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For He has rescued us from the dominion of darkness  

and brought us into the kingdom of the Son He loves….  

Colossians 1:13 

 

 

fter more than a decade searching, Mel Fisher finally found the Nuestra Señora de 

Atocha off the Florida Keys in 1985. The Atocha was an amaranth, a large gunship at the 

rear of a fleet that carried staples from Spain to the New World and returned with 

valuable minerals in its holds. In early September, 1622, the Atocha’s fleet set sail from the 

Caribbean, loaded with gold and silver. A fierce storm came up. All ships went down, and stayed 

lost for centuries.  

Mel Fisher, like other treasure hunters, knew what finding this ship would mean. When his 

crew eventually located the wreck, they recovered booty worth in excess of four hundred million 

dollars, which vaulted it to the top of the list in record books. Its salvage brought all sorts of 

notoriety, but this was not his only success. In thirty-plus years of searching the ocean floor, 

Fisher discovered a lot of sunken treasure.  

Sounds romantic, searching the Caribbean for gold, silver and precious gems. But finds like 

these require considerable investment, in addition to a stubborn will. For the Atocha, Fisher spent 

twenty years funding teams, building special equipment and puzzling out spotty clues as to the 

whereabouts of sunken vessels. One of his sons died in the effort, as did three other members of 

the team. But Mel Fisher, like others of his ilk, counted the payoff to be worth the sacrifice.  

 

While there are many recovery stories in the Bible, two stand out above all others: Moses taking 

Israel out of Egypt, and Jesus’ death on the cross. The first lodges deep in the consciousness of 

God’s people; as one indication of this, nearly every book of the OT mentions the flight from 

Egypt. It even shows up in the NT records, like at Jesus’ transfiguration, where Luke says that 

Elijah and Moses, who appeared on the mountain with Jesus, spoke there about His imminent 

“exodus.”
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But the Gospels make plain that it is the ‘second’ recovery story that deserves pride of place. 

These books are passion narratives with prologues,
2
 emphasizing by the sheer volume of text 

they devote to Jesus’ last week that the focus of their interest is the cross. Then, as the rest of the 

NT unfolds, we find writers referring to, interacting with and awestruck by what happened at 

Calvary. They are stirred by the investment God made, staggered by the sacrifice, mindful that 

the God of the universe reckoned people—rebellious, indifferent people—to be of such value as 

to make all that worthwhile. 

This, too: that at the cross, the generosity for which God is famous, spills out prodigally. At 

the cross, grace is most vividly on display. 

 

                                                
1 The NIV says they were discussing “his departure” (Luke 9:31); the Greek here is exodon, which readily 

transliterates to ‘exodus’.  
2 The theologian Martin Kähler famously made this observation in 1896. 
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Scripture gives us a variegated treatment of why Jesus went to the cross and what His crucifixion 

accomplished. Linked as it is to grace, the cross ushers us into the deep workings of God; it 

demands close attention, reverence. I recall an evening at a friend’s house—a carpenter who had 

been asked to fashion a cross for our church’s upcoming Easter celebration. We asked about his 

progress, and he disappeared into the basement, returning to the kitchen a few moments later, 

carrying stout, rough beams he had fastened together. Setting its base on the linoleum, he let out 

a labored sigh. “It sort of takes your breath away,” he said. He was right. It does, and has been 

doing so ever since Golgotha. 

Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection fueled worship; they also sparked controversy as some 

saw in Calvary and the tomb grounds for cultivating a view of Jesus quickly judged to be 

unorthodox. So NT writers and their followers went to great lengths to expound on the cross, 

noting what it required and accomplished.  

In the history of the Church, various groups and denominations have given priority to one or 

another of these observations, to the extent that camps form where a particular view prevails, and 

where those who hold to other perspectives are quickly dismissed. While it certainly behooves 

followers of Jesus to develop an accurate understanding of the cross, the irony of tussles 

regarding this topic should not go unnoticed. 

Scripture offers a patchwork quilt of ideas, images and insights, and nowhere requires us to 

select one view above or instead of all others.
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 Notice, for instance, the variety of metaphors and 

propositions inspired by the cross:
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Cleansing—Jesus’ blood makes sinners clean (1John 1:5-2:2; Revelation 7:9-17). 

 

Deflection—Jesus takes the wrath intended for sinners on to Himself (Romans 

5:9). 

 

Exaltation—Jesus’ obedience in going to the cross results in being raised to His 

rightful place (Philippians 2:9). 

 

Example—Jesus accepts and carries out His Father’s will (Philippians 2:1-11; 1 

John 3:18-22; 1 Peter 2:21-25). 

 

Healing—Jesus takes into Himself the sickness of humanity and fashions a sort of 

antigen that counteracts sin (Matthew 4:23; Luke 9:6, 11; Acts 28:27; Jeremiah 

33:6). 

