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A SKETCIL
- aF
THE HISTORY OF TIHE DOCTRINE OF
ATONEMENT.

BY THE REV. JAMES FREEMAN CLARKE.

In surveying the course of this docirine we
are struek by three periods distinctly marked,
which present themselves iinmediately to our
observation. The first, which may be called
the Mythic period, extends from an early
point of Christian antiquity to the eleventh
century, during a period of nearly a thousand
years. During the whole of this time, the
prevailing idea was of a conlroversy between
Churist and the devil for the souls of men, and
the work of Cliist was mainly {o redeem men
from the power of the devil, by paying the
ransom due to him on account of their
sins, The second is the Scholastic period, ex-
tending {rom the eleventh eentury to the Re-
formation, and during this period the leading
notion was legal, and the work of Christ was
to salisfy the justice of God by paying the
debt legally incurred by the sinner. The
third is” the period from the Reformation to
the present time, and the leading thought has
relation to the government of God, the work
of Christ being mainly fo produce an impres-
sion on the human mind, by manifesting God’s
hatred of sin, his respect for his law, or his
forgiving love.

Throughout the whole of this {ime we see
that the doctrine is in- progress, [t passes
from_the most theoretical to the most prac-
tical form. The work of Christ is at first
something wholly outward, out of -men, out
of the world; it'is at last wholly inward, a
work taking place in the interior soul. It is
at first objective, it is finally subjective.
Atonement is at first a transaction between
God and Satan, in the supernatural world;
then it becomes a transaclion between God
and man, in which God is to be satisfied ; and
then an influence exercised upon the human
mind, by which man is to be redeemed. But
after reaching this extreme point of subjec-
tivity, a reqetion takes place, and in the sys-
tems which have followed from the philo-
sophy of Xant, Schelling, and Hegel, there
has been an attempt o combine the objective
and subjective forms ; in other words, to repre-
sent the atonement as a transaction in which
God is reconciled {o man, as well as man re-
conciled to God.

Returning therefore fo the first period,
which we have called the mythic period of the
doctrine, we shall see that the writers of the
carly chureh, taking a partial view of the
New Testament statements concerning the
work of Chuiist, and seizing on a particular
class of Scripture expressions, consiructed a
theory in accordance with the habits of
thought pecliar {o that age.

The New Testament ascribes a great va-
riety of influences to the death of Christ, and
uses a multitnde of expressions in relalion to
it. Many of these are highly figurative, as
where Christians ave said to “ wash their
robes white in the blood of the Lamb,” and
many are naturally borrowed from the Jew-
ish ritual and sacrifices. But there are two
principal influences, relating to the two-fold
consequences of sin, as sepavaling us from
God and as depraving our nature.  The work
of Christ, in relation to the first, is called in
the New Testament reconcilielion, in relation
to the second, redemption. The first removes
the guilt of sin; the second, its power. By
the first, we are forgiven ; by the second, we
are cleansed from all unrighteousness. Now
the first of these effects was of too inward,
subjective, and spiritnal a character, to suit
the tone of thought in the carly church.
They passed by, tﬁcreforc, the fact of Recon-
ciliation ; and took hold of the fact of Re-
demption, as comprising the chief part of the
work of Christ. “And seizing a single ex-
pression of Scripture in relation 1o this, they
built their whole theory on its literal applica-
tion. The word thus taken as the foundation
of their sysiem was the word ¢ Ransom,” a
word used by Christ* of himself, -and applied

* Matt, xx. 2B. Mark x. 45.
1 Peter i« 18, &e.

