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Following on from last week, we turn to the question of 
salvation. 

To speak of salvation is to ask what humanity needs, 
what has gone wrong in the relationship between God 
and the world, and how that relationship can be 
restored. 

Christian theology claims that salvation is not merely 
about individual souls going to heaven, but about the 
healing, reconciliation, and transformation of persons, 
communities, and ultimately the whole of creation itself.



WHAT DOES IT 
MEAN TO BE 

SAVED?

At the heart of this claim lies the conviction that God acts 
decisively and uniquely in Jesus Christ to bring about 
salvation.

We will examine why salvation is considered necessary 
within the Christian tradition, survey major theories of 
atonement – the mechanism by which salvation is done, 
explore the roles of justification and grace, and consider
some debates about faith and works.

Throughout, we will hopefully see that salvation is not a 
single idea, but is instead a rich and contested field of 
reflection on some of the core claims of the Christian 
tradition. 



WHY SALVATION MATTERS



WHY SALVATION 
MATTERS

As we have seen, Christian 
theology begins from the conviction 
that something is profoundly wrong 
with the human condition – not 
necessarily with us, but with the 
situation we are in. 

The language used to describe this 
problem varies quite a lot – sin , 
alienation, bondage, corruption –
but the core claim is that humanity 
does not currently live the fullness 
of life that God intends. 



WHY SALVATION 
MATTERS

The biblical narrative portrays 
salvation as God’s response to this
defective condition, beginning with 
Israel’s deliverance from slavery in 
Egypt and culminating in the life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.

In the New Testament, salvation is 
described using a range of images: 
the forgiveness of sins, liberation 
from bondage, reconciliation with 
God, healing, adoption, and 
participation in eternal life with 
God.



WHY SALVATION 
MATTERS

These metaphors suggest that 
salvation is both relational and 
transformative in that it both
restores communion with God while 
also reshaping human life on a 
fundamental level.

But, importantly, salvation is not 
only future-oriented – it also has
present dimensions as well. 

Jesus proclaims that “the kingdom 
of God has come near” (Mark 
1:15), indicating that salvation is 
already breaking into history.



WHY SALVATION 
MATTERS

Crucially, without a notion of 
salvation, the overall story of
Christianity loses its coherence.

If humanity does not need healing 
or reconciliation, then Christ’s 
mission becomes unnecessary – the
whole of the Christian story would 
not have to hapen.

Salvation is therefore not an 
optional doctrine but really the lens 
through which Christians understand
the overarching structure of the 
Christian story. 
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SALVATION AND THE WORK 
OF CHRIST

Christian claims about salvation are inseparable 
from claims about Jesus Christ, because it is through 
the example of Jesus that we learn about what God 
is and wants from us. 

The New Testament presents Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection as the decisive means through which 
God saves – indeed, this is the whole point of the
Gospels being written!

However, Scripture does not offer a single, 
systematic explanation of how this saving work 
functions. Instead, it provides multiple images and 
interpretations, which later theology has developed 
into what are known as theories of atonement.



SALVATION AND THE WORK 
OF CHRIST

Atonement refers to how Christ’s work reconciles 
humanity to God. 

I always remember it like this:

Atonement = at-one-ment = a making into one 
something that is damaged = like our relationship 
with God. 

There are a lot of these theories of atonement, and 
we will look at just a couple in the next few slides. 
Rather than competing explanations, these theories 
can be understood as complementary perspectives 
highlighting different aspects of salvation.



RANSOM THEORY

One of the earliest atonement models to be 
developed is the ‘ransom theory’, prominent in the 
writings of early Church Fathers such as Origen and 
Gregory of Nyssa. 

This model draws on biblical language that speaks 
of Christ giving his life “as a ransom for many” 
(Mark 10:45). According to this view, humanity is 
held captive by sin, death, and the powers of evil.

Christ’s death is understood as a form of ransom 
paid to free humanity from this bondage.



RANSOM THEORY

In some early formulations, the ransom is paid to 
Satan, who holds humanity in captivity. 

