
PROFILES OF TRUE SPIRITUALITY
Part 3: The Centrality of Death



Introduction

The second chapter of Francis Schaeffer’s book, True Spirituality, is
entitled “The Centrality of Death.” In it, he makes the case for what he
calls “the negative considerations” of the Christian life. Citing two
passages from Romans and two from Galatians, he acknowledges that
we died with Christ when we accepted Him as Savior. “Here is a
negative, and it really is a negative; it is a negative of saying no toward
the dominance of things and of self.” What may seem hard to do –
dying to self daily - has as its foundation the death of Jesus Christ. In
this lecture, we will study the mediatorial work of Christ, His atoning
sacrifice on the cross, and follow, next week, with the implications of
His death for all who trust in Him for their eternal life.
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Universally Acceptable Symbol For Christianity

• A crib or manger?
• A carpenter’s bench?
• A boat from which Jesus taught?
• An apron He wore while washing the apostles’ feet?
• The stone rolled over the mouth of His burial tomb?
• A throne, a symbol of divine sovereignty?
• A dove, symbol of the Holy Spirit sent from heaven on Pentecost?
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What Do We Commemorate?

Christians “wished to commemorate as 
central to their understanding of Jesus 
neither his birth nor his youth, neither his 
teaching nor his service, neither his 
resurrection nor his reign, nor his gift of 
the Spirit, but his death, his crucifixion. The 
crucifix (that is a cross to which a figure of 
Christ is attached) does not appear to have 
been used before the sixth century.”

John R.W. Stott
1921-2011
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Schaeffer on the Death of Christ

“[The death of Christ] is the very center of the Christian message. Its
center is not Christ’s life, nor his miracles, but his death. The whole
liberal theology today, seeing the problem of man as metaphysical,
would put the solution in the concept of an incarnation. Not that they
believe in a true incarnation, but they accept the concept of an
incarnation. But this is not the scriptural place of answer. The Nativity is
the necessary thing to open the way for the answer, but the answer
itself is the death of the Lord Jesus Christ….His death is the subject of
thousands of years of prophecy. The center of the Christian message is
the redemptive death of Jesus Christ.”
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Was The Atonement Necessary?



The Moral Theory Of The Atonement

• “Essentially this theory says that the death of Christ was to exert a 
moral influence upon man. Christ, by his death, was setting a great 
example for men in being willing to give His life for the truth” (Morton 
Smith).

• This view rejects the idea of propitiation, the satisfaction of justice by 
vicarious punishment, and attributes all the efficacy of Christ’s work 
to the moral effect produced on the hearts of men by his character, 
teachings, and acts. “If they are morally corrupt, they are repelled 
from his presence; if restored to holiness, they become the objects of 
his love and the recipients of his favors” (Charles Hodge).
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The Moral Theory Of The Atonement

• “…some, such as the medieval thinker Abelard, together with many 
modern liberals, have argued that the atonement is not a sacrifice, 
but only a moral example. In this view, Jesus dies on the cross to show 
us how to behave….If it is only an example, as Roger Nicole has 
pointed out, it is a very poor example. For if Jesus died merely to 
encourage us to do the same, he is encouraging suicide, something 
that Scripture never honors. But if Jesus laid down his life to bring life 
to others, then there is something here that we can imitate” (John M. 
Frame).
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C.S. Lewis

“I am trying here to prevent anyone 
saying the really foolish thing that 
people often say about Him: ‘I’m 
ready to accept Jesus as a great moral 
teacher, but I don’t accept His claim 
to be God.’  That is the one thing we 
must not say.  A man who was merely 
a man and said the sort of things 
Jesus said would not be a great moral 
teacher.  
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C.S. Lewis

He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a 
poached egg—or else He would be the Devil of Hell. You must make 
your choice.  Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a 
madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can 
spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call 
Him Lord and God.  But let us not come up with any patronizing 
nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that 
open to us. He did not intend to.”
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The Governmental Theory

• “The moral government of God must be maintained by God. God 
must demonstrate His right to punish the sinner. It is not the 
satisfaction of God’s justice, but rather the exhibition of God’s 
displeasure with sin. God’s mercy and grace permit Him to forgive sin 
and cancel the debt without any satisfaction…” (Morton Smith).