Titus i, 1d.

also to his work by the Apostles. ¢ A ran-
som,> they argued, “is paid to deliver cap-
tives from the hands of their enemies. But
if Christ gave his life as a ransom for us, to
whom did he give it? It must have been to
an cnemy who held us captive. And who
could this be except the devil 222 Thus ar-
gued, for example, Ireneus, contending
against the Gnostics,* who endeavoured to
take a more spiritual view of the death of
Cluist. Irenmus was the firsit who attempt-
ed anything like a doctrinal developement of
the notion of Redemption. His theory was
this. DMen, throngh sin, became Lhe prison-
ers of the devil. Christ, being perfectly just,
the devil has no just power over him. ~ By
causing him to be put to death, the devil
therefore made himself liable in tam to a pe-
nalty, and Christ accepts the freedom of his
prisoners as his due. He, by his death, pays
their ransom, and sets them free. This theo-
ry was supporied by those texts which speak
of a viclory overthe devil.f

Origen supplied the defeets in the system
of Irenwns, and developed the docwrine fur-
ther. Ile is more mythic in his view than
Irenmus, for he explains {he motives which
led the devil to canse the crucifixion of Jesus,
a point which Irenzus had left in obseurity.
Origen regarded good and evil as in constant
conflict, and considered every good action of
a good man as a viclory gained over evil and
the demoniac woild, Ewvery marlyr-death is
aviclory. The demons are well aware of
this, but blinded by their hatred, forget it, and
cause the death of the good. Tut in doing so
they destroy their own powerd Thus was
the devil deceived, when through ‘hatred to
the goodness of Jesus, he caused him to bE
murdered. " He was then obliged to accept his
soul as a ransom for sinners. ~ The death of
Christ differs from that of others only in this,
that his death brought good to ol men.

The theory thus developed by Irenmus and
Origen, held its place for many centuries with
little alleration, The right of the devilover
men was fully admitted.” Augnstine regarded
it as the rightof property. According tohim,
Adam was conguered by the devil in a fair
fighi, and made his slave by the laws of war,
and according to the same laws all his de-
scendants were slaves also.l Leo the Great
considered the devil to have a tyrannical
right.  Oihers thought man to be only in the
power of the devil.  Some, as Theodorel and
Iilary of Doictiers, spoke of redemption as a
battle, in which Chrst has conquered the
devil, and set free his prisoners, The notion

* The Gnostic views of the death of Christ
were quite different from each other. Thus Ba-
silides admitted a real death of Jesus, but only
of the man Jesus, and denied the power of his
death toredecm others.  Marcion tanght that the
sufferings of Jesas were to be regarded as those
of the Divine Being, but were not to be consider-
ed as real, but only symbolic, representing the
truth that man must die to this world and to all
material things. Valentine said that the Plychic
Christ, not the Pucumatic, (the soul, noi the
spirit, the humanity, not the divinity,) suffered
on the cross.  This, aceording to him, typified
the truth that in the Absolute becoming one with
itself, nll finite existence is reconciled with it.—
Baur, Christ. Gnosis, p. 140.

+ The carly Fathers were occupied alinost en-
tirely in opposing the Gnostic Docetic tendencies,
and in proving the reality of the death of Jesus.
Ignatius, Tertullian, &c., say a great deal of the
reconelling power of the death of Jesus, but not
definitely enongh to give any distinet doetrinal
iden.—Buur, von der Versohnung, p. 26.

t Coloss. ii. 15, Jleb. ii. 14. 1 John iii. 8.

§ Origen taught that good works magically, by
a secret wonderful power, uponevil. e refers
those who doubt, to the Henthens, who believed
that nations and eitics had been saved by the vo-
luntary devotion of some heroic characters.
Origen also regards the death of Christ as a sn-
crifice offered to God, and centends that a sin
can never be forgiven without a sacrifice. Yet
this necessity is not deduced from the notion of
divine justice, conscquently it contains no iden of
substituted suffering. ‘The purity of the sncri-
fice tnkes away the sin, and in its beauty the evils
of men vanish away. 'The purity of the sacri-
fice would lend God "to forgive, but the devil’s
claim remains, and that is satisfied by the soul of
Jesus as a ransom. 'We must not look for per-
fect consistency in these carly fathers.

|l Augnstin wavers in this view, and in some
plnces seems to take an oppositc vne.

of a confract, however, was more usual, and
it was accurately expltained how the devil was
deceived into accepting the life of Cluist as a
ransom. Gregory of Nyssa tells us that he
was atlracled by the sublimity of Christ’s
works, and did not perecive the divinity under
the veil of the flesh. ¢ Under the bait of
the flesh,®” he says, ¢ the hook of the divinily
was concealed.”” The figure of the hook and
hait runs through many of the Fathers down
to Peter Lombard.

