 

offering of a unique sacrifice, of which all the sacrifices 

of the law and the prophets were shadows, should appease this 

wrath" (3). Through His atoning death, Christ ha.s brought Gad 

and man together. They are reconciled through the death of 

Christ. Denney gives us few details as ta how in the thought 

of Augustine, Christ through His atoning death brought man 

and Gad together, though he does tells us that according to 

Augustine, Christ is bath priest and victim (4). Denney is 

careful to point out here as he does elsewhere that Christ was 

not punished (5). Whether this was Augustine's view or not, 

Denney does not make clear. 

For Denney, the great thing about Augustine, is his 

emphasis on the love of God. "It is t he supreme di stinction 

of Augustinett, says Denney, llamong the representatives of the 

ancient church that he conceived Christ fundamentally as the 

(1) DR, P• 52 (2) DR, p. 52. 

(3) Quoted in DR, PP• 54J;.f·. (4) DR, PP• 55ff. 

(5) DR, p. 58. 
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mediator of the love of God to sinful men" (1). This love is 

supremely manifested in the Atonement. Denney tells us that 

Augustine was conscious of the difficulties involved in the 

thought that the love which came from God Himself should make 

a difference in God's attitude to men. Then he tells us that 

Augustine in an effort to explain the relationship between the 

wrath of God and the love of Go~ says that in a wondrous way, 

even when God hated us, He loved us (2). 

The great merit of Augustine in the eyes of Denney is 

that for him the .love of God exhibited in Christ is all-import-

ant. "This", says Denney (3), "is what makes him the most 

living of all the Fathers. For nothing but love wins and recon-

ciles11 .. 

According to Den~, the greatest tribute to the pro-

fundity of Augustine' s thinking is the fact that the ideas on 

which the T,>lestern Church lived for a thousand years may be found 

latent or patent in him. "It is hardly an exaggeration", says 

Denney, "to say that in Augustiœ may be found latent or patent 

all the ideas on which the Western Church lived for a thousan:i 

years'1 (4). 

In the period of the Middle Ages, Denney deals with two 

men who wrote at considerable length on the Atonement. These 

are Anselm ani Abelard. 

Anselm 

The basic assumption of Anselm' s doctrine of the Atoœiœnt 

(1) DR, pp. 59f~. 

(3) DR, P• 60. 

(2) In DR, p. 6o. 

(4) DR, P• 64. 
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is, according to Denney, a truth which is a presupposition 

for any doctrine of the Atonement, namely that man is destined 

for communion with his Maker (1). Man once lived in communion 

with his Maker but through sin that communion has been broken. 

If i t is to be restored and if God 1 s purpose is to be fulfilled, 

the problem of sin must be dealt with in a definite way. 

Anselm wrote 11Cur Deus Homo?" to answer the question of 

how God deals with sin for man's salvation arrl the fulfilment 

of the Divine purpose. In Anselm's day, people were asking 

such questions as: Uif God had to redeem men why could He not 

redeem them sola voluntate, by the mere exercise of His will? 

Why speak of redemption at all? Whose slaves are we from whom 

God cannat deliver us merely by putting forth His almight . 

power?" (2). Denney tells us that, because Anselm writes with 

these objections in his mind, he has made on6of the really 

great contributions to the doctrine of the Atoœment (3). Man 

has forfeited the blessedness of colllll.union with God. How then 

is this communion to be restored? Denney tells us that Anselm 

sees that God cannat ignore sin or treat it as less real or less 

awful than it is (4). To forgive sin by the arbitrary exercise 

of the will would be to ignore the moral order through which 

God expresses Himself in the world. God would cease to be God 

if He overlooked sin. For Anselm, Denney tells us, sin is a 

very real and serious thing. Anselm makes this clear, when he 

(1) DR, p. 68. 

(3) DR, p. 66. 

(2) DR, p. 66. 

( 4) DR, p • 68 • 
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this clear, when he writes: 11 Nondum considerasti quanti 

ponderis sit peccatum" (1). 

Denney tells us that there are two aspects of sin which 

Anselm stresses, namely that it is ''the violation of a universal 

moral arder" (2) and "an infringement of the honour due to a 

very great person" (3). Sin must be deal t wi th. Denney tells 

us that in Anselm 1s mind "sin makes a real difference to God, 

and that even in forgiving it God treats that difference as 

real and cannat do otherwise11 (4). God deals with sin in the 

death of Christ. Christ did no sin and because of this He did 

not have to die, therefore when He dià die, His death was an 

immense gift entitled to a reward from God. But there is no-

thing Christ needs, therefore His death avails in God 1s sight 

as a satisfaction for man's sin. Thus Denney gives us an out-

line of Anselm 1s Doctrine of the Atonement. 

Having given us a survey of Anselm 1s doctrine of the Atone-

ment, Denney turns to a consideration of his merits and his de-

merits. 

Denney is high in his praise of Anselm; he calls "Cur Deus 

Homo?" the truest and greatest book on the Atonement that has 

ever been written" (5). There are reasons why Denney makes this 

statement. He tells us that Anselm has a "profound sense of the 

seriousness of sin" (6). Sin is not something that is to be taken 

(l) "Cur Deus Homo?", I, xxi, quoted in DR, p. 66. (2) DR, p. 68. 

(3) DR, p. 68. (4) MM ' p. 116. 

(5) MM ' p. 116. (6) DR, p. 73. 
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lightly. It is not only a violation of the moral arder of 

the universe but a personal insult to a holy God. 

For Denney another great merit of Anselm's doctrine of 

the Atonement is his insistence tnat God must make the satis-

faction for sin. 1~n cannot do it, therefore God must (1). 

Then finally Denney tells us that Anselm stresses a fact 

that is the very heart of the New Testament. It is that the 

forgiveness of sins cornes through Christ 1s death. According 

to Denney, the New Testament knows nothing of forgiveness 

apart from the death of Christ. In this Denney felt that An-

selm was true to the New Testament (2). And for Denney this was 

one of the great things about Anselm 1 s doctrine of the Atonement. 

Denney is very much aware of the great merits of Anselm 1s 

doctrine but he knaws too that Anselm has his weak points. In 

this regard, F.W. Dillistone 1s remarks are important: 11 It is 

significant, for example, that James Denney, one of the most 

acute of all modern Reformed theologians, although first giving 

much weight to the Anselmic argument, came later in life to 

see its weaknesses and wrote in his Cunningham Lectures one of 

the most damaging criticisms of the Anselmic theory which have 

appeared" (3). 

Denney tells us that "Anselm gives no prominence to the 

love of God as the source of the satisfaction for sin, or to 

the appeal which that love makes to the heart of sinful men" (4). 

(1) DR, p. 74 (2) DR, p. 74. 
(3) "Theology To-day", Vol. X, No. 2, July, 1953. 

(4) DR, p. 75. 
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Anselm gives little place to the Divine love in his doctrine 

of the Atonement. This was always a major criticism of An-

selm's àoctrine, in Denney 1s eyes. In the New Testament, it 

is in the love of Goà that the Atonement has its spring and 

source. If it were not for the love of God, there would be no 

Atonement. And Denney feels that Anselm 1s failure to stress 

the love of God is a very serious omission. 

In the second place, according to Denney, Anselm has 

another very serious omission in that he tends to think of 

the death of Christ "as a thing, a quantum of sorne kind" (l). 

He tends to think of Christ 1s àeath as something apart from 

His life. In the New Testament, Christ 1s death only has mean-

ing in connection with His life. His death and His life are 

inseparably linked together. Denne;y tells us that "Anselm, by 

âefining Christ•s death as merely an alternative to the pun-

ishment of sin ••••• and by reiusing to define Christ 1 s aeath in 

relation to His life as something He owed to God ••••• has pract-

ically made it meaningless" (2). 

Denney's final criticism of Anselm is that he gives no 

account of the way in which the work of Christ cornes to benefit 

man (J). what is the purpose of Christ 1s death? Anselm tells 

us that it is to make satisfaction for sin. Eut he stops there. 

He àoes not tell us that Christ died for man's salvation. 

(1) DR, p. 75. 

(2) DR, p. 77. 

