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Introduction

It is difficult not to notice how the notion of shame surfaces in the first 
chapters of Genesis1 and how the need for men and women to cover them-
selves from “the shame of their nakedness” remains in focus even as the 
canon comes to a close in Revelation.2 The dynamics of shame are intricately 
woven through the biblical storyline. A significant thrust of scholarship has 
argued, however, that the language of shame has been largely eclipsed by the 
language of guilt in western culture at large and in the western theological 
tradition in particular. An early and influential voice in the current discus-
sion was anthropologist Ruth Benedict, who argued in 1946 that Japan and 
other Eastern civilizations were characterized by concepts of shame and 
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honor which were foreign to the cultures of the West.3 Scholars following 
Benedict have shown that a hard distinction between “shame cultures” and 
“guilt cultures” cannot be maintained,4 but the growing awareness of shame’s 
presence in the West has drawn increasing levels of attention to the topic in 
western scholarship. Psychologists have sought to understand and describe 
the phenomenon of shame, its roots in the individual psyche, and its wider 
cultural underpinnings. They have defined shame using the categories of 
their discipline and sought to provide clinical solutions.5 

Christians have sought solutions as well. Evangelists and missionaries have 
struggled to share the gospel among people who seem to have no category 
for guilt, and pastors have struggled to help those who are burdened by an 
overwhelming sense of disgrace, dishonor, and humiliation.6 They have 
searched the Scriptures and rediscovered its rich shame and honor themes, 
but some have looked to the western theological tradition and found it 
wanting for doctrinal resources which are able to deal with the presenting 
problem. More specifically, a number of scholars and practitioners have 
studied the doctrine of penal substitution and been unable to reconcile its 
legal categories of sin and guilt with the communal and interpersonal notions 
of shame with which they are confronted. They have therefore abandoned 
penal substitution in favor of other conceptions of the atonement.7

Into this category falls the influential work of Mark Green and Joel Baker 
who argue in Recovering the Scandal of the Cross that a penal satisfaction model 
of atonement is dependent on western categories of thought rather than 
biblical exegesis.8 Furthermore, they contend that biblically, the significance 
of Jesus’ crucifixion “is variously parsed, depending on the narrative within 
which it is located.”9 This conviction leads them to conclude that “the models 
championed in the New Testament (NT) for expounding the meaning 
of Jesus’ suffering may not (all) be suited to our day,”10 and that a western 
guilt-based penal satisfaction doctrine of atonement has little significance 
in shame-based cultures such as Japan.11

Similar criticism has come from Stephen Pattison, who contends that the 
Christian tradition, including its substitutionary view of the atonement, “has 
little to offer to the condition of shame” and suggests that “Christian theology 
may therefore have to repent, turn around, and change its focus of attention 
quite radically—for example in relation to atonement—to make shame and 
defilement much more directly visible and redeemable.”12
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My Thesis

The question at hand is whether a move away from penal substitutionary 
atonement is a necessary or appropriate response to the presenting problem 
of shame. In this article, I contribute to the discussion by providing analysis 
of some of the shame dynamics presented within the canon of Scripture and 
highlighting some of their critical points of contact with classic evangelical 
theology. Without delving deeply into any particular point of theological 
formulation, I pursue the modest goal of showing that the Bible’s shame 
categories are inherently related to the classic orthodox and evangelical doc-
trines of God, humans, sin, forgiveness, justification, regeneration, adoption, 
union with Christ, sanctification, and glorification, when these doctrines are 
considered within the full-orbed framework of the New Covenant inaugu-
rated by Christ’s penal substitutionary atonement. 

So, in contrast to Green, Baker, and Pattison, the exegetical and theological 
evidence leads to the conclusion that a move away from penal substitutionary 
atonement is neither necessary nor appropriate. The key to communicating 
the gospel to people who are sensitive to shame dynamics13 is becoming fluent 
with Scripture’s own presentation of those dynamics and with the biblical 
connections which relate those dynamics to other doctrines.

Shame in the Scriptures

The attention given to shame in contemporary discussions has yielded no 
shortage of analysis and debate, and the social sciences have offered helpful 
proposals for understanding the phenomenon and addressing its problems. 
As theologians seek to appropriate the fruit of such efforts, however, they 
will want to evaluate proposals in light of the biblical testimony. Since the 
theme of shame appears so regularly through the Bible’s pages, theologians 
have ample resources for study, and the examination of the biblical material 
leads to a number of relevant insights.