Objeclions ave made to this view, from
time to time, by one and another, and even
those who held it seem often inconsistent
with themselves in their statements, I was
opposed by Gregory Nazianzen, John Dama-
scene, and others.  But it had taken such
strong hold of the mind of that age, thal it
contained the prevailing view. And even
after it iad been rejected by Ansebn and
Abelard, and its inconsistencies fully pointed
out, the famous Orthadox teacher, St. Bernard
of Clairvaux, defended it with extreme bitter-
ness against its opposers.  Peler Lombard,
Bishop of Paris, A.D. 1164, whose ¢ Four
Books of Sentences ?? was the text-book of
every student, and commented upon by every
greal theologian, holds to a eerfain right in
the devil over the souls of men.  In fact, so
long as they clung to the literal idea of re-
demption, they were compelled 1o retumn to
the view of an atonement offered to the
devil.

The second period is that of Schelasticism.
But what was scholasticism? Bauwmgarten
Crusius says, ¢ The school separating itsclf
from the Church, and endeavouring to gain
an independent existence.”  Hegel, going
deeper;, says, < First come the Chureh Fa-
thers, then the Church Doctors.”?  First come
those who givelight o the Chureh, then, life
needing light, there arise those who shall
teach it.

Tn the first period of the Church, the diree-
tion of ifs activity was to produce the contents
or substance of Docirine; in the second, or
scholastic, to give arrangement and form.
To systematize and reconcile the vavious doc-
trines which had come to be regarded as Or-
thodox 3 to harmonize the whole into a com-
plete system of theology; by innumerable
distinctions, and the most subile definitions, to
unfold and penetrate every theological ques-
tion with the sharpest thought ; such was the
work of the dialectic scholasticism of the
middle ages.  But at the very beginning of
this period appears a book, which was destin-
ed, hy the power of its author’s genius, o
make an epoch in theology, and especially in
the history of this doctrine,

Ansclim, Archbishop of Canterbury, hom
1034, scholar and successor of Lanfrac, the
opponent of Berengarius, in his celebrated
book, ¢ Cur Deus homo?” lays the founda-
tion ‘of the Church doctrine of substituted
punishment. A realist in philosophy, proving
the existence of God by assuming the reality
of general ideas, in an argument which has
been commended by Leibnitz and Hegel; he
carries into theology the same strong confi-
dence in necessary truths, and endeavours to
found the doctrine ol the Atonement on a
basis of absolute necessity. e sweeps away,
with the boldness of an independent thinker,
the whoie doctrine of the rights of the devil,
declaring that the devil has a right to rothing
but to be punished.

Anselm begins this treatise by asking, Why
was it necesvary that God should hecome man
in order to redeem mankind? His answer is,
Because only so could the guilt of sin be
atoned for. He defines sin to be, nof giving
to God his due. But man owes God all that
comes within the spheref - his free will.
Whenever he omils {o pay-ihis debt, he dis-
honours God, and commifs sin. Ilow can sa-
tisfaction be made to God for his dishonour?
It cannot be made by us, since at any mo-
ment we alrecady owe God all that can we
can do. Allthat we do, therefore, only ful-
{ils our present duty, and prevenis us from
falling into new 'sin, but cannot satisfy for
past sin. Since the gift of a universe ought
not {o tempt us o omit a single duty, itis
evident that each duty outweighs the universe,
and for cach omission of duty we owe God
more than a universe. Evidently, therefore,
we cannot ourselves satisfly God for our past

“his sin, in order that he may be saved.