(3) DR, p. 77. 
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Denney sees strong points in Anselm 1 s doctrine of the 

Atonement; he also sees weak points. He sums up his criticism 

of Anselm in these words: "In not tracing •satisfaction' orig-

inally to the love of God, in not exhibiting it as an integral 

element in the life of the man Christ Jesus and as therefore 

possessed of moral value, and in not relating it vitally to 

the new redeemed life in man, Anselm left great blanks in his 

doctrine of reconciliation" (1). 

Abelard 

Denney tells us that it was natural that there should be 

a reaction to Anselm's doctrine of the Atonement. According 

to him, Abelard counteracted Anselm 1 s failure to relate the 

work of Christ to the love of God (2). As we saw in our study 

of the New Testament doctrine of the Atonement, Denney believes 

that emphasis must be laid both on the wrath of C~d and on the 

love of God. iïhenever one side is stressed to the exclusion of 

the other, there is an inevitable reaction. According to Denney, 

vre see this reaction in Abelard. Anselm stressed the serious-

ness of sin but he failed to relate the Atonement to the love 

of God. And Denney sees a swing towards stressing the love of 

God in Abelard. 

Denney sees Abelard as one who interpreta the whole work 

of Christ as a demonstration of love. 11 Christ•s death reconciles 

us to God because it is a demonstration of love which awakens 

(l) DR, p. 77. 

(2) DR, p. 78. 
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in us an answer of love" (1). So, Denney interprets Abelard. 

It is in the Cross that Abelard sees the supreme demonstration 

of God's love. This demonstration of love awakens a love in 

man which is man's response to God 1 s love. And this responsive 

love on man's partis the reconciliation Christ eff ects by His 

death (2). 

This is a great truth and _i t is defini tely a very real 

part of the bew Testament Doctrine as Denney understands it. 

And Denney tells us that Abelard did a great service in empha-

sizing the love of Christ and in bringing the discussion back 

from the metaphysical to the moral world (3). Paul stressed 

t he importance of the love of Gad in the Atonement as Denney 

has pointed out to us in a previous chapter (4). He has also 

shawn us how John'pointed out the importance of the Divine 

love in the Atonement. But neither Paul nor John said the 

Atonement could be interpreted solely in terms of love. In 

fact, as Denney pointed out when speaking of John's doctrine 

it is true that John stressed the importance of love. 11 Reoemp-

tion11, says Denney, " ••• springs from love, yet love is a ward 

of which we ·do not know the meaning, un til i t is interpreted 

f or us by redemption" (5). Denney felt we could never lay 

too great an emphasis on the love of God as manifested in 

Christ•s death. In this he felt Abelarô was right. But for 

Denney, this was not the whole truth. Always for Denney, the 

Atonement also manifested the righteousness of God, or the fact 

(l) DR, P• 79. 

(3) DR, p. 82. 

(5) DC, p . 13.5. 

(2) DR, p. 79. 

(4) Chapt. 6. 
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that propitiation must be made for sin. 

Nevertheless, Denney feels, Abelarà did a great service 

in bringing back God's love into the centre of the doctrine of 

Atonement and in bringing the discussion back from the meta-

physical to the moral worlù (1). 

Accordinb to Denney, Abelard and Anselm represent the 

collective mind of the mediaeval Church on redemption (2). And 

so Denney passes on to the next major landmark in the History 

of the Church, the Reformation. 

iv. The Reformation 

Denney finds that the princi!Jle of the Reformation "was 

to expel things from religion and ·~ . : exhibit all its realities 

as persons and the relations of persons" (3). In other woràs, 

according to Denney, the Reformation put back at the heart of 

the doctrine of the Atonement, persona! categories. The Atone-

ment ceased to be a problem in mathematics or even in philo-

sophy and it became once more a problem in personal relations, 

the relation between the individual and God (4). 

Denney tells us that in the mediaeval Church, grace had 

become a thing, a quantum that could be infused into the soul. 

But at the Reformation, he says, grace 11bc came the attitude of 

Cod to sinners" (5) and faith "be came the attitude of the sinner 

who gave himself up unconàitionally to the God who was mani-

fested in Christ as a gracious, sin-bearing, sin-forgiving God" (6). 

(1) DR, p. 82. 

(4) DR, p. 91. 

(2) DR, p. 82 

(5) DR, p. 91. 

(3) DR, p. 91. 

(6) DR, p. 91. 
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According to Denney, Luther taught that forgiveness co~es 

not through our ovm merits but through the merits of Christ (1). 

Forgiveness canes not through our own good works but through 

personal trust in the Saviour. 

Denney has shawn us that at the Reformation, the personal 

relationship between Gad and man came more and more into the 

centre of focus. This got away from one difficulty; the relations 

between God and man were no longer thought of in quantitative 

terms. Attention was concentrated on the personal Saviour (2). 

Dut accoràing to Denney, it raised another difficulty. If the 

relations between God and men were to be explained solely in 

personal terms, then ideas such as satisfaction for sin and 

other legal and quantitative terms would become intolerable. 

And Denney tells us that this is just what did happen (3). If 

the Atonement was explained solely in personal terms, what place 

had such t erms as satisf action in this doctrine? 

Denney tells us that tt:is is the question which has held 

the centre of attention in any teaching about the Atonement from 

that day to this (4). This raised another question which, accord-

ing to Denney, became the central question in any doctrine of the 

Atonement. The question was: "Does C~d forgive freely or does 

He not?" 

(1) DR, p. 9é. 

(3) DR, p . 94. 

(2) DR, p. 94. 

(4) . DR, p . 97. 
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v. The History of the Doctrine of the Atonement to 
the Present Time 

Socinianism 

According to Denney, we may say God forgives freely 

(gratuito) or we may say He forgives for Christ's sake (propter 

Christum) but we cannot say both (l). 

Denney tells us that Socinianism says that God forgives 

freely. God is kind, therefore He forgives. But Denney knows 

that such a point of view bristles with difficulties. He tells 

us that Socinus has no rationale of Christ at all in relation 

to forgiveness (2). According to Denney Socinus repudiates the 

whole idea of satisfaction, but he still calls Jesus Saviour. 

V.'ha.t Socinus does say of Jesus is that "He announced to us the 

way of etemal life11 (3 ). 

Denney could see the reason why Socinus emphasized the 

freeness of forgiveness. It was a definite reaction against 

a purely objective interpretation of the Atonement, an inter-

pretation w!ri.ch divorced the Atonement from the life of Ci1rist 

and the life of the individual. It is true that an Atonement 

which has no connection with our lives is valueless. Denney is 

constantly stressing this. For Denney, justification is an 

illusion unless the lii'e of the reconciled. is inevitably and 

naturally a holy life (4). 

DR, p. 97. (2) DR, p. 98 . (1) 

(3) 

(4) 

F. Socinus, "De Jesu Christo Servatore", quoted in DR, p . 98. 

DR, p. 297. 
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For Denney, to say tt1at God forgives freely does not 

penetrate to the depths of the problem of sin. In his rnind 

it fails to take account of the utter seriousness of sin in 

God 1s sight. Then he tells us that 11 if Socinianism were true, 

no one could ever Lave written, even in a mood of morbid or 

crazy exaltation: 'I am crucified with Christ, and it is no 

longer I who live but Christ who lives in me" (l). Christ-

ians, from earliest times, have felt that this explanation is 

not reall;y satisfying. They have f'elt that there is a serious 

element in sin w.t'lich cannot be overlooked or taken lightly. 

They have felt, Denney tells us, from the beginning that "in 

Christ, God somehow takes part with sinners against rtirnself" (2). 

Various attempts have been made to answer the question 

as to whether Goà forgives freely. Denney has sho~TI us what 

he thinks of tne difrerent answers. 

Another attempt to deal with the problern is found in 

the statement that God makes satisfaction to Himself. Accord-

ing to Denney, this idea was ridiculous to Socinus. But Denney 

feels that it is not quite so ridiculous as it appears. It may 

be difficult to explain, but at least it keeps before us the 

fact that forgiveness is a costly thing. "It was a sound in-

stinct", says Denney (3), 11which made the Church as a whole, 

cling to the idea of a difficu1t, costly, and overpowering 

(1) DR, p. 99. 