Initial Definitions
The Oxford English Dictionary defines the word shame first as “The painful 
emotion arising from the consciousness of something dishonouring, ridiculous, 
or indecorous in one’s own conduct or circumstances (or in those of others 
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whose honour or disgrace one regards as one’s own), or of being in a situation 
which offends one’s sense of modesty or decency.” The second definition adds 
to the first, noting that shame can also be “modesty” or “fear of an offence 
against propriety or decency, operating as a restraint on behavior.”14 This is 
what comes to mind when we speak of shame, and voices in the discussion 
are in general agreement with that characterization, but the Bible’s depiction 
of the concept provides nuance and sophistication to the Oxford definition.

Shame and Exposure
One facet of shame regularly recognized in the literature is summarized 
by Gershen Kaufman: “Phenomenologically, to feel shame is to feel seen 
in a painfully diminished sense ... No one else need be present in order for 
shame to be felt, but when others are present shame is an impediment to 
further communication.”15 Green and Banker state the same concept more 
succinctly: “Shame is experienced as exposure to others and to oneself.”16

This description of the shame experience is largely consistent with the 
biblical testimony. A sense of being “seen in a painfully diminished sense” is 
what David has in mind in Psalm 25 when he cries out, “O my God, in you 
I trust, let me not be put to shame; let not my enemies exult over me.” By 
placing the idea of being exulted over by enemies in parallel with the idea of 
being put to shame, David associates being “put to shame” with being debased 
in the eyes of other men. Similar sentiments are expressed throughout the 
Psalms and the Prophets as, on the one hand, God’s people plead with him 
that they not be put to shame, and, on the other hand, God warns his people 
that if they persist in sin and unbelief they will be put to shame.17 In both 
cases the being put to shame is being debased in the eyes of the nations.

This sense of defiled exposure is evident perhaps most clearly, however, in 
Genesis 3. Adam and Eve had been described as “naked and unashamed” in 
2:25, but in 3:7–8 “the eyes of both were opened,” they sought to cover them-
selves with fig leaves, and they hid from the Lord God to avoid his presence. As 
the episode concludes we read that a covering was provided: “The Lord God 
made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed them” (3:21).

Shame and Guilt
A closer look at this passage in Genesis leads to questions about the relation-
ship between shame and guilt. Their exact connection remains a point of 
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significant controversy, but scholarly consensus does seem to have converged 
in locating the distinction between the two. As expressed by Tangney and 
Dearing, “the fundamental difference between shame and guilt centers on 
the role of the self. Shame involves fairly global negative evaluations of the 
self (i.e., ‘Who I am’). Guilt involves a more articulated condemnation of a 
specific behavior (i.e., ‘What I did’).”18

Taking the question from a biblical perspective, we note that Genesis 3 
establishes a causal relationship in which shame is a result of transgression 
and iniquity. It was the sin of Adam and Eve that caused them to feel ashamed. 
In terms of the shame/guilt distinction cited above, it was what they did that 
changed their conception of who they were before God. They were still naked, 
but they were no longer unashamed; they were now painfully conscious that 
they stood before God no longer as his faithful, trusting representatives, but 
as willful violators of his command.19 If the account of the fall is meant to 
describe the fundamental human problem, then the shame which is funda-
mentally problematic is causally related to sin and guilt.20

Genesis 3 is not the only text which points to that relationship; the link 
between guilt and shame is described explicitly throughout the canon. Ezra 
9:6 provides a compelling example in Ezra’s penitent prayer: “O my God, I 
am ashamed and blush to lift my face to you, my God, for our iniquities have 
risen higher than our heads, and our guilt has mounted up to the heavens.”21 
Notably, Ezra expresses a sense of shame for sins he did not commit. The 
immediate occasion for his shame and his prayer was the news of the faith-
lessness of the returned exiles (9:4), but as he prays in the first person plural 
he reflects on the “great guilt” of his people since the days of their fathers 
(9:5). Again referring to the “who I am” vs. “what I’ve done” distinction, we 
can paraphrase Ezra’s assessment of the situation as follows, “I am part of a 
people who have done terrible things in forsaking God’s commandments.” 
He is ashamed because he is identified with his people and his people have 
piled up iniquity.

The causal connection is further emphasized in the passages which rebuke 
people for a lack of shame in the face of their sin. Jeremiah, for instance, 
repeats the following judgment: “Were they ashamed when they committed 
abomination? No, they were not at all ashamed; they did not know how to 
blush. Therefore they shall fall among those who fall; at the time that I punish 



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.3 (2019)

82

them, they shall be overthrown” (6:15 and also 8:12).22 The rebuke is built 
on the underlying principle that sinful actions should produce a sense of 
shame; it assumes the causal relationship we are discussing. A lack of shame 
in such circumstances is a further deficiency of character.

