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What seems to have happened is that Western theology has allowed itself to be
dominated by a legalistic view of sin and a forensic model of atonement which
leaves little room for resurrection. When the atonement is thought of chiefly in
terms of merit and the law, the cross becomes central, but the resurrection drops
into the category of subjective redemption. [This] idea of atonement does not
have much room for resurrection which can go almost unmentioned because
it is not required.1

That charge came from the pen of Clark Pinnock. It is no secret that Pinnock
departed over the course of his life from numerous tenets of evangelicalism.
Therefore, it is not surprising to hear his voice among the myriad of self-proclaimed evangelicals attacking penal substitutionary atonement. However,
before dismissing the attack too quickly, we should at least acknowledge
an element of truth in these words. I do not mean that there is truth in the
claim that a forensic understanding of the atonement leaves no room for the
resurrection. I aim in this article to argue otherwise. But there certainly
is truth in the claim that the resurrection “can go almost unmentioned” by
those of us who proclaim the gospel and understand the atonement as an
act of penal substitution.
SBJT 18.4 (2014): 51-65
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As a pastor who asks every potential member to share with me the gospel,
I can actually ratchet up the charge made by Pinnock. In my experience, the
resurrection does indeed “go almost unmentioned” on occasions, as people
seem to tack it on to their explanation of Christ’s death for sinners as our
hope of salvation. But just as often, it goes unmentioned altogether. While
interviewing numerous college students for membership at our church (college students who come in large measure from solidly evangelical homes),
I have lost count of the number of times I have had to ask, “Now did Jesus
stay dead?” after a potential member had shared the “gospel.”2
Without exception, the candidate for membership has answered that
question by affirming the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. However, the
fact that this element of the gospel message (without which, Paul affirms, we
would still be in our sins—1 Cor 15:17) is so easily neglected must lead us to
pause and ask why the resurrection is so easily ignored in our presentations of
the gospel. The answer, I believe, is that though all of these students believe
that Jesus was raised from the dead and understand the need to affirm this
truth, they (and numerous other evangelicals) do not grasp why Christ’s
resurrection was necessary in a salvific sense. Consequently, failing to see
the saving significance of the resurrection, they forget this crucial element
of the gospel when describing Christ’s saving work.
The logic of this “gospel” message seems sound, coherent, and complete,
without making note of Christ’s resurrection. God is holy. Man is sinful.
Therefore, man stands under God’s condemnation and coming wrath, as
sinners before a holy God. However, God the Son took on flesh and came to
live the perfect life of obedience we never could. Moreover, he died on the
cross for us. Bearing the penalty for our sins by his death, Christ appeased
God’s wrath and bore the condemnation we deserved as he gave himself
up in our place. Because of Christ’s saving work, then, all who repent and
believe in him will be credited with Christ’s perfect obedience and receive
forgiveness of their sins, as Christ’s death counts as the complete payment
for our sins and removes God’s condemnation from us.
The problem, of course, is that without mention of the resurrection a
gospel message is no gospel at all, and Scripture will not allow such an empty
proclamation to be called “good news.” Rather, Paul declared, “If Christ has
not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins. Then those
also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished” (1 Cor 15:17-18).3
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In light of the possibility (and occasional tendency4) of proponents of
penal substitution to articulate a “gospel message” without noting the crucial
and necessary element of Christ’s resurrection, opponents of penal substitution have suggested that evangelicals need to rethink their understanding
of Christ’s atoning work.5 That is, if an understanding man’s problem before
God and Christ’s atoning work on their behalf can be articulated in such
a way that the resurrection is not “required” (as Pinnock’s attack claims),
then surely we must abandon these forensic categories, especially in regard
to Christ’s atoning work. To abandon penal substitution in light of the
biblical teaching in support of this crucial doctrine (see especially Rom
3:21-26; 8:3; 2 Cor 5:21; Gal 3:13), 6 however, is no better than ignoring the
resurrection. What is needed is not for evangelicals to flee the doctrine of
penal substitution but rather consistent and faithful teaching that shows why
penal substitutionary atonement not only leaves “room” for the resurrection
of Christ but actually demands that Christ be raised, if man is to be justified
by Christ’s work. Such is the purpose of this article as I aim to show that not
only can Christ’s resurrection be reconciled with penal substitution but is
actually the necessary consequence of penal substitution if indeed Christ’s
work is to serve as the basis for man’s justification before God.
