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C. The Nature of the Atonement 

In this section we consider two aspects of Christ’s work: (1) Christ’s obedience for us, in 
which he obeyed the requirements of the law in our place and was perfectly obedient to the will 
of God the Father as our representative, and (2) Christ’s sufferings for us, in which he took the 
penalty due for our sins and as a result died for our sins. 

It is important to notice that in both of these categories the primary emphasis and the primary 
influence of Christ’s work of redemption is not on us, but on God the Father. Jesus obeyed the 
Father in our place and perfectly met the demands of the law. And he suffered in our place, 
receiving in himself the penalty that God the Father would have visited upon us. In both cases, 
the atonement is viewed as objective; that is, something that has primary influence directly on 
God himself. Only secondarily does it have application to us, and this is only because there was a 
definite event in the relationship between God the Father and God the Son that secured our. 
salvation. 

1. Christ’s Obedience for Us (Sometimes Called His “Active Obedience”). If Christ had only 
earned forgiveness of sins for us, then we would not merit heaven. Our guilt would have been 
removed, but we would simply be in the position of Adam and Eve before they had done 
anything good or bad and before they had passed a time of probation successfully. To be 
established in righteousness forever and to have their fellowship with God made sure forever, 
Adam and Eve had to obey God perfectly over a period of time. Then God would have looked on 
their faithful obedience with pleasure and delight, and they would have lived with him in 
fellowship forever.  

2.  For this reason, Christ had to live a life of perfect obedience to God in order to earn 
righteousness for us. He had to obey the law for his whole life on our behalf so that the positive 
merits of his perfect obedience would be counted for us. Sometimes this is called Christ’s 
“active. obedience,” while his suffering and dying for our sins is called his “passive obedience.”3 
Paul says his goal is that he may be found in Christ, “not having a righteousness of [his] own 
based on law, but that which is through faith in Christ the righteousness from God that depends 
on. faith” (Phil. 3:9). It is not just moral neutrality that Paul knows he needs from Christ (that is, 
a. clean slate with sins forgiven), but a positive moral righteousness. And he knows that that 
cannot. come from himself, but must come through faith in Christ. Similarly, Paul says that 
Christ has been made “our righteousness” (1 Cor. 1:30). And he quite explicitly says, “For as by 
one man’s. disobedience many were made sinners, so by one man’s obedience many will be 
made. righteous” (Rom. 5:19).  

Some theologians have not taught that Christ needed to achieve a lifelong record of perfect 
obedience for us. They have simply emphasized that Christ had to die and thereby pay the 
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penalty for our sins.4 But such a position does not adequately explain why Christ did more than. 
just die for us; he also became our “righteousness” before God. Jesus said to John the Baptist, 
before he was baptized by him, “It is fitting for us to fulfil all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15).   

It might be argued that Christ had to live a life of perfect righteousness for his own sake, not 
for ours, before he could be a sinless sacrifice for us. But Jesus had no need to live a life of 
perfect obedience for his own sake—he had shared love and fellowship with the Father for all 
eternity and was in his own character eternally worthy of the Father’s good pleasure and delight.   

He rather had to “fulfill all righteousness” for our sake; that is, for the sake of the people whom 
he was representing as their head. Unless he had done this for us, we would have no record of 
obedience by which we would merit God’s favor and merit eternal life with him. Moreover, if 

Jesus had needed only sinlessness and not also a life of perfect obedience, he could have died for 
us when he was a young child rather than when he was thirty-three years old. 
By way of application, we ought to ask ourselves whose lifelong record of obedience we 
would rather rely on for our standing before God, Christ’s or our own? As we think about the life 
of Christ, we ought to ask ourselves, was it good enough to deserve God’s approval? And are we 
willing to rely on his record of obedience for our eternal destiny? 

2. Christ’s Sufferings for Us (Sometimes Called His “Passive Obedience”). In addition to 
obeying the law perfectly for his whole life on our behalf, Christ also took on himself the 
sufferings necessary to pay the penalty for our sins.   

a. Suffering for His Whole Life: In a broad sense the penalty Christ bore in paying for our sins 
was suffering in both his body and soul throughout his life. Though Christ’s sufferings 
culminated in his death on the cross (see below), his whole life in a fallen world involved 
suffering. For example, Jesus endured tremendous suffering during the temptation in the 
wilderness (Matt. 4:1–11), when he was assaulted for forty days by the attacks of Satan.5 He also 
suffered in growing to maturity, “Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he 
suffered” (Heb. 5:8). He knew suffering in the intense opposition he faced from Jewish leaders 
throughout much of his earthly ministry (see Heb. 12:3–4). We may suppose too that he 
experienced suffering and grief at the death of his earthly father,6 and certainly he experienced 
grief at the death of his close friend Lazarus (John 11:35). In predicting the coming of the 
Messiah, Isaiah said he would be “a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief “ (Isa. 53:3).