Shame as Virtue
This leads to a third point: The Scriptures consider it virtuous when people 
align their sense of shame to God’s standard. As is reflected in the Oxford 
definition above, this virtuous shame is described in the literature as appropri-
ate “modesty” or “fear of an offence against propriety or decency, operating 
as a restraint on behavior.”23 An accurate understanding of what is shameful 
is tied to a proper conception of God’s righteousness and law, and the phe-
nomenon can be observed biblically in, for instance, the episode of Amnon 
and Tamar. As Amnon tries to seduce his sister, her protests are motivated 
by a proper standard of righteousness and a proper sense of shame: “No, 
my brother, do not violate me,” she answered him, “for such a thing is not 
done in Israel; do not do this outrageous thing. As for me, where would I 
carry my shame? As for you, you would be as one of the outrageous fools in 
Israel” (2 Sam 13:12–13). Tamar’s sense of shame was a mark of her godly 
character.24 In contrast, Zephaniah informs us that, “The unjust knows no 
shame” (Zeph 3:5). A person with a virtuous sense of shame knows when 
shame is appropriate and when it is not appropriate.

Shame as Instrumental
A fourth observation is that shame is often depicted instrumentally. Lyn 
Bechtel has described this use of shame as a “sanction of social control”25 
and David deSilva has framed it in terms of “community maintenance,”26 but 
both have shown that just as a proper sense of shame can restrain behavior, a 
proper sense of shame can induce repentance and motivate positive obedi-
ence. This is why the Psalmist can say, “Fill their faces with shame, that they 
may seek your name, O LORD” (Ps 83:16, emphasis added). Though he goes 
on to pray that his enemies would “perish in disgrace” (v. 17), he recognizes 
that shame can serve instrumentally to turn them toward God. The idea of 
shame’s instrumentality is also present in 2 Thessalonians 3:14, where the 
church is commanded to shame any man who will not obey the commands 
of the apostle. Shame, in this case, has an instrumental role in bringing about 
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repentance and sanctification in the church. A similar example is found in 
Paul’s instruction to Timothy. When he urges his protégé to do his best to 
present himself to God as one approved, “who has no need to be ashamed” 
(2 Tim 2:15), the prospect of being ashamed before God is meant to moti-
vate Timothy’s behavior. Shame is also instrumental in Christian witness. 
Both Peter and Paul urge believers to live virtuous lives so that unbelievers 
will be ashamed when they slander Christians (1 Pet 3:16, Titus 2:8). This 
shame opens the door for evangelism.27 On the flip side, however, shame 
can be used instrumentally by wicked men to pressure righteous men into 
embracing ungodliness (e.g. 1 Pet 4:4).

Shame’s Standard
Contrasting what is considered shameful by wicked men with what is con-
sidered shameful by the righteous requires recognition that people use 
varying standards for evaluating shamefulness. Thus competing “courts of 
reputation” or “courts of opinion” vie for dominance at the points where 
their standards stand in contradiction.28 Further, there are different types 
of “courts of opinion.” Jackson Wu’s taxonomy can be helpfully adapted for 
categorizing shame accordingly: Shame can be psychological, where the court 
of opinion consists of an individual’s own personal convictions; shame can 
be social, where the court of opinion is composed of a particular external 
group; and shame can be sacred/theological, where the court of opinion is 
the court of God himself.29

This idea of a varying standard for shamefulness is expressed biblically 
in Psalm 4:2 when David cries out, “O men, how long shall my honor be 
turned to shame? How long will you love vain words and seek after lies?” 
The issue, here, is that what should be honored (according to David’s stan-
dard) is being treated as shameful, and it points to the fact that David and 
his enemies were using different standards to judge between shameful and 
honorable behavior. The same phenomenon is on display in the NT when 
Jesus warns his followers in Mark 8:38: “For whoever is ashamed of me and 
of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him will the Son 
of Man also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the 
holy angels.” The moral standard of this adulterous and sinful generation 
has been so corrupted that Jesus’ disciples are shamed for identifying with 
Jesus, even though he is the fullest expression of beauty, honor, and truth.
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Shame and Punishment
A final observation, and one not frequently recognized in honor-shame liter-
ature, is that many passages of Scripture list shame as a component of God’s 
punishment. It’s not simply that men and women ought to be ashamed on 
account of their iniquity; they will also be put to shame when God executes 
his judgment. Thus David can write of the enemies of God’s people that they 
“shall be ashamed and greatly troubled; they shall turn back and be put to 
shame in a moment” (Psalm 6:10). God himself declares to his people that 
“all who are incensed against you shall be put to shame and confounded; 
those who strive against you shall be as nothing and shall perish” (Isa 41:11), 
and as we read in Ezra 9, Israel saw its own shame as an outflow of God’s 
punishment. The people of Israel were ashamed of their sin, but they also 
understood that they had been put to shame because of their sin.