(2) DR, p. 100. 

(3) DR, P• 1~.~. 
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forgiveness, and reject and even resent a criticism of the 

idea of satisfaction - and of God as making satisfaction -

by which the character of forgiveness w-as imperilled". If 

forgiveness is something cheap, Denney tells us, it will fail 

to inspire (1). iVe must ever keep bef ore us the costliness 

of the Atonement. "There is a satisfaction to God at the heart 

of it (forgiveness) without which, it could not be bestowed" (2). 

Denney tells us that there is a thirâ atternpt to resolve 

this difficulty as to whether God forgives freely or whether 

He does not. This view is that tnere is an internal contradiction 

in God Himself. There is a conflict between C~d's love wldch 

urges Him to forgive freely and His justice which demands that 

satisfaction be made (3). Socinianism rejects this whole idea. 

Denney agrees with the stand of Socinianism here but he still 

stands firmly by his rejection of the basic tenets of Socinian-

ism. If God forgives freely, Denney insists, the presence of 

Christ in the world, to say notning of His passion, has no vital 

connection with reconciliation (4). 

In Denney's eyes, there is one vital truth which cornes 

out of this discussion of Reformation and Socinian views of the 

Atonement. It is that we must never consider the il.tonement 

merely as an end in itself. "It is not His death as an incident 

in the remote past", says Denney (5), 11 !1owever significant it 

(1) DR, p. 103. (2) DR, p. 103. 

(3) DR, p. 104. (4) DR, p. 104. 

(5) 1'1M, pp. l52f.:·. 
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may be; i t is the Lord Himself appealing to us in the virtue of 

His death, who assures us of pardon and restores our souls". It 

is imperative that the Atonement be re1ated to the new 1ife. We 

cannot think of it as an end itself. We need a doctrine of the 

Atonement, Denney says, in which 11the new life is not an addendum 

or a casua1 consequencem~ :~:f\~Ybut the end which that work bas in 

view from the beginning11 (1). 

Grotius 

To Denney' s mi nd, in the cent ury following the Reforma-

tion, there is only one outstarrling attempt ta interpret the 

Atonernent in terms ·of satisfaction as opposed to the Socinian 

view that God forgives freely (2). This is the interpretation 

of Grotius. Grotius accepted the orthodox doctrine which inter-

preted the Atonement in terms of penal satisfaction. But the 

word 'penal 1 implies that the sinner receives what he deserves 

according to the law (3). But there is a real difficulty in 

saying that Christ 1 s sufferings were penal. The ward implies 

that Chris t deserved these sufferings. But in the light of the 

New Testament, this is not true. 

Denney felt that Grotius saw t he difficulties of inter- · 

preting the Atonement in legal terms. Grotius points out that 

l egal categories cannot be app1ied to God (4). Denney t ells us 

that according to Grotius, Gad is not a judge on a bench adminl 

istrating criminal law and to apply such terms to Him as pars 

(1) DR, pp. 108ff. 

(3) DR, p. 111. 

(2) DR, p. 110. 

(4) DR, p . 111. 
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offensa, crediter, dominus, is remote from the spirit of the 

New Testament (1). 

In Denney1 s eyes, while Grotius rejects any description 

of Gad which mruœs use of legal categories, he (Grotius) sees that 

it is necessary to insist on the seriousness of sin. Sin must be 

punishedbP:'~ the punishment of sin does not exist purely for the 

sake of Gad Himself (2). According to Denney1 s interpretation of 

Grotius, he (Grotius) sees that the punishment of sin has in mind 

the common interest and the common interest is that reverence for 

God and His law should be maintained (3). 

Grotius, Denney tells us, explains away the difficulties 

of the penal theory of the Atonement by saying that Christ does 

not suffer the penalty of sin, but He suffers something which is 

equivalent to that penalty. In this way, reverence for Gad and 

His law are maintained and in consequence of this the interest 

of the community is maintained (4). 

According to Denney (5), Grotius does not tell us what 

it is that Christ suffers or what gives these sufferings their 

virtue. But in spite of all his shortcomings, Grotius exerted 

a great influence. Denney tells us that Grotius' interpretation 

of the Atonement 11introduced a new conception of God, which, 

whether or not it was adequate to the Christian truth, created 

(1) DR, p. 111. 

(3) DR, p. 112. 

(5) DR, P• 112. 

(2) DR, p. 112. 

(4) DR, p. 112. 
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a powerful stimulus to thought" (1).. It directed attention to 

the effects of Christ 1 s work on men as weil as on God. And 

finally it directed attention away from extreme irrlividualism 

to the idea of the cornmon good (2). 

McLeod Campbell 

In his survey of the history of the Doctrine of the 

Jtnnement, Denney turns next to McLeod Campbell. In Denney' s eyes, 

no one we have considered in this chapter gets as close to the 

New Testament doctrine as McLeod Campbell. McLeod Campbell tells 

us that "it was not only the divine mind. that had to be responded 

to, but also t~texpression of the divine mind. which was contained 

in God 1 s making de ath the wages of sin" ( 3) • Denney sa ys that this 

statement of McLeod Campbell' s is very much .in harmony with the 

Apostolic Gospel (4). This is the first thing Denney stresses about 

McLeod Campbell' s doctrine of the A tonement ;. i t gets very ne ar to 

the New Testament doctrine. 

In the first place, Denney feels that McLeod Campbell sees 

that sin is a very serious matter. Because Christ was sinless, He 

was able to see sin as sinful men cannat see it. And because of 

this, He felt what sin was to God in all its seriousness (5). 

In the eyes of McLeod Campbell, Denney tells us, Christ 

saw what sin meant to man in tems of misery and suffering. He 

entered sympathetically into the whole state and responsibility of 

(1) DR, P• 113. (2) DR, P• 113. 

(3) "The Nature of the Atonement", p. 261, quoted in DR, p. 268. 

(4) DR, P• 268. (5) DR, p. 259. 



- 131 -

His sinful brethren (1). He sees in McLeod Campbell, a great 

effort to restore the love of God to its rightful place in the 

doctrine of the Atonement, and to back this up he't~~ 

l.f4J:,e_o·d Ce,mpb:e':ll ''In a very agony of love He takes this res-

ponsibility of man to God upon Himself and makes in the place 

of sinful men, that deeply felt acknowledgement of human sin 

which is the repentance due from the race but beyond its power 

to render" ( 2). 

It seel'l.ed strange to Denney to attribute the word "re-

pentance• to One who had never sinned but what McLeod Campbell 

means, Denney feels, is that Christ saw what sin was to God (3). 

The supreme merit of McLeod Campbell, according to 

Denney, is that he sees the power of suffering love and its 

power to regenera te man (4). Denney tells us that "of all tœ 

books that have ever been written on the Atonement as God 1 s 

way of reconciling man to Himself, McLeod Campbell 1 s is probably 

that which is most comp1etely inspired by the spirit of the 

truth with which it deals. There is a reconciling power of 

Christ in it, to which no tormented conscience can be insens-

ible" (5). 

In the f inal analysis i t is the love of God which changes 

men. But Denney saw clearly tha t we only know the deepest mean-

ing of love as we view it in the 1ight of Christ's propit iatory 

(1) DR, P• 259. 

(2) r({)ft:: p ~2..58:. :Jf -s>c ·, : . ')>' . · .· . .. "; 11 .. ' ' -: v. · 

(3) DR, p . 259. (4) DR, p. 261. 

(5) DR, p. 120. 
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death. The purpose of the Atonement, in the final analysis, is 

to change men and Denney tells us that if Christ is not really 

changing us into His 1ikene ss, and enabling us to errter into 

the experiences in which sin involved Him, He is not reconciling 

us to Gad and our sins are not forgiven (1). 

Sorne say that McLeod Campbell orùy views the A tonement 

in relation to man. This, Denney feels, is unjust (2). Accord-

ing to Denney, McLeod Campbell would have said that orthodox 

writers viewed it tao exclusively in relation to God. He per-

formed a great service, Denney says, in laying new emphasis on 

the fact that the purpose of the Atonement is to regenerate man 

(3). 