- What might be theologically problematic about
this formulation?

Later theologians softened this imagery, emphasising
liberation rather than a literal transaction. 

Salvation is not merely legal forgiveness, then but 
deliverance from enslaving forces that keep us in the 
defective situation we are in. 



RANSOM THEORY

Critics argue that this form of atonement theory risks 
portraying God as deceiving Satan, engaging in 
morally evil actions, or negotiating with equal evil 
powers, suggesting Satan has power equal to God. 

Nevertheless, its core insight that salvation involves 
liberation from oppressive forces remains quite 
influential, particularly in modern liberation 
theology, where salvation and liberation from 
worldly oppression are intimately linked. 



SATISFACTION THEORY

Satisfaction theory is most closely associated with St 
Anselm of Canterbury in the eleventh century, but
has continued to remain perhaps the default mode 
of atonement in Catholicism.

Anselm argued that our sin is an offence against 
God’s honor, disrupting the moral order of the 
universe. 

Because humanity is finite and sinful, it cannot offer 
adequate satisfaction for this offense to God – who 
is infinite and perfect.



SATISFACTION THEORY

Only God can restore the balance, but only 
humanity ought to make satisfaction. 

Christ, as both fully divine and fully human, 
uniquely fulfills this role.

In this model, Christ’s obedience and self-giving 
death satisfy the demands of divine justice,
thereby restoring humanity’s relationship with 
God.



SATISFACTION THEORY

The satisfaction theory of atonements strength lies in 
its emphasis on the seriousness of sin and the costly 
nature of reconciliation. 

However, critics argue that it can portray God as 
rigid or punitive, requiring suffering on our part,
before forgiveness is possible. It is also a later 
development – grounded in a specifically medieval 
vision of honour and justice.

These concerns have led many theologians to 
reinterpret satisfaction language in ways that 
emphasise divine love rather than retribution.



CHRISTUS VICTOR

Closely related to ransom theory and a later 
historical development is the Christus Victor model of 
atonement, developed in modern theology by 
Gustaf Aulén, but rooted in early Christian thought.

This model portrays salvation as a cosmic victory in 
which Christ triumphs over the powers of sin, death, 
and evil through his life, death, and resurrection.

Rather than focusing on legal guilt or satisfaction, 
Christus Victor emphasizes conflict and liberation.



CHRISTUS VICTOR

The crucifixion is not a defeat but the moment in 
which evil overreaches itself and is overcome by 
divine love. The resurrection confirms this victory, 
inaugurating a new creation and healing our 
distance from God. 

This model resonates strongly with biblical imagery, 
particularly in Pauline texts that speak of Christ 
disarming the powers and authorities (Col. 2:15).

Salvation is not merely individual forgiveness, but is 
instead participation in God’s victory over all that 
destroys life.



MORAL INFLUENCE THEORY

Lastly, the moral influence theory, often associated 
with Peter Abelard, understands Christ’s saving work 
primarily as a revelation of God’s love that 
transforms human hearts. 

According to this view, Christ’s life and death 
demonstrate the depth of divine love, awakening 
repentance, gratitude, and moral renewal in those 
who respond.

The cross reveals not divine wrath but radical 
compassion and self-giving, and provides an 
example by which we can come to be saved. 



MORAL INFLUENCE THEORY

Critics argue that moral influence theory risks 
reducing salvation only to human response and 
underplays the seriousness of sin – particularly it’s 
ability to blind us to instruction (Augustine!). 

However, its emphasis on transformation, love, and 
ethical renewal has made it influential in modern 
theology, particularly where salvation is understood 
relationally rather than through the lens of justice or
honour.

Each of these models is interesting, because it tells us 
something about the nature of theology – that 
beliefs in one area naturally have an impact on 
others!



JUSTIFICATION, GRACE, & LIBERATION



JUSTIFICATION AND GRACE

Beyond these models of how atonement 
works are the concepts of justification and 
grace. 

Justification refers to being made right with 
God, not through human effort, but through 
divine grace e.g. Romans 3–5.