Union with Christ
In order to understand the connection between penal substitution and
Christ’s resurrection, one must consider the representative nature of Jesus’
work. Some have attempted to place the concepts of representation and
substitution in separate and exclusive categories,7 but Scripture allows no
such division. Believers are said to have “died with Christ” (Rom 6:8) and
are told that “Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8). Thus, Christ represents believers
in his high-priestly work (Heb 5:1), yet because he is their substitute, they
do not have to bear the wrath of God in their own persons. When explaining Christ’s atoning work, then, Richard Gaffin rightly notes that “we must
account for both the exclusive or strictly substitutionary and the inclusive
or representative aspects, both the ‘for us’ and the ‘in him’ and ‘with him’
of Christ’s death.”8 One must see Jesus as a “representative substitute”9 for
believers and his atoning work as that of “inclusive substitution.”10 The combination of these two elements is crucial because unless the representative
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element of Christ’s work is acknowledged alongside that of substitution, the
resurrection will seem to have little connection to a forensic atonement. The
reason for this is because what Christ accomplishes in both his death and
resurrection is appropriated to believers via their union with him.
Union with Christ has been noted as the “central truth of the whole
doctrine of salvation,”11 and this is for good reason. Salvation is pictured
throughout Scripture in terms of those blessings which believers experiences
by their union with Christ. Thus, when Paul writes of believers experiencing no condemnation before God, it is a reality for those who are in Christ
(Rom 8:1). Nor is this reality of the blessings of salvation being experienced
through union with Christ rare in Paul’s letters. Bruce Demarest has noted
that expressions such as en Christō, en kuriō, en Christō Iēsou, and en autō
occur 216 times in Paul’s letters, in addition to the twenty-six times in John’s
writings.12 It is no exaggeration to say that without union with Christ, there
is no salvation. But what is the nature of union with Christ? In order to
answer this question, one must consider the relationship Scripture portrays
between Adam and Christ.
Adam, Christ, and Representative Union
The identification most important for understanding the nature of union with
Christ is that of Jesus as the second/last Adam. Paul links Adam and Christ
in Romans 5:12-21 and 1 Corinthians 15:20-23, 45, and 47. In Romans 5:14,
Adam is referred to as a “type”13 of Christ, minimally indicating that there is
similarity between these two individuals. In addition, in 1 Corinthians 15:22,
Paul parallels the notions of individuals being “in Adam” and “in Christ.”
Thus, the clearest indicator of what Paul means by “in Christ” is found in
understanding the parallel phrase “in Adam.” That is, understanding the way
in which Adam relates to mankind or the manner in which man is “in Adam”
should be indicative of the manner in which men are in union with Christ
or “in Christ.” What, then, is the relationship between Adam and mankind?
The answer according to Romans 5:12-21 is that Adam is in a “representative union” with mankind, so that what Adam did affected all those “in
him.” That is, as Adam lived in the garden, he did not live his life as a private
and lone individual but represented mankind before God. This is clear in
Romans 5:12-21 as Paul consistently shows Adam’s one action affecting all
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those “in him.” Therefore, as Paul notes Adam’s disobedience in the garden,
he logically moves from the condemnation Adam brought on himself to the
condemnation of all men for whom he was a representative (Rom 5:16, 18).
Thus, what Adam does (disobeys) and receives (a verdict of condemnation)
is determinative for those whom he legally represents.14
It is not surprising, then, that Paul speaks of Christ’s work as determinative
for those whom he legally represents. Paralleling the theme regarding Adam’s
representative action, he notes that Christ’s “one act of righteousness leads to
justification resulting in life for all men”15 and that by his “obedience the many
will be made righteous” (Rom 5:18-19). Where Adam is called the “first” man/
Adam, Christ is called the “second” and “last” man/Adam (1 Cor 15:45-47).