Bushnell 

Closely akin to McLeod Campbell, in Denney's eyes, is 

Horace Bushnell. Denney thinks of Bushnell' s "The Vicarious 

Sacrifice" as one of the great books on the Atonement (4). Denney 

felt very definitely that in the earlier theologians, the idea 

of Christ as man's substitute or representative had lost, to a 

large extent, its connection with love (5). He sees in Bush-

nell and McLeod Campbell, a real effort to re-instate this con-

cept of love. As we saw in the earlier chapters of this thesis, 

Denney feels we must do justice both to God's love and God's 

righteousness in any doctrine of the Atonement. Denney sees 

Bushnell as one who writes in reaction against those who stressed 

(1) DR, p. 119. 

(3) DR, p. 2~. 

(5) DR, p. 118. 

(2) DR, p. 260. 

(4) DR, p. 255. 
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only God 1 s righteousness. 

According to Denney, the heart of the Atonement, for Bush-

nell, is the.fact of Christ1 s sympathetic love. Christ bore the 

vTeight of our sins by enterihg sympathetically into all that sin 

meant to us. He saw all that sin involved men in, in terms of 

suffering and misery. And unierstanding this suffering ani mis-

ery, He in love bore this burden on his heart (1). 

This love is the thing that wins men and brings them 

back to God. Denney would not have denied for a moment that it 

is love that wins men. But Denney always saw a danger in this 

point of view. It was a part of the doctrine of the Atonement, 

but it was not the whole. Denney contrasts McLeod Campbell and 

Bushnell and says: "Wïth McLeod Campbell it is otherwise. He 

thinks not only of man but of God as interested in sin, and as 

necessarily related to it. Apart from this thought of God, there 

is a tendency to regard sin as a misfortune, rather than a fault; 

sympathy with the sinner is apt to lapse into an extenuating or 

condoning of sin; it becomes emotional or sentimental, ani ceases 

to be, what it alrre.ys was in Jesus, ethical and austere'' (2). 

Here is the heart of the matter. Denney talks of "the 

tendency to think of sin as a misfortune, rather than a fault". 

Denney realizes the greatness of Bushnel1 1 s book, but he sees 

its limitations. In his stress on Christ' s love, Bushnell tended 

to forget the seriousness of sin in God 1 s sight. 

(1) DR, p. 256. 

(2) DR, p. 257. 
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This account of the Atonement in history is brief. 

This has been done intentionally. For Denney, the interpret-

ation of the various theories of the Atonement was never the 

centre of interest. His chief interest lay in the New Testa-

ment and his main thought in reviewing these various inter-

pretations of the Atonement was to point out to 'What extent 

they were, or were not in accord with the New Testament doc-

trine. In Denney' s mind, the merits of any interpretation 

of the Atonern.ent consiste'd in the degree to which i t was con-

sistent with both Scripture and experience (1). 

(1) DR, P• 73. 
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Chapter 9 

Critique - Adverse Criticism 

of Denney 

In this chapter we shall confine ourselves to the adverse 

criticisrnsof Denney which have been made by different writers. 

In the next chapter we shall deal with the other side of the 

question, favourable criticisms of Denney. In the first place 

it is difficult to give an adverse criticism of the views of a 

writer with whom one is in close agreement. And so the writer 

of this thesis finds it most cifficult to give a fair criticism 

of Denney from an adverse point of view. He must therefore 

turn to the criticisms of ethers if he is to deal with this sub-

ject in any adequate way. The major difficulty here is that 

there are very few detailed criticisms of Denney. The writer 

of this thesis only knows of three such criticisms. 

Gustav Aulen in 11 Christus Victor" makes no reference to 

Denney. F .W. Dillistone in "The Significance of the Cross" makes 

only a few passing references to Denney which are all of a 

favourable nature and thus of no use to us in this chapter. 

L. Hodgson in "The Doctrine of the Atonement" makes no reference 

to Denney. R.C. Moberley's book on the Atonement was published 

in 1901, too early for any criticism of Denney. Vincent Taylor 

in "Jesus and His Sacrifice" has only two brief references to 

Denney. In "Forgiveness und Reconciliation", Taylor makes a 

number of brief references to Denney, but gives no extended crit-

icism. 
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A quick glanee through other books on the Atonement pub-

lished since Denney wrote his major works, bas not revealed any 

appreciable contribution to the adverse criticism of Denney, ex-

cept for those we shall deal with in the following pages. 

Alexander 1icCrea writing in 1939 said: "Denney has devel-

oped the legal and penal theory so clearly and effectively that 

nearly all writers since his time have moved either towards the 

moral influence theory or ~.OWards a synthesis of the objective 
' . 

and subjective theories in a higher and more ultimate view that 

will do justice to both" (1). 

For our thinking the above statement is intensely interest-

ing and very important. According to illcCrea, Denney made writers 

on the subject of the Atonement take their stand either for or 

against him. They moved, as McCrea has said, either toward the 

moral influence theory or towards a synthesis of the objective 

and subjective theories. This latter is essentially Denney 1s 

point of view. 

Among those who moved towards the moral influence theory 

and therefore ctefinitely against Denney was Dr. Hastings Rash-

dall. Dr. Rashdall 1s interpretation of the Atonement was not 

new. In f act he quotes from Peter the Lombard the following 

words: "The death of Christ therefore justifies us, inasmuch as 

through it, charity is stirred up in our hearts" (2). 

(1) McCrea, Alexander, "The Work of Jesus in Christian Thought", p. 251, 
London, 1939. 

(2) Rashdall, Hastings, "The Idea of Atonement in Christian Theology", 
p. 438, London, 1920. 
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Rashdall tells us that this is essentially the doctrine of 

the Atonement to which he subscribes. This is the view of many 

of the Eastern Fathers which has been summed up in the phrase 

.rr Atonement through Incarnation". We have already se en that 

Denney strenuously rejects the point of view of the Eastern 

Fathers. It is no wonder then that Rashdall takes issue with 

Denney and his ideas of substitution and propitiation. Rashdall 

states (1) that such ideas were not generally accepted in the 

church up to the time of Irenaeus. 

And so Rashdall launches forth on his criticism of Denney. 

First we shall deal with Rashdall 1s criticism of the story 

Denney uses to ill~strate a certain aspect of his interpretation 

of the Atonernent. 

In brief the story is this: Supposing I am sitting on a 

pier on a surmner day. Someone cornes along and says 11 1 am going 

to jump into the water and get drowned to show that I love you11 

(2 ). As Denney points out you do not justj.unp into the water 

and get drowned to show you love a person. If a person is drown-

ing and you jump into the water and lose your life in an attempt 

to save that person, it is a different story. In the one case 

your death cannat be said to be a demonstration of love by any 

stretch of the imagination. In the second case it is quite 

legitimate to say that death is a demonstration of love. One 

person àied in order to save the other and so Denney says that 

because Christ died to save men from perishing, His death was 

(1) Rashdall, op. cit., p. 437. 

(2) DC, p. 103. 
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a oemonstration of love. But unless men were perishing, Christ's 

death was not necessarily a demonstration of love. Denney's point 

is that Christ's death met a real need in man's life. As the 

writer of this thesis sees it, according to Rashdall in sorne ab-

stract and indefinite way that we cannot understand, the death 

of Christ was a demonstration of God 1s love. 

Rashdall attacks Denney 1s illustration at several points. 

Rashdall points out that Christ 1s death was not Christ 1s own act 

but the act of the Jewish priests, the Roman magistrates and the 

Roman soldiers. He goes on to tell us that Jesus did not of his 

own free will mount upon the Cross and crucify Himself. Then 

Rashdall gives us what he considers a more apt illustration of 

Christ 1s death. According to him, Christ would say something like 

this: "To show my love for you, I will allow rnyself to be thrown 

into the sea by those who have threatened to do so unless I aban-

don my work of preaching11 (1). 

To our rnind, Rashdall misconstrues the whole point of Denney 1s 

illustr ation. Denney does not use his sto~ to illustrate either 

the vol untary or involunta~ nature of Chri st 1s death. All such 

talk is beside the point. Denney uses the story solely to point 

out that Christ died to meet a defini t e need in man's life, the 

need t o be right wi th God. And as we have s een all through t his 

thesis, this takes place through the atoning death of Christ which 

is a propitiation. The r eal point of dispute between Rashdall 

(1) Rashdall , op . cit., p. 442. 
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and Denney is the question that was raised in chapter 8 of this 

thesis, that is: Does God forgive freely or does He not? 