Appropriate Shame
In synthesizing these insights it becomes clear that there are some forms 
of shame which are biblically appropriate. Appropriate Shame is that shame 
which (1) exists objectively before God as a result and consequence of sin 
as measured by God’s standard, and will be (2) recognized socially and (3) 
experienced personally by groups and individuals (respectively) whose 
standards align with God’s. When sinners have rebelled against God and 
violated his righteous commands, it is right and appropriate to experience 
a sense of unworthiness or defilement before Him and before other people. 
This appropriate shame must, however, be distinguished from Inappropriate 
Shame.30 Because the world’s standard of righteousness has been skewed, 
people can be socially shamed and experience psychological shame for actions 
or circumstances which are not shameful in the eyes of God, and this shame 
is inappropriate. To return to Jackson Wu’s taxonomy, psychological and 
social shame are judged “appropriate” or “inappropriate” based on whether 
they align with theological shame.31

Shame in Experience
Though shame can be appropriate or inappropriate, the way shame is expe-
rienced is not strictly determined by whether it falls on one side of the 
distinction or the other. The Bible describes shame as a real subjective sense 
of humiliation, defeat, embarrassment, disappointment, or an objective loss 
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of dignity, standing, honor, or respect within a social community. This is true 
regardless of whether the shaming was appropriate or inappropriate. One 
example is the account of the messengers of David sent to the king of the 
Ammonites to pay respects upon the death of his father (2 Sam 10). When 
Hanun shaved off half their beards and cut off their garments at the hips, the 
men were ashamed (v. 5). The Ammonites had falsely attributed wrongdoing 
to David’s servants (they assumed David sent them to spy out the city), so 
the objective shaming in view should be considered inappropriate, but the 
experience of humiliation, embarrassment, and loss of dignity were real 
nonetheless. Another example is found in Acts 5 where Luke records the 
experience of the apostles in the hands of the Jewish council. Their arrest, 
imprisonment, trial, and beating were not imaginary. They suffered real, 
objective “dishonor” (v. 41) in the eyes of men, even though the shaming 
was inappropriate. The passage, however, points to the solution for inap-
propriate shame when it describes the apostles “rejoicing that they were 
counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name” (v. 41, emphasis added).

Shame’s Solution
This idea of being counted worthy or being honored in the sight of God 
or being vindicated in the sight of men is presented as both the opposite 
and the antidote to shame. When the biblical authors found themselves 
ashamed, their great hope was that they would eventually be vindicated by 
an expression of God’s favor and honor. This is the case both when their 
shame was inappropriate and when it was appropriate, but the situation 
was more complex in the latter. Where shame is inappropriate, the hope 
is that God’s righteousness and justice will prevail so that the mocking of 
God’s enemies will be turned on its head and result in their punishment and 
disgrace. However, in the case of appropriate shame which is tied to guilt, 
God’s righteousness and justice can only result in judgment, destruction, 
and further dishonor. This creates tension in the biblical storyline as the 
prophets warn of God’s judgment while teaching Israel to place their hope 
in God’s promise to redeem and purify a people for himself in spite of their 
guilt and shame.32 The ultimate solution for shame is hinted at when God 
provides garments of skin to cover Adam and Eve, it takes on shape and 
definition as the covering theme is developed through the Old Testament 
(OT),33 and it comes to full expression in the NT where God’s people are 
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clothed in righteousness as a result of Christ’s accomplished work. Classic 
evangelical soteriology has sought to articulate the work of Christ through 
the central motif of penal substitution. To that subject we will now turn.

Articulating the Shame Solution

Roger Nicole has argued in his “Postscript on Penal Substitution” that sub-
stitution functions as “the major linchpin of the doctrine of the atonement,” 
such that “if the linchpin is removed, the other parts no longer perform their 
own functions but float away in futility.”34 His argument is convincing. Nicole 
points out how competing views of the atonement focus on the benefits 
procured through penal substitution without acknowledging that without 
penal substitution those benefits could not obtain. He did not discuss shame 
in the essay, but the relief and reversal of shame fits squarely alongside the 
other benefits which turn on the fulcrum of this “major linchpin.”