This implies that Adam and Jesus are unique; none other affects the world as
these two. Gaffin’s comments here deserve to be quoted at length:
Adam and Christ are identified as representatives or key figures in solidarity
with others. The order of Paul’s outlook here is such that Adam is “the first” ...
there is no one before him. Christ is “the last” ... there is no one after him... But
Christ is not only “the last,” he is also, as such, “the second” ... there is no one
between Adam and him. In other words, and this is particularly important for us
here, the sweep of Paul’s covenant-historical outlook, the overarching hierarchy
of his concerns here, is such that no one comes into consideration but Adam and
Christ—not David, not Moses and the law given at Sinai, not even Abraham as
the promise-holder, not Noah, nor anyone else... As Paul is looking at things in
this passage, no one between them “counts.”16

Therefore, just as the first Adam lives with his actions and the result of
those actions as determinative for those whom he represents, so Christ lives
with his actions and the result of those actions as determinative for those
whom he represents. What, then, does Christ do so that those united to
him are affected? Answering this question, too, causes one to reflect on the
work of Adam.
The Nature of Christ’s Work
When one considers Christ’s work against the backdrop of Adam’s, it is clear
that the crucial issues to be addressed (and overturned) are disobedience/
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sin, condemnation, and death. What Paul highlights concerning the work
of Adam in Romans 5:12-21 is Adam’s disobedience, the condemnation
that follows, and the manifestation of that condemnation in a reign of death.
The fact that Adam’s “one trespass led to condemnation for all men” (Rom
5:18) indicates the demand for absolute obedience, as one sin is sufficient
to bring about condemnation on Adam and all those whom he represents
before God. Recognizing this demand for obedience, Adam’s sin highlights
the need for one to obey where he failed and to remove the condemnation
that he brought upon mankind if individuals are to be justified and live.
This is precisely the nature in which the Bible presents Christ’s work. As
man’s representative, Christ must obey perfectly as well as bear condemnation
on man’s behalf. Thus, both Christ’s “active” and “passive obedience” 17 are
necessary for overturning the effect of Adam’s sin.18
When Jesus comes into the world, he comes as a representative for those
“in him” to undo what Adam did as humanity’s first representative. It is,
therefore, not by accident that the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry is a
time of temptation. Also noteworthy is the manner in which this temptation
appears in Luke’s gospel.
Luke writes of Jesus’ baptism in 3:21-22, ending with the Father’s declaration, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22).
He then instantly moves into the giving of the genealogy of Jesus. Whereas
Matthew’s genealogy goes back to Abraham, though, Luke’s concludes with
reference to Adam, whom he describes as “the son of God” (Luke 3:38).
Then, immediately upon concluding Jesus’ genealogy, Luke turns to the
account of Jesus being tempted by the devil. Again, interestingly, Satan’s
first temptation begins, “If you are the Son of God . . .” (Luke 4:3). The connecting point between these three seemingly unrelated events or topics (i.e.,
baptism, genealogy, and temptation) is the identity of the true son of God,
the one who would obey God in the face of temptation. Luke is establishing
Jesus as the last Adam, the true Son of God, the one who would obey where
Adam failed.19 Therefore, Jesus “relives Adam’s life”20 and experiences the
temptations Adam faced, but where Adam failed, Jesus remained righteous.
The Bible also portrays Jesus as bearing the wrath of God in his death.
Just as Jesus comes to obey where Adam failed so he comes to bear the condemnation brought about by Adam’s sin. In his death, however, the New
Testament continues to emphasize Jesus’ role as representative. The author
56

Raised for Our Justification: The Resurrection and Penal Substitution

of Hebrews picks up this imagery most clearly, showing that Jesus is a priest
in the line of Melchizedek, so that he might “act on behalf of men in relation
to God, to offer gifts and sacrifices for sins” (Heb 5:1-9).21 Jesus’ incarnation,
then, is crucial so that he might “become a merciful and faithful high priest
in the service of God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people” (Heb
2:17). Thus, Hebrews sees Jesus as a representative for the people of God
so that he might offer a sacrifice to turn away God’s wrath from them.22 One
key difference between Jesus and the former high priests, however, is that
Jesus is both the priest making the sacrifice on behalf of God’s people and
the substitutionary sacrifice that is offered. Just as the lamb without blemish was slaughtered and its blood shed instead of the firstborn during the
Passover, so Jesus offers “himself without blemish to God” (Heb 9:14). He
appeared “once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice
of himself” (Heb 9:26).