Denney maintains that God only forgives on the basis of 

Christ's atoning death. Rashdall maintains that God forgives 

freely. After stating his argument to support this point of 

view, he goes on to say: 11 There is nothing in the fact that the 

necessity for the death did not arise from any objective demand 

for expiation which can diminish the gratitude and the love which 

such a death, taken in connection with such a life, was calcul-

ated to awaken towards the Sufferer" (1). Then he adds on the 

next page: 11 It does nothing to diminish the love which the con-

templation of such a death is calculated to awaken in the mind of 

him who believos that the whole life and death of Christwas one 

of lo're for His fellows, and that in Him who so lived and died the 

love of God was uniquely and supremely manifested11 (2). 

Denney would dispute the idea that to view the death of 

Christ merely as a demonstration of love does not diminish the 

love with it awakens. It is one of the points on which Denney 

is most insistent: He says more than once that we cannat know 

the depths of Christ 1s love except in the light of redemption (3). 

(1) Rashdall, op. cit., p. 442. 

(2) Ibid., p. 410. 

(3) DC, p. 135. 
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H.R. Macintosh points out the L~ortance of gratitude 

in the practical application of the truth of the Atonement in 

human lives. "The impelling reason why people who are conscious 

of owing everything.to God, do one thing and leave another undone, 

will in countless instances be fourid in a deep though perhaps 
(1) 

quite unobtrusive'\)l~fieo$~·" How gratitude can have much 

of a place in the life of a sinner if Christ's death is merely 

a demonstration of love, we cannot see. Real gratitude springs 

from the fact that Chr~st did something for us we could never 

have done for ourselves, something without which we would have 

perished. He made atonement for our sins. This is what puts 

gratitude in our hearts. :Macintosh points out this truth when 

he says: 11Psychologically we cannot keep up gratitude except 

to one who we feel has really benefited us" (2). 

Gratitude for an Atonement which meets a deep need in 

human hearts is the thing which really stirs our hearts to 

action. Rashdall seems unconscious of this sense of deep need. 

He seems unaware of the deep seriousness of sin and the fact 

thaVit separates men from God. This is the conclusion to which 

we come as we consider his criticism of Denney. Denney penetrates 

into the heart of a problem of which Rashdall knew little. Sydney 

Cave feelsthis about Rashdall for he writes: 11 After stating 

that neither the honest blundering of Dr. Dale nor the passionate 

scholarship ·of Dr. Denney nor the super;~~ubtlety of Dr. Fors.yth, 

(1) Macintosh, H.R., "The Christian Experience of Forgiveness", p. 265, 
London, Nisbet Co~, 1927. 

(2) Ibid., p. 265. 
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nor the refined elusiveness of Dr. Moberley can any more put 

reality11 into the penal theory, Dr. Oman goes on to say: "Never-

theless one has a feeling that these writers are reaching out after 

sorne spiritual need with which Dr. Rashdall is untroubled, not be-

cause he has sol ved the problem but be cause he has ignored i t" (1). 

Rashdall goes on to develop the theory that the Incarnation 

is the Atonement. "It was in becoming incarnate and in submitting 

to a death which others brought about ••• that His love to man-

kind was shown" (2). This, of course, is the theory that was so 

central among the Eastern Fathers. It is not necessary to deal 

in detail with a theory we have considered elsewhere (3). In 

that chapter we dealt with the reasons why Denney rejects this 

interpretation of the Atonement. He rejects it primarily because 

the New Testament knows nothing of an Incarnation that can be . 

defined apart from Atonement (4). Rashdall, following in the 

footsteps of the Eastern Fathers cornes to the place where 11 he 

makes of Christianity primarily a teaching and of Christ an ex-

ample to be followed" (5). Denney does not forget that Christ 1s 

dea th is an exanple to be followed, for he says: "No one knew 

better than Paul that, though Christianity must be capable of an 

intellectual construction, it is not an intellectual system in 

(1) Cave, Sydney, "The Doctrine of the Work of Christ", p. 251, 
London, Hodder and Stoughton, 1937. 

(2) Rashdall, op. cit., p. 441. 

(4) DC, p. 179. 

(3) Chapter 8. 

(5) Cave, op. cit., P• 252 . 
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essence, but a new moral life11 (1). But he knows that this 

is not. the heart of the Christian Gospel. The heart of the 

Gospel is that sin bas been dealt with in the atoning death 

of Christ and only the man who is right with Goà is able, in 

any sense of the word, to follow Christ 1s example. But ~h-' ' 

dàll~·B view made justification, not the initial but the final 

stage of man's upward quest; and. that is legalism (2). 

J.G. Mozley's Criticism of Denney 

We turn next to J.G. Mozley's "Doctrine of the Atone-

ment11 • From this book we get the impression that the au thor 

is very much in agreement with Denney, except on a few minor 

points. This is quite clear from the following statement found 

near the end of Mozley 1 s book. 11 I do not therefore tb.ink that 

we need shrink from s~ that Christ bore penal suffering for 

us and in our stead" (3). 

The views of a man who makes such a statement are cer-
n~ 

tainlyldïfferent from those of Denney in any fundamental way. 

Jl..iozley thinks of Denney as a writer of great ability, though 

occasionally guilty of narrowness and harshness towards the 

supporters of other conceptions. 

(l) 

(3) 

Next we shall note briefly :t.;;ozley 1s favo~rable criticisms 

"II Corinthians11 , p . 371. (2) Cave, op . cit., p . 253. 

Eozley, J.G., "The Doctrine of the Atonement11 , p . 216f:iô. 
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of Denney (1). He draws attention to Denney's exposure of 

the false antithesis between 'historical' and 1dogmatic 1 

interpretations. There is also Denney 1s very satisfying 

argument in defense of the word 1substitute1 as opposed to 

the word •representative '. Then Denney 's reply to those who 

would contrast 'love' and 'propitiation' is most satisfying. 

These matters have already been dealt with previously and we 

only stop to mention them at this point. 

Mozley mentions the fact that Denney speaks of the 

Atonement as something "originally outside us" (2). It is a 

little confusing as to what Mozley means here. He seems to 

be referring to Christ's death as a finished work. It is im-

possible to believe that Lozley interpreted Denney as teaching 

that the Atonement was complete apart from any moral influence 

on man. If this is how he interprets Denney, Denney 1s own 

statements flatly contradict l.iozley, for he says: "The modern 

mind assumes what Dr. Chalmers painfully discovered. An Atone-

ment that does not r egenerate, it truly holds, is not an Atone-

ment in which men can be asked to believe 11 (3). 

Mozley criticizes Denney 1s "comparative depreciation of 

the Incarnation, except as a necessarypresupposition for a true 

expiatory atonement" (4). Mozley points out that it is wrong to 

(1) Mozley, op. cit., pp. 180ff. 

(3) MM, p . 63. 

(2) Ibid., p. 180 . 

(4) ~ozley, op. cit., footnote, 
p . 212. 
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depreciate the Incarnation because of the fact t hdt l.u ::...tself 

the Incarnation does mean that God was concerned about us. He 

came ôovm into our miôst to be with us and to sympathize with 

us. We feel that J,:ozley has a point here. But vre feel it is 

theoretical rather than real. The Incarnation and the Atone-

ment are two facts; tl ~. ~) ~· . : ·. ~tc 

they are not separate facts but tv;o facts indissolubly and 

eternally linked together in the persan of Christ. The fact 

is that He who was incarnatE at Bethlehem made tonement at 

Calvary. Vie cannot have orfJ· , without the other. This was the 

whol e ar gument of chapter 4 of this thesis namel;r that only a 

Saviour who is God in human f lesh can make Atonement. 