Since the reformation, scores of major works have presented thorough 
expositions of the doctrine of penal substitution.35 While it may be true that 
theologians have not devoted significant attention to penal substitution’s 
relationship to shame, the foregoing overview of the biblical testimony on 
the topic shows many points of contact with classic Evangelical theology. 
What is necessary for the current concern is simply to highlight where those 
points of contact are made in the definition of the human problem and in 
the articulation of the divine solution.

A Robust Definition of the Problem
The first point of contact relates to the classic evangelical doctrine of God. 
In describing the appropriateness of the shame which stems from sin, the 
Scriptures tie shame to God’s attribute of holiness. Sin and guilt lead to shame 
because sin is an expression of willful wickedness, and God is a holy God 
who cannot dwell with sin and cannot look at wrong (Ps 5:4 and Hab 1:13, 
respectively). It is God’s “holy hostility” to sin that makes sinners ashamed 
before him.36 Furthermore, the connection between shame and guilt links 
shame to God’s attribute of justice. Not only do our sins shame us by making 
us unacceptable in God’s sight, but the nature of his justice entails that our 
shame-causing sins cannot be dismissed by God without him executing the 
appropriate retributive sentence. To do otherwise would be to violate his 
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righteous character, and, as Jackson Wu has argued, bring shame to God’s 
own name.37  The situation is compounded even further by the doctrine of 
original sin. The evangelical tradition has recognized that all human beings 
have inherited a corrupt nature and stand under condemnation through their 
association with Adam, even apart from any wrongs they have done.38 An 
accurate conception of “who I am” apart from Christ results in confession 
that “I am a person who has sinned, who is prone to sin, who is corrupt in 
very nature, and who is identified with and represented by the first sinner, 
Adam, whose sin resulted in the corruption of the whole world.” It is both 
our sins and our fallen nature, therefore, which leave us in the predicament 
of appropriate shame, and since punishment involves further shaming, the 
situation looks terribly bleak.

But it gets worse. The doctrine of total depravity makes further contact 
with shame by reminding us that no one perfectly possesses the virtuous 
shame which would restrain us from sin and help us to respond appropriately 
when shame is called for. There are circumstances in which every person 
shows his moral standard is skewed so that he ashamed when he ought not 
to be and is not ashamed when he ought. This is tied to inappropriate shame. 
One of the consequences of original sin is that Adam’s children are regu-
larly shaming and being shamed inappropriately, and people therefore find 
themselves humiliated and embarrassed at the hands of men. The righteous 
are maligned by the world when they do not join in the flood of debauchery 
(1 Pet 4:4) and are thereby put to shame when they ought to be most hon-
ored. The lack of virtuous shame is also tied to instrumental shame, because 
instrumental shame is completely ineffectual apart from an accurate moral 
standard which is able to judge when shame is appropriate and respond to 
it accordingly. The problems are different, but the presence of inappropriate 
shame and the lack of virtuous shame, call out for solutions as well. The 
categories of evangelical soteriology, centered on penal substitution, provide 
the biblically grounded answer.

A Robust Description of the Solution
The problems of appropriate shame, inappropriate shame, and inept virtu-
ous shame each find solutions in evangelical theological categories, but the 
solutions are different and must be treated in turn.  The Bible repeatedly 
emphasizes that a man’s standing before God is of more significance than his 
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experience in life,39 so appropriate shame, with its connection to guilt and 
eternal condemnation, must be understood as the most fundamental of the 
three. Inept virtuous shame is serious as well, since it is this ineptitude which 
prevents God’s instrumental shaming from being effective. The experience 
of inappropriate shame is real, but as it does not, by definition, accurately 
reflect God’s standard, its resolution is not directly related to salvation on 
the Day of Judgment.

Recall that appropriate shame is tied both to the sinful actions a person 
has committed and to the defilement of his corrupt nature as a descendant of 
Adam. To this two-pronged root, evangelical soteriology offers a two-pronged 
solution. Penal substitutionary atonement is the critical means by which 
guilt is addressed as Christ bears our punishment, including our shame.40 
However, the benefits of atonement are applied to sinners only through 
union with Christ in the new covenant which Christ’s substitutionary death 
inaugurated.41 This union with Christ is inextricably linked to new birth in 
Christ, new creation in Christ, and the corresponding new nature in Christ 
which is holy and pure and clothed in righteousness, rather than being guilty, 
defiled, and exposed.42 Thus, in Christ and through penal substitution, the 
sinner is both forgiven and changed, so that there remains no ground for 
appropriate shame, just as there remains no ground for punishment or 
condemnation. In Christ, an accurate conception of “who I am” results in 
the joyful declaration that “I am a new creation, a child of the living God, 
a fellow heir with Christ—the old has gone, the new has come. I have no 
reason to be ashamed.”