Therefore, though God’s people were the objects of God’s wrath because
of their sin (Rom 1:18-3:20; Eph 2:1-3), Christ bore God’s wrath and
condemnation for sinners in his death on the cross. This reality is seen
both in Jesus’ struggle in the garden and in the nature of his death. Prior
to the cross, Jesus prays in the garden, “Remove this cup from me. Yet
not what I will, but what you will” (Mark 14:36). In light of the cup symbolizing God’s wrath in Scripture, this is the clearest meaning of “cup” in
this text.23 Jesus anticipates going to the cross so that he might bear the
condemnation of God’s people—the wrath of God. Then, the scene at
the cross itself shows that Jesus undergoes condemnation, bearing God’s
wrath toward sinners. He is handed over to die, cries out, asking why God
has forsaken him, and the earth is shrouded in darkness—all signs that he
is bearing God’s wrath.24 Therefore, when Jesus dies on the cross, he dies
as the righteous Son of God bearing the condemnation of the Father for
those who had sinned against him.
Union with Christ and His Work
Union with Christ, then, is the believer’s union with one who has lived a perfectly obedient life before God and died, bearing the condemnation for man’s
sin.25 Both of these elements are crucial in explaining the concept of penal
substitutionary atonement. Having lived a righteous life as the representative
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for the people of God, Jesus dies as their substitute, paying the penalty for
their sin. Bruce Demarest’s definition of penal substitution concurs:
In love Jesus Christ, our substitute, in his life perfectly fulfilled the law and in death
bore the just penalty for our sins. Expressed otherwise, on the cross Christ took
our place and bore the equivalent punishment for our sins, thereby satisfying
the just demands of the law and appeasing God’s wrath.26

This explanation of the nature and effect of Christ’s death, however, again
elucidates why some have claimed that those holding to penal substitutionary
atonement make the resurrection unnecessary. Gregory Boyd, for example,
notes, “If the main problem needing to be addressed by Christ was that God’s
wrath needed to be appeased, and if the main solution to this problem consisted of God slaying his Son on the cross, one naturally wonders what could
possibly be left to be done once this is completed.”27 If man’s problem is that
he bears God’s condemnation because of his sin and so God’s wrath hangs
over him, why is any more needed than for Christ to bear the condemnation
for man’s sin on the cross and, as his substitute, appease God’s wrath toward
man by paying man’s penalty?
Moreover, the apparent sufficiency of Christ’s obedient life and penalty-bearing death is seen when one compares the role of Adam and the role
of Christ. If one considers that Adam disobeys and brings about condemnation that shows itself in death, then it seems that Christ’s work parallels
this sufficiently to undo what Adam did and to produce forgiveness of sins
and life for those united to him. The logic of this parallelism is displayed in
the following illustration comparing the work of Adam and Christ:
Adam → disobeys → is condemned → condemnation evidenced in death
Christ → obeys → bears condemnation → bearing of condemnation evidenced in life

In this sequence it seems logical that Christ’s obedient life and penalty-bearing
death are sufficient to bring about justification to the believer, a justification which
shows itself in life. Each aspect of Adam’s work that results in death appears to be
matched sufficiently by an aspect of Christ’s work that results in life. The problem,
however, as noted earlier is that the New Testament simply will not allow this to
be seen as a sufficient paradigm. Rather, Paul declares, “If Christ has not been
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raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins” (1 Cor 15:17-18). That
is to say, there is another necessary element in Christ’s work if the believer is to
be justified and have life—the resurrection of Christ. To see precisely why this
is the case, one must understand the nature of Christ’s resurrection.
The Resurrection of Christ
The necessity of the resurrection must be seen against the backdrop of the fact
that Christ died as the condemned one.28 If Christ’s death is the last “word”
on that Friday, then it is a judicial declaration that Jesus is accursed of God.
For Jesus to remain dead would be evidence that the one who appeared to
be the perfectly obedient Son was something less than perfectly righteous.