T.H. Hughes ' Criticism of Denney 

T. H. Hughes in his book 11 The Atonement11 with the sub-

ti tle 11 VJ.Odern Theories of the Doctrine" has a fairly extended 

criticism of Denney. Hughes ' chief criticism of Denney is that 

Denney thinks of Christ 1s death as substitutionary. He thinks 

this is a misinterpretation of the New Testament evidence . He 

tells us t hat "Denney ignores the fact that in the New Testament 

almost all references to Christ 1s death use the preposition 

'huper' meaning on behalf of rather th~ 'ant i' instead, 

suggesting that it was vicarious rather than 1substitutionary 111 (l). 

l'fe suppose that Hughes means by the word 'vicarious' that Christ 

(1) Hughes, T .H., 11 '1he Atonementr', pp. 89fl'. , London, 1949 . 
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died as our representative rather than as our substitute. The 

Oxford Dictionary (1) says that vicarious means "àeputed, act-

ing as substitute, done or suffered by one persan on behalf of 

another". This is not much help to us. We shall assume therefore 

that by 'vicarious' Hughes means 'representative 1 • So we may say 

the crux of the matter is whether the New Testament teaches that 

Christ died as our representative or as our substitute. For 

Denney the argument for 1substitute1 is well supported. He is 

not unaware of the difficulties involved in the use of the ward 

but in regarci to the use of the word 'representative' as opposed 

to 1substitute 1 he writes: "I venture to think that with sorne 

advantages, the drawbacks of this word are quite as serious as 

tho se which attach to substi tute" (2). Then a few pages la ter 

he adds: "A representative not produced by us, but given to 

us - not chosen by us, but the elect of God - is not a represent-

ative at all, but in that place a substitute" (3). 

Denney is quite clear about the fact that he believes the 

deatt of Christ is a substitutionary death. Sonething very close 

to Denpey's heart was at stake in the use or failure to use this 

word. He believed the worci 1substitute' best erl-'lained the New 

Testament doctrine of the Atonement and he refused to abandon it. 

"If Christ died the death in which sin had involved us, if in His 

death He took the responsibility of our sins upon Himself, no word 

(1) Pocket Edition, p. 936. 

(3) MM, p. 135. 

(2) ~JM, p. 132. 
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is equal to this which falls short of what is meant by calling 

Him our substitute11 (1). 

Hughes tells us that, on the whole Denney leans to the 

Calvinistic view that Jesus bore all the penalty (2). He sees 

that at times Denney gets away from this view. Denney makes the 

statement that "He suffered all the punishrnent except that of a 

bad conscience" (3). Hughes feels that Denney leans to the view 

that Christ bore all the punishrnent. But is Hughes really fair 

here? Time and time again Denney repudiates any theory which 

interprets the Atonement in quantitative terrns. He tells us 

that categories of quantity, which are meaningless where person-

ality is concerned, are inapplicable to the work of Christ (4). 

Denney goes on to enlarge upon this later in the sarne book, where 

he says: "t:.!uantitative categories are meaningless in the moral 

world. To say that the sin of the world in all its tragic reality 

was borne by Christ on His Cross, so that he is a propitiation for 

that sin is one thing~ to say that the penalties due to all men 1s 

offences were summed up and inflicted on Him, is another and entirely 

different thing" (5) 

Hughes tells us that !~iozley says that Denney puts the Atone-

ment "outside us". He f eels this may be true of Denney 1 s earlier 

writings, but that it is definitely not true of his final views 

(1) DC, p. 62 {2) Hughes, op. cit., p. 90. 

(3) DR, p . 272.~a.c«?;-ti~ng to Hughea4) DR, p . 119. 

(5) DR, PP• 159f~. 
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in his last book 11 The Christian Doctrine of Reconciliation" (1). 

In the above named book, Denney makes the astounding state-

ment, speaking of the righteousness of God, that 11we can only con-

ceive .. t t -~-$ ~q,aking part with us against Himsel f 11 (2). Hughes 

wonders if, in viffi~ of this statement, Denney has really aban-

aoned the dualism of the post-reformation divines. He feels that 

here Denney cornes very near to the theory of a cleavage in the 

Divine nature, a theory which Denney himself claims to repudiate. 

To the writer of this thesis, Hughes reads into Denney 1s state-

ment a meaning which Denney never intended to be there. Denney 

is striving after words which will adequately express the meaning 

of the Atonement. He is aware of the difficulties involved in 

saying: 11 God takes part with us against Hi mself 11 • Yet he be-

lieves that this statement cornes very close to what he is trying 

to say, namel y that sin i s a ve ry serious t hing to God, and at 

the same time if it is t o be atoned f or , God must make the Atone-

ment. 

A final crit icism that Hughes makes i s that Denney "makes 

the pl ace and the power of the Holy Spirit in the experience of 

forgiveness unnecessary" (3 ). A consideration of Denney 1s dis-

cussion of t he place of t he Holy Spir it i n the Christian fai th 

reveals t hat t !lis statement is not exactly accurate. Denney 

tells us that in the New Testament, t he l ife of the r econciled 

(1) Hughes, op. cit., p . 91. 

(3) Hughes, op. cit., p . 91. 

(2) DR, p. 142. 
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is also described as life in the Spirit. He sees a danger 

in stressing too much the place of the Roly Spirit. He speaks 

of certain groups of Christians whose thinking about the Spirit, 

to him seemed eccentric and unreal (1). Denney has no desire 

to depreciate the place of the Holy Spirit in the Christian life. 

But he sees dangers involved in laying too rnuch emphasis on the 

on the à.octrine of the Holy Spirit. 11 Unquestionably11 he says, 

11 the i~ew Testament justifies the amplest attention to the place 

if the Spirit in the life of reconciliation, but it is not ao,~·easy 

to do justice to the New Testament facts as sorne of those who speak 

most of the Spirit seem to think11 (2). 

In spite of the Creed, Denney says, there is no such ex-

pression in the New Testament as belief in the Spirit. He rea-

lizes he may be charged with ignoring the personality of the 

Holy Spirit and reducing the thirèt Persan of the Trinity to an 

emotional disturbance (3). His answer to this is that even in 

the Apostolic age, the doctrine of the Spirit led to disturbing 

phenomena within the Church. Perhaps he is thinking of the sit-

uation Paul was dealing with in I Corinthians 12 , where we see 

that emphasis on the Spirit led to strange forms of conduct. 

To the writer of this t hesis, when Denney says, 11 in itself 

Spirit is a vague term11 (4), he is getting at an important truth. 

If the &ew Testament i s to be our guide, it is quite obvi ous that 

(l) DR, p. 307. 

(3) DR, p. 310. 

(2) DR, pp. 307ff. 

(4) DR, p. 310. 



the Ho1y Spirit was never intended to be an end in Himse1f. 

Always His function is to point to Christ. Christ said of 
the 

the Spirit: 11 He shall guide you into alY truth: for he shall 

not speak from himself: ••••• He shall glorify me: for He 

shal1 take of mine and shall declare it unto yourr (1). In the 

fourteenth chapter of John, Jesus has been talking about the 

coming of the Ho1y Spirit and almost inunediately he adds: 11 I 

will not leave you desolate: I come to you 11 (2). There is 

something inconsistent here if what Hughes says is true. Jesus 

has been speaking of the coming of the Spirit, then he says: 11 I 

côme to yourr. In this connection there is a significant passage 

in Romans 8:9-11 to which Denney draws our attention (3) where 

the terms 'Spirit of God 1 , 'Spirit of Christ•, and •Christ' are 

practically indistinguishable. If it is vitally important to 

distinguish between the work of Christ and the work of the Spirit 

in reconciliation, why does not Paul do this? There is one answer 

to this. The supreme work of the Holy Spirit is to make Christ 

real to men. 

If Denney neglects to emphasize the place of the Ho;Ly Spirit 

it is because of this fact. For Denney, as we have seen again and 

again, Christ is the One of central importance. In this Denney 

is true to the New Testament. Accordingly, Hughes' statement 

though outwardly true, fails to bring out the truth that the work 

of the Spirit is to point to Christ. And this is the one thing 

that Denney does in a supreme way. He points to Christ. 

(1) John 16:13, 14 RV. 

(3) DR, p. 311. 