Grace is the unearned, undeserved favor of 
God, that precedes, accompanies, and 
completes salvation. 

Christian theology insists that salvation is 
fundamentally God’s initiative, not a human 
achievement, that arises from God’s grace.



JUSTIFICATION AND GRACE

Debates about justification came to the 
forefront particularly during the Protestant 
Reformation. 

Martin Luther emphasized justification by 
faith alone, arguing that human beings are 
justified solely by trusting in God’s promise in 
Christ. Catholic theology, while affirming 
grace as primary, emphasized that 
justification involves both forgiveness and 
transformation, incorporating the believer 
into a life of love and obedience.

Despite differences, most Christian traditions 
agree that grace is foundational – that
salvation is not something humans earn, but 
something they receive from God.



FAITH AND WORKS

This relationship between faith and 
works has long been a source of 
theological debate. 

If salvation is by grace, what role do 
human actions play? 

The New Testament offers a nuanced 
picture. Paul emphasises faith apart 
from works of the law, while the Letter 
of James insists that “faith without works 
is dead” (James 2:26).

Christian theology has generally 
resolved this tension by distinguishing 
between the basis of salvation and its 
fruits. 



FAITH AND WORKS

Faith is trust in God’s saving action, not 
mere intellectual assent. Works do not 
earn salvation, but they do express and 
embody it. A transformed relationship 
with God necessarily reshapes how one 
lives in the everyday.

This understanding guards against both 
legalism and complacency and salvation 
is neither a reward for moral effort nor 
an excuse for moral indifference.

Instead, it is a gift that calls forth a 
response of love, justice, and 
discipleship.



LIBERATION 
PERSPECTIVES ON 

SALVATION

One of the most interesting places we see this working
out is in the context of ‘liberation theology’.

Liberation theology emerged in the twentieth century 
from contexts of poverty, oppression, and political 
injustice, particularly in Latin America, among theologians
who argued that traditional accounts of salvation often 
focused too narrowly on individual sin and the afterlife, 
neglecting systemic injustice and material suffering in this 
life.

Drawing on biblical themes of Exodus and Christus Victor, 
liberation theology understands salvation as depending 
on liberation from social, economic, and political 
oppression. Salvation involves the transformation of unjust 
systems as well as personal conversion.



LIBERATION 
PERSPECTIVES ON 

SALVATION

In this perspective, Jesus is seen as siding with the poor 
and marginalised, and salvation includes concrete 
struggles for justice. 

Liberation theology challenges Christians to ask: saved 
from what, and for whom? It insists that salvation must be 
good news for the oppressed here and now, not only in a 
future heaven.

Similarly, contemporary feminist theology critiques 
traditional soteriology for overlooking experiences of 
exclusion, violence, and inequality, particularly those 
affecting women, and question models of salvation that 
glorify suffering or reinforce oppressive power structures.



LIBERATION 
PERSPECTIVES ON 

SALVATION

Some feminist thinkers challenge some of the atonement 
theories that we have looked at as portraying the cross 
as divinely required violence, arguing that such models 
can legitimise abuse. Instead, they emphasise salvation 
as healing, empowerment, and restored relationality.

Christ’s saving work is understood as confronting 
domination and affirming the dignity of marginalised
bodies, as well as expanding the scope of salvation to 
include emotional, relational, and communal healing.

Salvation is not merely forgiveness of guilt, but the 
restoration of wholeness. 



SALVATION AS 
TRANSFORMATION 

AND HOPE

So, salvation in Christian theology is a rich and 
multifaceted reality that addresses the deepest human 
problems like sin, alienation, suffering, and death, while 
opening a vision of renewed life in communion with God 
and others. 

At its core, salvation is grounded in grace: God’s self-
giving love that precedes and enables our human 
response. Faith receives this gift, while works express its 
transformative power. 

Modern liberation and feminist perspectives remind the 
Church that salvation must speak to real histories of 
suffering and injustice, not only abstract doctrines, and
must have promise in the here and now.
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