The problem of inept virtuous shame finds its solution in regeneration 
and sanctification. In regeneration, sinners are given ears to hear and eyes 
to see, such that they are able to rightly discern their guilt and the accom-
panying sense of appropriate shame. In sanctification this virtuous shame, 
in cooperation with instrumental shame, continues its work in increasing 
measure. Since regeneration and sanctification are both grounded in union 
with Christ through the new covenant, the substitutionary sacrifice of the 
covenant mediator, which was required to inaugurate the new covenant, 
proves crucial to the solution for this aspect of the shame problem as well.

The problem of inappropriate shame is addressed by clarifying believ-
ers’ conception of it and assuring them that they will be vindicated. In the 
first place, virtuous shame (an accurate standard of shamefulness) helps 



89

believers recognize when shame is inappropriate, so that they do not bow 
to the shaming pressures of the world. Second, Christ’s faithfulness through 
the experience of inappropriate shame43 on the cross serves as an example 
for believers to follow. Third, his promise to reward those who do follow 
his example reminds believers that they are being honored by God even 
as they are being dishonored by men. All of this changes the experience 
of inappropriate shame so that believers are able to rejoice like the apos-
tles when they are mistreated for Christ’s sake (Acts 5:41). The changed 
perspective grounds Paul’s declaration that he is not ashamed of the gospel 
(Rom 1:16) and his charge that Timothy, likewise, be unashamed of Christ’s 
testimony and of Paul’s imprisonment (2 Tim 1:8). The final solution to 
inappropriate shame, however, is the Day of Judgment, where the righteous 
will be vindicated and the wicked will be put to the everlasting appropriate 
shame which is their rightful due. The believer’s hope for this vindication 
is grounded in the penal substitutionary nature of the atonement, since it 
is that display of God’s upheld justice which confirms that sin cannot, and 
will not, be ultimately overlooked. 

Further observations could certainly be made, but this overview of the 
connections between shame and evangelical theological categories is sufficient 
for the purpose at hand. As we have seen, the penal substitutionary model 
of the atonement answers the biblically defined problems of shame when 
it is properly set within the broader evangelical soteriological framework. 
With these biblical and systematic categories in mind, we can move on to 
consider other proposals.

Evaluating Other Shame Proposals

Though secular psychologists, philosophers, and anthropologists have 
contributed to the analysis and discussion of shame, considering shame’s 
relationship to the atonement of Christ is a specifically Christian project, 
and should therefore be governed by the biblical categories just outlined. 
This section will evaluate a number of proposals which abandon the penal 
substitutionary view in addressing the problem of shame by (1) considering 
their depictions of shame in light of the biblical categories outlined above, 
and (2) comparing their broader theological frameworks against that of the 
evangelical tradition.

How Penal Substitution addresses our Shame
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Mark Baker and Joel Green: Alienating Shame
As an extension of their larger argument that biblical atonement theology 
must not be dominated by one central atonement model, Mark Baker and 
Joel Green apply their conclusions to the problem of sharing the gospel in 
shame-honor cultures. Leaning heavily on the work of Norman Kraus,44 they 
provide a thorough analysis of shame that is consistent in many respects with 
the biblical insights articulated above. They agree that shame is “experienced 
as exposure to others and to oneself,”45 they recognize that shame is tied to a 
standard of judgment,46 and they cite Krauss approvingly when he identifies 
the ultimate internalizing norm of shame as “exposure to the eyes of the 
all-seeing, righteous, loving God.”47 Thus, they rightly distinguish between 
“truly shameful acts” for which people “appropriately feel shame,” and “false 
shame” which results in “inappropriate shaming.”48 They also approve of 
Kraus’ mention of shame which can be used instrumentally “as a sanction 
against undesirable conduct,” and of an “internalized theological standard” 
which falls within the bounds of what I have called virtuous shame.49

However, despite recognizing “evil intentions, selfish desires, deceit, 
dishonoring parents, fornication, theft, adultery, coveting and the like” as 
“truly shameful acts,”50 Baker and Green do not view the guilt associated with 
those acts as a serious problem. They agree that only appropriately sinful 
actions can lead to appropriate shame, but they don’t agree that appropri-
ate shame must be dealt with (or even can be dealt with) by addressing the 
underlying guilt and corrupted human nature. The problem, as they see it, 
is the alienation that results from shame, not the guilt which leads to shame 
and alienation in the first place.51 Tellingly, they mention that Kraus “sees the 
cross addressing both shame and guilt,” but explain that they will forego a 
discussion of guilt and “focus specifically on the cross and shame in relation 
to the Japanese context.”52 Guilt, for Baker and Green, is inconsequential, but 
their trivialization of guilt marks their departure from the biblical testimony.