(2) John 14:18 RV. 
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Another stuàent of the Doctrine of the Atonement who 

refers constantly to James Denney is A.B. Macaulay. In his 

book "The Death of Jesus", Macaulay acknowledges the great 

debt heowes to Denney. In the preface of his book, he writes: 

"Readers will easily perceive who my rnasters have been: Dr. 

J. McLeod Campbell and trincipal James Denney. The history 

of Scottish Theology contains no names more distinguished than 

theirs" (1). 

All together kacaulay refers to Denney eighteen times. 

Nearly all these references are brief ones of one or two sent-

ences. For the most part, they are used to support an argument 

and are not critical. ~acaulay finds himself in hearty agree-

ment with Denney 1s interpretation of the Atonement, as bearing 

witness both to GodlsLove and His severity (2) • 
. , 

There is only one passage where Macaulay really takes 

issue with Denney (3). ~acaulay has been saying that the term 

1substitute 1 emphasizes the fact that there is sorue11tling from 

which Jesus, in His death, saves sinners. He t ells us that 

Denney 1 s answer is: "He saves us from dying in our sins" (4). 

Macaulay feels that Denney 1s answer is unduly narrow and he 

tells us that 11 it would be better to say that 1what we are 

spared or saved from, by the death of Jesus 1 is from living in 

our sins and dying in our sins - from the doom of abiding 

(1) A.B. 1iacaulay, "The Death of Jesus", p. vii. 

(2) Ibid.' PP• 17lff. (3) Ibid., P• 158. 

(4) DR, p. 283. 
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forever in a wrong relation to God wi th all i ts consequences" (1). 

Macaulay enlarges on Denney's statement and says that 

Jesus saves us from living in our sins and dying in our sins, 

and from abiding in a wrong relationship with God. But the 

writer of this thesis believes that Denney says each of these 

three things. Certainly Christ saves men from dying in their 

sins. The whole argument of chapter three of this thesis is 

that the purpose of the Atonement is to put man in a right rel-

ationship with God. Perhaps the heart of Eacaulay 1s criticism 

is that Denney does not sufficiently stress the ethical impli-

cations of the Atonement. This is only partly true. It is 

true that Denney does not work out to any extent the ethical 

implications of the .Atonement. But Denney did make such state-

ments as: "Christianity ••••• is not an inLellectual system 

in essence, but a new moral life" (2). "This moral union remains 

the problem and the task, as well as the reality and the truth, 

of the Christian life" (3). In an honest heart the Cross can 

never be an excuse for sinning, but only a motive to love, de-

votion, and gratitude (4). In the light of such statements, 

it is haràly fair to say Denney ignored the etr~cal implica-

tions of the Atonement. 

(1) Macaulay, op. cit., p. 158. 

(3) lîM, p. 138. 

(2) 11 II Corinthians11 , p. 371. 

(4) DR, p . 282. 



Chapter 10 

Denney's Lasting Value 

One of the things that has particularly struck the author 

of this thesis is that no writer of which he knows has ever 

written a shattering criticism of Denney. Except for the few 

pages in Ra.shdall 1s 11 The Idea of Atonement in Christian Theo-

logy11, there is no strong criticism of Denney's main position. 

Of course, there will always be those who because of their SJ1TI-

pathy wi th the views or abelard and his followers, that is the 

subjective interpretation of the Atonement, will not agree with 

Denney. But the writings of Dr. James Denney will always stand 

out as one of the great contributions to thinking on the doct-

rine of the Atonement. 11 It could well be claimed11 says F.W. 

Dillistone (1), "that no grAater Scottish theologian has arisen 

in this century than James Denney". 

We have already r eferred to the statement of Alexander 

McCrea to the effect that Denney forced thinkers since his time 

to move towards the moral influence theory or towards a syn-

thesis of the objective and subject ive views. There is l ittle 

doubt in any minds that Denney has made one of the real l y great 

contributions ta thinking in the field of the Atonement. In 

retrospect, l et us draw attention to three truths which make 

Denney an outstanding writer and t hinker in t his field. 

(1) Dillistone , F.W., "The Signi f icance of the Cross11 , p. 11. 



i. Denney's Rejection of the Forensic Interpretation 

One of the outstanding characteristics of Denney 1s doctrine 

of the Atonement is his definite rejection of the forensic or 

legal interpretation of the Atonement. He is quite outspoken 

about this matter and he writes: "Few things have astonished 

me more than to be charged with teaching a 1forensic' or 'legal' 

or 1 judicial r doctrine of the Atonement, resting as such a doc-

trine must do, on a 'forensic', or 1legal 1 , or 1judicial 1 con-

ception of man's relation to God11 (1). 

There is no need to go very deeply into this subject here. 

We have already deal t wi th i t qui te thoroughly in chapter 8 of 

this thesis, when we dealt with Anselm 1s doctrine of the Atone-

ment. Denney's attitude towards any interpretation of the 

Atonement in forensic terms is rnade quite clear in his criticism 

of Anselm. Because Denney is high in his praise of the merits 

of Anselm 1s interpretation, he speaks with real authority when 

it cames to his demerits. 

One of the central truths of the whole Bible is that of 

the Personality of God. Denney tells us that "religion is an 

experience of the personality of God11 (2). Because of this it 

will always be inadequate to describe the relations between man 

and God in anything but personal terms. 

When we say that relations between God and man are foren-

sic, we mean they are regulated by statute (3). And in doing 

(l) b:!Yl, p. 69. 

(2) r.~ç, p. 66. 

(3) Ml'II, p. 69. 
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this we put a legal system at the heart of the universe in-

stead of a personal Gad. It is always difficult to put spirit-

ual truths, especially profound spiritual truths, into words 

that are easily understood. Of necessity we must always speak 

of God in parabolic language. There are sorne parables or meta-

phors that are more adequate than ethers but every such parable 

or metaphor has its limitations and difficulties arise when we 

press these figures of speech tao far. And in no field is this 

more true than that of legal terms. It is true that God is our 

Judge and that we are responsible to Him but it is not true that 

the relations between God and man are those of a magistrate on 

a bench pronouncing sentence according to the act on the crirni-

nal at the bar (1). 

This is one of the great things about Denney, he realized 

the inadequacy of forensic terms in any interpretation of the 

Atonement. He saw the necessity of interpretine the Atonement 

in personal terms. The very essence of God 1 s . nature is that 

He is a Person and any attempt to explain man's relationship to 

Him in anything but personal terms must be rejected. 

ii. Denney Taught an Objective Theory of the Atonement 

We hesitate to use the term 'objective' to describe a 

theory of the Atonement for the reason that it only describes 

the Atonement from one point of view, that is God's point of 

view or rather from the point of view of its effect on Gad. 

We must never forget, as Anselm and his followers in all ages 

(l) MM, p. 70. 
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have forgotten that the Atonement has no meaning apart from 

its effect on man. There is no point to the Atonement unless 

it leads man to a new life. We can never say it is complete 

in itself apart from any efrect it has on man. Christ died to 

atone for sin. This is the ve~- heart of Denney's teaching. 

But the primary reason why Christ died was to accomplish man's 

salvation, and through this means of course to bring glory to 

God. This is seen in the words of John's gospel: "For God so 

loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that who-

soever believeth on hi.m should not perish but have eternal life" {1). 

But having saià this, let us be clear about the fact that 

there can be no salvation apart from an objective Atonement. 

Denney is quite defini te here. He writes: "Christ and His 

work have this absolute value for the Father, whatever this or 

t hat individual may t hink of them; and as it is only on the 

basis of Christ and His work that reconciliation becomes an 

accomplished fact, it is strict truth to say that reconcilia-

tion- in the sense of man's return to God and acceptance with 

Him- is based on an objective Atonement" (2). The i mportant 

point here is that reconciliation is based on an objective 

Atonement. fuan cannot be saved or reconciled to God apart from 

an objecti ve Atonement. Y~n are forgiven by a love which does 

absolute homage to the whole being and self-revelation QI God (J). 

(l) Joh..11 3:16 RV. 

(2) DR, p . 235. 

