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TOWARD
UNDERSTANDING
THE ATONEMENT

Norman R. Gulley
Southern College of Seventh-day Adventists

Karl Runia once observed, “To write a book on the subject of
the Atonement is a hazardous enterprise, to write an article is even
more hazardous.”! This is due to several reasons,” including the fact
that the atonement is unfathomable in this life,” or in eternity. For,
as Ellen G. White has noted,

The mysteries of redemption, embracing Christ’s divine-human
character, His incarnation, His atonement for sin, could employ the
pens and the highest mental powers of the wisest men from now until
Christ shall be revealed in the clouds of heaven in power and great
glory. But though these men should seek with all their power to give
a representation of Christ and His work, the representation would
fall far short of the reality. . . . The theme of redemption will employ
the minds and tongues of the redeemed through everlasting ages.”

Theories of the atonement abound. However, the Christian
church has never taken an official stand on the atonement as it has
on Christology” and the Trinity. There is an orthodox position on
the person of Christ but not on the work of Christ. As Gerhard
Forde notes, “The church in America is sorely split between the
children of Anselm (the ‘satisfaction theory’) and the children of
Abelard (the ‘moral influence theory’).”®

Different Perspectives

Athanasius considered Christ’s incarnation the key to the
atonement, for, he said, what is “unassumed is unredeemed.”” Some
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