Referring once again to the categories of evangelical theology, the trajectory 
of their departure can be traced back to their formulation of the doctrine of 
God. As described above, the problem of guilt is rooted in the justice and 
holiness of God’s character which keep him from justifying wicked men. 
Baker and Green, however, see nothing in God’s nature which would pre-
vent him from forgiving sin and withholding the retributive penalty. They 
view the evangelical emphasis on the necessity of substitutionary sacrifice 
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as an imposition in which “an abstract concept of justice instructs God as 
to how God must behave.” It is, therefore, no surprise that they reject the 
substitutionary view.53 Their problem with penal substitution is not that it 
cannot address the problem of shame on its own terms. Rather, they take 
issue with the doctrine of God which undergirds penal substitution and 
evangelical theology as a whole.

Stephen Pattison: A-Moral Shame
Stephen Pattison defines shame primarily by describing the associated 
psychological phenomena, and lists a sense of unwanted exposure, a sense 
of being seen and judged (even in private), a heightened critical self-con-
sciousness, a sense of isolation and alienation, and a desire to hide, disappear, 
or flee among the features typical of the shame experience.54 

Shame’s distinguishing characteristic, he says, “revolves around the percep-
tion of the self as being judged to be inferior, defective, incompetent, undesirable, 
or unlovable.”55 This is largely consistent with the biblical depiction of the 
shame experience, and Pattison also acknowledges that shame can still 
serve useful functions at the individual and social levels. He is concerned 
primarily, however, with what he terms “chronic shame,” which may “become 
pathological and destructive.”56 He spends the bulk of his book describing 
the dynamics and negative consequences of this dysfunctional shame and 
the shame-avoidance behaviors which it engenders, but he does so without 
making a clear distinction between that shame which is appropriate and that 
shame which is inappropriate. Most importantly, his judgment that the sense 
of shame is “fundamentally a-moral”57 and unrelated to sin and guilt leads 
to his conclusion that the Christian tradition, including its substitutionary 
view of the atonement, “has little to offer to the condition of shame” and 
his suggestion that “Christian theology may therefore have to repent, turn 
around, and change its focus of attention quite radically – for example in 
relation to atonement – to make shame and defilement much more directly 
visible and redeemable.”58

We have seen, however, that shame is not “fundamentally a-moral.” Though 
people may experience shame apart from moral transgression, this is due to 
a distortion of the moral standard. Pattison speaks of a “confusion of shame 
and guilt”59 because he fails to recognize the way the Bible itself connects 
the two. While he does draw a distinction of types of shame in the realm of 
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experience (chronic/pathological vs. normal/healthy), in focusing on the 
effects of shame and on reactions to it he overlooks the biblical point of 
distinction which centers on the moral standard in play when experiences 
of shame arise. If shame is a-moral and disconnected with sin and guilt, 
then penal substitution does seem to have little to offer, but since the Bible 
connects appropriate shame to moral transgression and character, the penal 
substitutionary view holds out hope as a solution.

Laurel Burton: Misguided Shame
Laurel Burton paints the problem in a slightly different light: “The difference 
between shame and sin,” she says, “is obscured by Augustine’s doctrine of 
Original Sin.”60 She believes there are “theological resources available for 
dealing with each of these powerful issues,” but those resources cannot be 
applied successfully unless shame and guilt are properly distinguished.61 

For Burton, shame is tied to the question, “Who am I?”, guilt is tied to the 
question, “What have I done?”, and “one cannot be forgiven for who one is, 
but rather only for what one does.  It is grace and acceptance that deals with 
shame, not forgiveness.”62 On her reading of Augustine on Original Sin, the 
answer to the question “Who am I?” must always include a degree of unwor-
thiness and defilement before God. In other words, the question “Who am 
I?” is answered, “Ontologically guilty,”63 which, she says, mixes the categories 
of guilt and shame and necessarily entails a sense of shame, even when we 
haven’t actually done anything wrong. This leaves the believer in a dreadful 
predicament, since, on the one hand, acceptance before God is the required 
means of overcoming shame, and yet, on the other hand, ontological guilt 
precludes acceptance. There appears to be no recourse. Burton’s solution is 
to abandon Augustinian doctrine with its implicit theology “of a demanding 
God ... before whom one can only tremble in terror or gravel in despair,”64 
and recognize “the reality of God’s graceful acceptance.”65