Moreover, since believers are united with Christ in such a way that what is
true of him is true of them, if Christ remains under the condemnation of God
then believers are condemned as well. After his death, then, Jesus must be
justified, vindicated as the righteous Son. This is precisely what happens in
the resurrection.29 As Geerhardus Vos explained, “Christ’s resurrection was
the de facto declaration of God in regard to his being just. His quickening
bears in itself testimony of his justification.”30
A return to the argument of Romans 5:12-21 reinforces this understanding,
particularly Paul’s antithetical parallelism between Christ’s work and Adam’s
work. As Paul notes that Adam sinned and brought condemnation that
resulted in death, so he writes, “One act of righteousness leads to justification
resulting in life for all men” (Rom 5:18). The unspoken reality paralleled in
the work of Adam and Christ is that each received a legal sentence.31 That
is, the judgment following Adam’s one trespass brought condemnation to
all men (Rom 5:16, 18) precisely because this was the very sentence that
was pronounced on Adam, who served as a representative for all mankind in
union with him. That legal sentence of condemnation is then manifested in
the reign of death. In like manner, Christ’s obedience “brought justification”
(Rom 5:16) to all in union with him because this was the very sentence pronounced on Christ. And that legal sentence of justification is manifested in
life. This parallelism is illustrated in the following revised diagram:
Adam → disobeys/sins → is condemned → condemnation evidenced in death
Christ → obeys → (bears condemnation) → is justified → justification evidenced in life
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This diagram better reflects the reality that life is founded upon the legal
sentence of justification received by Christ.32 How is it, though, that Christ’s
resurrection reveals that he has received this sentence of justification? Utilizing Vos’s language, how is it that Christ’s “quickening bears in itself the
testimony of his justification?” The answer lies in the connection between
righteousness, justification, and life illustrated above. If one can say that death
is a demonstration that one has been condemned, so one may equally say
that life is a demonstration that one has been justified. Consequently, when
Christ is raised from death to life, it is a demonstration that he is justified.
The transformation to life is the evidence of a legal sentence of justification.
This is what Vos was claiming as he wrote, “Christ’s resurrection was the de
facto declaration of God in regard to his being just. His quickening bears in
itself testimony of his justification.” If one can only have life as a result of
being justified, then the resurrection of Christ to life is proof he has been/
is justified.33
Scripture confirms this conclusion as well. Paul writes in 1 Timothy 3:16
that Christ has been “justified by the Spirit,”34 which most agree is a reference to Christ’s resurrection carried out through the agency of the Spirit.35
Moreover, if Christ’s resurrection is needed to justify him because he had
died as the condemned one, then it should be apparent that the resurrection was a necessary act precisely because of the nature of Christ’s atoning
death. Because Jesus was the righteous Son of God (the obedient second/
last Adam), he could not remain under the wrathful condemnation of the
Father, which he bore in his death. Thus, far from being disconnected from
the resurrection, it is Christ’s penal substitutionary death which demands
the resurrection. Furthermore, because the resurrection is a demonstration
of the legal verdict of righteousness pronounced on the incarnate Son, the
resurrection itself (like the atonement) is fundamentally forensic in nature.
Justification, Resurrection, and the Believer
Because of the believer’s union with Christ, however, that which Christ
does and receives does not affect him alone. As established earlier, the
representative union that exists between Christ and believers declares that
what Christ does and receives is credited to those “in him.” Therefore, if
Christ’s resurrection proves the legal declaration of his righteous status, then
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believers should expect to see Christ’s resurrection bringing about their own
justification. And this is precisely what one finds in Romans 4:25.
Paul writes in Romans 4:25 that Jesus “was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.” The first half of the verse highlights
Jesus’ identification with believers in their condemnation—Christ pays the
penalty for their sin. The second half underscores the connection between
Christ’s resurrection and believers’ justification. The details of this connection
become apparent as one understands that Christ’s resurrection means that
Christ has received a legal sentence of justification. The resurrected Christ
is nothing less than the one who has received the legal sentence that he is
righteous. Therefore, if believers are united to Christ in such a way that what
Christ does and receives is determinative for them, then one may conclude
that as Christ’s resurrection displays that he has received a declaration of
righteousness, so believers receive a declaration of righteousness as well as
they are united with the resurrected Christ by faith.36 This explains the logic
of Romans 4:25. Christ is raised, and (because he is in representative union
with believers) it is for our justification. 37
This understanding of Christ’s resurrection and the benefit for believers
also makes sense of Paul’s claim in 1 Corinthians 15:17: “And if Christ has
not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.” Because
Christ’s death was one in which he bore the condemnation brought about
because of Adam’s sin, if Christ is not raised then he is under the condemnation of God. Furthermore, because believers are in union with Christ so
that what Christ does and receives is determinative for them, then if Christ
is not raised they are in union with one who remains under the condemnation of God. Thus, if Christ were not raised, they would remain in sin and
under condemnation. This is the precise argument of 1 Corinthians 15:17.