ishment inflicted ; for only by punishing sing
or receiving satisfactien for sin, can God’s

honour be maintained. That it ought to be

maintained, is evident ; since as there is no-

thing in the universe greater or better than

God, to maintain God's honour is most just,

and the best thing for the whole universe, I

God were to forgive sin without satisfaction

being made for it, it would be a disorder in

his kingdom. Sin, in that case, being sub-

ject to no law, would enjoy greater freedont

than goodness. Now, as God’s honor can he

preserved in two ways, cither by punishing

sin, or receiving atisfaction for jit, why does

Got choose satislaction instead of punish-~

ment?  Anslem gives two reasons = first, be~

cause so sublime a work as man’s rational

nature should not be ereated in vain, or suf-

fered to perish; sceond, becanse the number

of the redeemed being absolutely fixed, and

some of the angels having fallen, their numn-

ber must be supplied from among men. Man
must, therefore, be enabled to satisly God far

But

to satisfy God, we have scen thal he must
give God more than the universe, thal is,
more than all that is not God. But only God
himself in this, therefore God must make the
satisfaction. Bul it is man who owes the debl,
therefore God must be man to make satisfac-
tion. Hence the necessity of the Incarnation
of the Son of Ged, or of the God-man. To
make satigfagtion, this God-man must pay
something wilich he does not himself owe on
his own account. As a man, he owes per-
fect obedience for lumself'; this, then, cannot
be the satisfaction. - But being. a sinless ' man,
he is not bound to die his death, therefore,
as the death of a God-man, is' the adequate
and proper satisfaction. In retarn for so greai
a gift, the Father bestows what the Son de-
sires, namely, human redemplion. These
are the essentsal steps of the famous argumnent
of Anselm.*

Many serious objeetions may be urged
against this theory, and the same scholastic
acuteness which Anselm showed in building
it up was manifested by other scholastic Doc-
tors in criticising it.  Their minds were {oo
penetrating not to discover its main defect,
namely, that the idea on which it is based—
aof the absolute preponderance af the Divine
Justice over the Divine Love—is a mere sup-
posilion.  Peler Abelard, born 1079, the great
Rationalist of the middle ages, eriticises and
opposes it in his Commentary on Romans. He
places the reconciling power of the death of
Jesus in ils awakening in us an answering
love, which conquers our sinfulness.  Those
who foresaw this revelation of the goodness of
God were influenced by it also.f Robert
Pullen, teacher at Oxford, 1130, agrees with
Abelard.  So also, on the whole, do Petler
Lombard and Hugo St. Victor.

With Peter Lombard begins the period of
Summists, or system-making Doctars. Their
object wastotality. They attempted to give
a solution to every theological question that
could be asked. Their usual course is to
state the question, then adduce the argu-
ments from Seripture and the Fathers on
ench side, then the conclusion, in which
they endeavour to find a way of reconeiling
theopposite views. On these great theolo-
giang, overrated once, underrated now, we
would gladly dwell, did our limits permit.
Bonaventure, the Seraphic Doetor (born
1221y, handlesthis subject with great clear~
ness and simplicity.
Anselm’s theory, and then lets it {ull by de-~
nying the absolute necessity of satisfaction.

* It will be seen that, according to Anselm,
Christ’s death was not wicarious punishment.
He did not endure punishment in the place of sin-
ners. On the contrary, the idea of satisfacticn
excludes that of punishment. God is satisfied
cither by satisfaction or punishment. * Necesse
est ut omne peccatum satisfactio aut pmna se-
quatur.’  The death of Christ satisfies God’s ho-
liness, because it was a free act of goodnesa which
was equal to all the good acts which men had
omitted to perform. The notion -of vicarious
punishment was introduced afterwards by the Lu-
theran Reformers, when they distinguished be-
tween the active and passive obedicnee of Christ.

T In proof of which he quotes-the text, * The
multitudes which went before, and followed, eried,

sin.  But satisfaction must be made, or pun-

saying, * ITosanna to the Son of David " !

He almost adopls