• “In the forgiveness of sin, God is to be regarded neither as an 
offended party, nor as a creditor, nor as a master, but as a moral 
governor. A creditor can remit the debt due to him at pleasure; a 
master may punish or not punish as he sees fit; but a ruler must act, 
not according to his feelings or caprice, but with a view to the best 
interests of those under his authority” (Hodge).
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The Governmental Theory

• This view “teaches that God forgives our sins without any need of 
sacrifice. But to impress us of the seriousness and solemnity of God’s 
law, God put his Son to death. This view is unbiblical in a number of 
ways. First, Scripture teaches that sacrifice is required to receive 
God’s forgiveness: without the shedding of blood, there is no 
forgiveness of sins (Heb. 9:22)….Second, on this view, God 
demonstrates the severity of his law by putting to death an innocent 
man. But unless Jesus is a substitute of us, his death is a 
demonstration of injustice, not justice” (Frame).
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The Mystical Theory

“This view of Christ’s work denies the necessity of a blood sacrifice. Sin 
is not viewed as guilt but as a moral weakness or sickness. Deliverance 
from its power is effected by the incarnation of Christ, and not by His 
death” (Morton Smith).



The Ransom Theory

“Some theologians have not liked the idea 
of Jesus’ dying in our place, so they have 
tried to make the atonement an easier 
concept. First, some, such as the third-
century writer Origen, have picked up on 
the ransom passage in Mark 10:45, and 
have suggested that Jesus paid the ransom 
to Satan. That idea has no biblical basis. 
Satan has no rights over us. It is to God 
alone that Jesus pays our ransom” (Frame). 

John M. Frame
1939 -
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Why We Need A Mediator

• There is a vast gulf or distance between God and man.
• The reality and gravity of sin.
• God must act against sin with holy indignation.
• We cannot experience the “invincible and everlasting” love of God 

without a Mediator. “The love of God is the cause or source of the 
atonement” (John Murray).

• “Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness” (Heb. 9:22).
• Salvation could not be secured without a Mediator. It is impossible for 

God to save sinners without vicarious sacrifice.
• We need a Mediator in order to receive God’s imputed righteousness.
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Extraneous Mediation

“Once mediation between man and God is considered 
extraneous, the question arises whether the 
conception of a divine ‘offer of redemption’ is any 
longer meaningful.”

- Carl F.H. Henry



Why People Stumble Over A Mediator

• They do not understand the nature of sin and guilt.
• They do not understand their need for holiness and righteousness.
• They do not understand the demands of justice.
• Israel’s religion distinctively depicts God as immediately present and 

accessible in the life of the Hebrew community without the need for a 
mediator. “Modern Judaism’s rejection of any need to bridge a gulf 
between God and man reflects its conviction that God is not so 
estranged by human conduct as to be at enmity with man” (Henry).

• It “humiliates man to the utmost” (Emil Brunner).
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I Corinthians 1:22-24

“For indeed Jews ask for signs, and Greeks search for wisdom; but we 
preach Christ crucified, to Jews a stumbling block, and to Gentiles 
foolishness, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, 
Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”



Reinhold Niebuhr

“We want a God without wrath 
who took man without sin into a 
kingdom without justice through 
the ministrations of a Christ 
without a cross.”

Karl Paul Reinhold Niebuhr
1892-1971
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The Westminster Confession of Faith

“The Lord Jesus, by his perfect 
obedience and sacrifice of himself, 
which he through the eternal 
Spirit once offered up unto God, 
hath fully satisfied the justice of 
his Father, and purchased not only 
reconciliation, but an everlasting 
inheritance in the kingdom of 
heaven, for all those whom the 
Father hath given unto him.” Westminster Abbey

Westminster Divines met in the Jerusalem Chamber in 1843
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The Death of Christ

“The work of Christ is a real satisfaction, of 
infinite inherent merit, to the vindictatory 
justice of God; so that He saves his people by 
doing for them, and in their stead, what they 
were unable to do for themselves, satisfying 
the demands of the law in their behalf, and 
bearing its penalty in their stead; whereby 
they are reconciled to God, receive the Holy 
Spirit, and are made partakers of the life of 
Christ to their present sanctification and 
eternal salvation” (Charles Hodge).Charles Hodge

Princeton Theological Seminary
1797-1878
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Jesus, the Mediator

• He is the second Person of the triune God.
• He is the perfect, unblemished “Lamb of God who takes away the sin 

of the world” (John 1:29,36).
• He is the culmination and fulfillment of the Old Covenant.
• “Christianity insists on both the divine and human natures of the 

Mediator” (Henry). “The Mediator is the Mediator just because – as 
One who belongs to both sides – He can stand at the same time both 
with God above men and with men beneath God” (Brunner).

• He was “obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 
2:8).
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