 

                                                
3 In a single passage—Hebrews 2:9-18—for example, we hear several ways of understanding what occurred at and 

because of the cross. The motivation for this wide array may be debated, but its effect is clear. Kevin Vanhoozer 

warns, in his essay “The Atonement in Postmodernity: Guilt, Goats and Gifts,” against “preferring the clarity of 

unifying concepts to the messiness of multiple metaphors.” See The Glory of the Atonement, eds. Charles E. Hill and 
Frank A. James III (IVP 2004), p. 401. 
4 Such a brief presentation as I offer here gives the impression that some of these ideas overlap. For a more thorough 

treatment of this important topic, see Joel B. Green and Mark D. Baker, Recovering the Scandal of the Cross: 

Atonement in NT and Contemporary Contexts (IVP, 2000). Also note the important treatment of the atonement by 

Kevin J. Vanhoozer in the essay referenced above; and, Scot McKnight, A Community Called Atonement (MMM). 



Payment—Jesus offers His own life for people captured by sin (see Matthew 

20:28; Mark 10:45; 1 Timothy 2:6; Hebrews 9:15; 1 Peter 1:14-20; Revelation 

5:9-10). 

 

Punishment—Jesus takes on to Himself what would otherwise rain on sinners 

(Matthew 26:42; Isaiah 53).  

 

Reconciliation—Jesus’ cross dissolves the enmity between God and people, 

restoring peace and making a new relationship possible (Ephesians 2:13-16). 

 

Redemption—Jesus accords value to humans marred by sin (Galatians 3:13-14; 

Ephesians 1:7). 

 

Rescue—Jesus snatches those enslaved by the evil one (Hebrews 2:14-15). 

 

Rite of passage—Jesus sees the cross as His rightful place for a first-born son who 

is ‘learning obedience’ (Hebrews 5:7-10).
 5
 

 

Sacrifice/substitution—Jesus is able to take the place that people, on account of 

their sin, should occupy (Isaiah 53:4-6; Romans 3:25; 8:3; Hebrews 9:25-28; 

10:10). That He is willing to do so indicates His solidarity with humanity. 

 

Testimony—Jesus demonstrates God’s will and way to ‘the heavenlies’ 

(Colossians 1:20; 2:15). 

 

Transfer—Jesus takes the curse under which all sinners fall when He hangs on the 

cross (Galatians 3:13). 

 

Victory—Jesus defeats the evil one by dying and rising again (Hebrews 2:14f). 

 

 

So many pictures, ideas, implications spill from the cross. Each and all of them inform us, 

move us closer to the Lord who gave Himself there, intensify revulsion for the sin that took Him 

to it, and deepen gratitude for the grace on display there. 

When sin sprang through the door Eve and Adam built for Cain, it barged in and started 

redecorating. Soon its style and flash had so captivated people that they all but forgot their 

original design. As the story goes, however, their designer did not forget them. Jesus comes, the 

first to start fresh since Adam. He calls out loudly with a human voice, inviting people to switch 

allegiances, alerting them to the destructive course they are following, informing them of a 

viable alternative. 

The path He took led to the cross. This seems like a dead end, but for Jesus, the cross opens 

wide the door to God’s kingdom, where all who enter find grace. But they enter because of 

grace, too, which we understand as the realities of those metaphors and lessons in the list above 

sink in. The sacrifice Jesus makes, the value He accords, the rescue He mounts, the healing He 

                                                
5 Suggested by Gwinyai H. Muzorewa, in ch. 17 of Mark D. Baker, ed., Proclaiming the Scandal of the Cross: 

Contemporary Images of the Atonement (Baker Academic, 2006).  



offers—all of this is motivated and empowered by grace. All of it is characteristic behavior of 

one saturated by grace. 

We’ve already seen that God’s grace was in play before human sin exploded like a Molotov 

cocktail, and so once again it’s important to affirm that grace is not a hasty answer to Adam’s 

fall. Grace, present at the beginning, fuels the creative act and permeates the environment 

fashioned by God. When those first humans depart from God’s way, preferring to follow Cain 

instead, grace does not disappear. Sin will lay claim to humanity, and see its neighborhood teem, 

but grace will not evaporate or shrink back no matter how bold sin grows. Though not always in 

vogue, grace remains available, and the imprint of its kindness lingers. 

Sin raises a furious squall and every ship sinks. But a salvage operation is mounted by One 

who values what has been lost. The cross, a curious tool for recovery, nevertheless accomplishes 

this goal. We see sacrifice there, inestimable expense that is judged worthwhile. And because of 

this cross, which demonstrates and is motivated by grace, the lost are recovered and able to enter 

the realm to which Jesus calls them and where they will be restored.  
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