Burton’s proposal is most striking for the complete absence of any refer-
ence to the cross.66 This is consistent, however, with her conception of the 
problem. She excludes from the outset the possibility of appropriate shame 
before God on grounds that men and women are already acceptable in his 
sight. This short-circuits the biblical narrative which points to sin, guilt, and 
corruption as the reason why sinners are unacceptable, and to the cross as the 
means by which vile sinners can become acceptable. Apart from the atoning 



93

work of Christ, a sense of defilement and unworthiness is appropriate, but 
through union with Christ a sinner becomes a new creation, and the problem 
of “ontological guilt” and its corresponding shame is overcome.67 Burton 
has correctly recognized the severity of the problem, but she has failed to 
rightly understand the soteriological significance of new covenant union 
with Christ. When the substitutionary sacrifice of Christ is properly seen 
in its broader context as the inauguration of the new covenant in which vile 
sinners are made ontologically pure, it can be embraced as the solution to 
shame’s most fundamental root.

Mark McConnell: Shame is Central
In Mark McConnell we find another proposal that embraces the “what 
I’ve done” vs. “who I am” distinction between guilt and shame, but, unlike 
Burton, McConnell doesn’t rely exclusively on psychological findings to 
form his conclusion. He grounds his argument in Genesis 3 and suggests 
that “shame has always been the more significant dynamic” when compared 
to guilt,68 and that shame is the “primary problem with regard to the human 
condition.”69 He does not completely discount sin and guilt, but he (1) argues 
that the experience of shame dominates the biblical narrative, (2) agrees 
with Pattison that “shame has received a negligible amount of sustained 
theological consideration,”70 and (3) builds on Brad Benau’s recapitulation 
model to present a solution to the shame problem.

Since “shame affects humanity ontologically and existentially ... those strug-
gling with shame would be helped to know that in Christ God has recreated 
every aspect of their life in the renewed image of God.”71 Following Irenaeus, 
McConnell sees this re-creation happening through Christ’s identification 
with humanity, in which “God has fully and wholeheartedly embraced our 
humanity and creatureliness,” such that “there is no fundamental shame in 
being a human, even with all its vulnerability, imperfection, and limitations.”72 
Furthermore, God’s identification with humanity is understood primarily as 
identification with us in our shame, which is demonstrated most climactically 
on the cross.73 In McConnell’s view, Christ’s faithfulness and shamelessness74 
at the lowest depths of the human shame experience recreates humanity so 
that we no longer need to be ashamed. This restores our connection to God 
and enables us to follow in the pattern of Christ’s faithfulness.

McConnell is certainly right that there are ontological roots to the problem 

How Penal Substitution addresses our Shame



The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 23.3 (2019)

94

of shame; we have seen that our identity as fallen creatures in the line of 
Adam entails defilement, guilt, and appropriate shame before God. He’s 
also correct in noting that re-creation in Christ provides a solution. He goes 
wrong, however, in describing the mechanism by which the re-creation 
happens, since he fails to incorporate the biblical teaching on new cove-
nant union with Christ. In McConnell’s recapitulation scheme, humanity is 
united with Christ through the incarnation. In the biblical scheme, the elect 
are united with Christ through the new covenant inaugurated by Christ’s 
substitutionary death and resurrection.  Being created anew in Christ does 
solve the problem of ontologically-rooted shame, but new creation depends 
on penal substitution.

Conclusion

Classic evangelical soteriology centered on penal substitutionary atone-
ment has sufficient theological resources to address the problem of shame 
and should not be abandoned on those grounds. Those who believe new 
models are necessary have failed to define shame in a manner consistent with 
biblical categories or have rejected other aspects of the broader evangelical 
theological framework (or both). It may be true that those resources have 
not been a central locus of theological discussion, but the solution is not to 
abandon the penal substitutionary view. Instead, when pastors, missionaries, 
and theologians find themselves in cultures where the experience of shame 
is more dominant than that of guilt, they must take care to articulate the 
distinctions between appropriate, inappropriate, instrumental, and virtuous 
shame and proclaim the good news of how the shame problem was answered 
when Christ addressed the underlying sin on the cross.

1 “And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed” (Gen 2:25). “Then the eyes of both 
were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves 
loincloths” (Gen 3:7). “And the LORD God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed 
them” (Gen 3:21).

2 Rev 3:18 makes this point explicitly: Jesus says “I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire, so that 
you may be rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself and the shame of your nakedness 
may not be seen ...”. For additional insight on the nakedness theme, see Ryan C. Hanley, “The Use of 
Nakedness Imagery as Theological Language in the Old Testament” (PhD, Louisville, KY, The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 2019).
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