If believers are justified via their union with Christ, it is not only necessary
that Christ dies on the cross, bearing the penalty for man’s sin, but that he
is also raised up so as to be under condemnation no more and receive his
justifying verdict.
Were one to stop with believers receiving a justifying verdict, however, it
would do injustice both to the connection between righteousness, justification, and life revealed in Romans 5 as well as the full nature of Christ’s own
justification. Romans 5:12-21 and the nature of Christ’s resurrection each
serves to remind the believer that the justification of the believer necessarily
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includes both a judicial declaration of his righteousness in this life and a
public demonstration of that justifying verdict in life.
Again, this reality is evident from the connection drawn in Romans
5:12-21. As verse 18 reminds the reader, Christ’s righteousness results in
justification which results in life. The connection between Christ’s righteousness and the legal sentence of justification manifested in life is no less
certain than the connection between Adam’s sin and the legal sentence of
condemnation manifested in death, which is witnessed to daily in our lives.38
Therefore, just as Romans 5:12-21 leaves no possibility of one falling under
condemnation and not being affected by death, so it leaves no possibility
of one being justified and not experiencing eternal life—that which is fully
experienced only in resurrection. Consequently, all who receive a verdict of
justification necessarily will manifest that justification in eternal life (both
as a foretaste in this age and in its fullness in the age to come).
Second, if indeed salvation is experienced in terms of union with Christ
so that what Christ does and receives is determinative for those “in him,”
then one should consider the justification of believers in light of Christ’s own
justification. In Christ’s resurrection, the judicial declaration of his justification is evidenced in the reality that he is raised to die no more. Christ’s
resurrection signaled not only his justification but served as an eschatological demonstration of that justification as his body was raised from the
dead. Therefore, if what Christ receives is determinative for believers, then
believers’ justification must be evidenced in bodily transformation as well.
Christ must not only be the first to be raised in evidence of his justification
but “the firstborn among many brothers” (Rom 8:29).
Conclusion
The claim that penal substitution makes no room for the resurrection because
it is not required in a system of salvation that necessitates forensic atonement
is without warrant. Rather, it is precisely because the incarnate Son dies as the
condemned one in his substitutionary role for sinners that his resurrection is
required. If Christ is not raised, then believers are united with one who lies
in the grave, accursed of God. Consequently, because salvation is founded in
union with Christ so that what is true of him is true of those united with him,
if Christ lies condemned in the grave, then so do all whose faith rests in him.
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The justification of sinners requires the removal of condemnation and a
verdict of righteousness. Because these salvific blessings are communicated
to believers via their union with Christ, these realities must be experienced
by the incarnate Son of God. This is what is experienced in the life, death,
and resurrection of the Christ. After living a perfect life, Jesus dies on the
cross as the condemned one, bearing the penalty for all sinners who have
trusted and will trust in him. However, because he is the perfectly righteous
Son, he must receive a verdict of righteousness. That he does indeed receive
this verdict is manifested in his resurrection to life because even as the reign
of death in this world is evidence of the verdict of condemnation that has
come upon mankind through Adam’s sin, so resurrection life is the evidence
of a verdict of justification. When Christ was raised so was manifested the
Father’s righteous verdict on his obedient Son. And because Christ lived,
died, and was raised as our representative substitute, his perfect obedience
is credited to us, his penalty-bearing death counts for us, and his justifying
resurrection is the Lord’s approval of all of us who trust in the righteous Son.
That is, both penal substitutionary atonement and a justifying resurrection—
two forensic acts—are necessary for our salvation. He “was delivered up for
our trespasses and raised for our justification” (Rom 4:25).
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