(3) DR, p. 235. 
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The religion which makes man the chief end in the universe and 

says that the only real reason for God 1s existence is to care 

for man is not the religion of the New Testament. Any true in-

terpretation of the religion of the New Testament puts God at 

the centre and man on the circumference. God and His glory are 

the prime concern and Denney tells us that the love which seeks 

man is a love which before everything pays. homage to that in 

God which sin has defied (i). The word used to. describe this 

love which pays homage to that in God which sin has defied is 

'propitiation'. Denney makes this quite clear when he says: 

~ ' / 11 We cannot dispense with the ideas of propitiation, ~1~~-f', 

: we cannot dispense with a work of re-

conciliation which is as objective as Christ Himself and has its 

independent objective value to God, let our estimate of it be 

what it will" (2). 

Denney uescribes this as a propitiatory or objective 

theory of the Atonement. But Denney was not altogether happy 

about the use of the teno 'objective' as applied to the Atone-

ment. ·IVe have already pointed out that in one of his letters 

to W. Robertson Ni coll (3) in speaking of a remark by a certain 

Dr. Mackennal that he did not care for the antithesis of objec-

tive and subjective as applied to theories of tr~ Atonement, 

Denney says: "No more do I, and in fact what I have written is 

meant to show that the words in question are not only misleading 

(1) DR, p. 236. 

(2) DR, p. · 236. 

(3) Letters I, p. 59. 
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but meaningless in an:,y aiscourse about Christ". It was not 

that Denney objected so much to the use of the tvro words 'sub-

jective' and •objective' in themselves but the iàea that either 

vrorà in itself was a complete picture of the Atonement. For 

Denney the Atonement was both objective and subjective nè~ one 

or the otr1er. Denney was qui te clear about the fact that he be-

lieved in an objective atonement for he says: 11 Reduced to its 

simplest expression, what an objective atonement means is that 

but for Christ and His passion, God would not be to us what He 

is. This seems to the writer the unquestionable Christian truth" (1). 

There was one word~ th~t Denney clung to with fierce deter-

mination. He clung to it ·because to him it expressed the heart 

of the New Testament doctrine of the Atonement. It was the word 

•substitute' or 1substitutionary1 • He would not abandon it be-

cause he felt it expressed a truth which a man could not reject 

and still be true to the New Testament. 

For Denney, no New Testament words better expressed the 

heart of the Atonement than the words: "He bore our sins". 

Christ 1s death was a martyr 1s death but it was more than this. 

To say His death was a martyr 's death C1oes not explain the New 

Testament truth involved. in the statement that "He bore our 

sins" (2). For Denney, to say that 11 He bore our sins 11 was to 

say _Christ àied as our substitute. 11Whoever says 'He bore our 

sins' says substitution; and to say substitution is to say 

(1) DR, p. 239. 

(2) DR, p. 277. 
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something which involves an immeasurable obligation to Christ, 

and has therefore in it an incalculable motive power" (1). 

Then a few pages later he makes himself quite clear again. 

11 If Christ died the dea th in which sin had involved us, if in 

His deatn He took the responsibili ty of our sins upon :tfimself, 

no word is equal to this which falls short of what is. meant by 

calling Him our substi tu te" (2). 

We have already oealt with the question as to whether the 

term 'representative 1 is as adequate as the ·ward 'su'o~titute 1 (3). 

Denney defin~tely feels that the word 1representativJ is not ade-

quate (4). 

· ~enney clings to the word 1substitute 1 and we .naturally 

ask why he did this. Was it because he was a fanatic about words? 

Such a position is not supported by an appeal to Denney 1 s writ-

ings as a whole. There must be a deeper reason for his action. 

He used the word because, to him, it expressed one of the deep-

est, if not the deepest, truths in the whole of the New Testament. 

It expressed as no other word could the sinner r s sense of debt 

to Christ which Denney describe s as 11 the most in·i::.imate, intense, 

and uniform characteristic of the New Testament": (~). 

This sense of debt to Christ pervades the wbol. :: of the New 

Testament (6). This sense of àebt is inexplicable except on the 

(l) DC, p . éiJ. (2) DC, p. 62. 

(3) In chapt er 9. (4) 11M, p . 135. 

(5) DC; p. 61. (6) DR, p. 283. 
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basis that the one thing needful for sinners was once for all 

done and endured at the Cross (l) o Here lies the very heart 

of the ~~ew Testament, the very heart of the Atonement. Christ 

did something for man at the Cross wruch man c~~ never repay. 

The only t hing that man can do is, not to tr,y to imitate it, 

but to .trust in it, to abandon oneself to this sin-bearing love 

11unreservedly, unconàitionally, and for ever" (2). 

We may criticize Denney and say he failed to give love an 

adequate place in his doctrine of the Atonement, that he was un-

fair in his criticism of men like Abelard and McLeod Campbell. 

But this will never be anything but a superi'icial critidsm of 

Denney. Denney saw as few others have seen that t!le Atonement 

teaches us that "God 1s condamnation of sin" is 11 a terrifically 

real and serious thing" (3) o And to 11im the wonder of the 

Divine love in all its fullness could never be understood ex-

cept in the light of Christ's death as a propitiati on for sin. 

Sin was terrifically real to Denney. But to him tne ultimate real-

1 ty· ._ in t üe world is a Divine love wnich bear~ our s ins. 11 It 

is nothing superficial or imperfectly real about God which is 

revealed in the work of reconciliation achieved by Christ; on 

the contrary, it is the ultimate truth of t he divi ne nature; 

the àeepest thing we can ever know about God is that there is a 

love in Him which bears in all its reality the sin of the world" (4). 

(1) DR, p. 284. 

(3) Letters I, p . l. 

(2) DR, p. 290. 

(4) DR, ppo290lt·. 
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In the enà Denney leads us to the place where love is the supreme 

reality and he brings his whole drgument to a close with the mag-

nificent words of St. Paul, 11 1 am persuaded, that neither death, 

nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, 

nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any 

other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of 

God, which is in Christ Jesus our i.ord" (1). 

iii. The ~ractical Implications of the Atonement 

Morality or ethical conduct is very important, but it 

can never be the heéirt of the Christian religion. This is because 

what man needs most of all is not to be shawn what he ought to 

do but to be given the strength to live such a life. Thetrimary 

task of religion is to cieal first of all vii th moral failure and 

then to impart the power to live a new life (2). This is the 

very essence of what Christ aoes in His atoning àeath. Through 

that aeath He makes forgiveness possible. Arising from this 

forgiveness, cornes a sense of gratitude which qecorries the motive 

power of the new life. 

There is only one thing which brings a man i.nto union with 

Christ where the new life becomes possible and it is the love of 

Christ in which He bears our sins in Hi s own body on the tree. 

i~ew life is only possible through the atoning àeath of Christ. 

It is the acceptance of the Atonement which changes men anci gives 

(l) Romans 8:38, 39 RV. 

(2) LR, p. 29b. 
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them new life. There is no other source of the new life. 

Denney is quite clear about this, for he writes: "The Atone-

ment, or God 1 s justification of the ungodly, which takes effect 

with the acceptance of the Atonement, regenerates and there is 

no regeneration besides11 (1). If men are to be changed, it will 

be through the Atonement alone. It is not sufficient to tell 

men to be like Christ. They will only 'WB11t to be like Him as 

they realize what He has done for them in His ùeath. St. Paul 

looked at the Cross and said: "The love of Christ constraineth 

us; because we thus juage, ttlat one died for all, therefore all 

died; and He died for all, that they which live shoul d no longer 

live unto themselves, but unto Him who tor tneir sakes died and 

rose again" (2). St. John looked at the Cross and saw there the 

deepest love in all the world. 11 Herein is love, not that we 

loved Gad, but that He loved us, and sent His Son to be the pro-

pi tiation f or our sin s" (3). a From this He discovered the secret 

of all Christ-like living, a. secret which is 1·ound in the words: 

"We love, because He first loved us" (4). 

Denney stresses the practical implications of the Atonement 

in a magnificent statement which seems to sum up his whole think-

ing. He says: In an honest heart, the Cross can never be an ex-

. eus :: f or sinning, but only a motive to love, devotion and grati-

tude· (5 ). 

' (1) IP.,, p . 168. (2) II Cor. 5 :14, lSJiV 
(3) I John 4 :lü RV. (4) I John 4:19 RV. 

(5) DR, p. 282 . 
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