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Dallas Willard needs no introduction to the readers of Conversations. After 

all, he is responsible for the fact that our five sections correspond to his com-

ponents of the person—and that we try to hear from a representative of each 

of the six great traditions of Christian faith in each issue. He is also respon-

sible for the fact that I, for one, have come to believe it is actually possible to 

become like Jesus. I believe it because I see the way Dallas lives his life. 
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is philosophical 
publications are 
mainly in the ar-
eas of epistemol-
ogy, the philoso-
phy of mind and 
logic. He is a rec-
ognized expert 
on the philoso-
phy of Edmund 
Husserl and has 
produced exten-
sive translations 
of Husserl’s early 
writings from 
German to Eng-
lish. His initial 

“gospel quartet” of Christian publications includes Reno-
vation of the Heart, which was published in May 2002 
and received Christianity Today’s book award in the 
category of Spirituality. The Divine Conspiracy was re-
leased in 1998 and selected as Christianity Today’s book 
of the year in 1999. The Spirit of the Disciplines appeared 

likely, I think, what we are ‘selling’ is irrelevant to our 
real existence and without power over daily life.”2 
 Let’s say that what is being sold is any one of the 
three primary theories of atonement—Ransom, Satisfac-
tion/Penal Substitution, or Moral Influence. How is your 
last comment not a cause for being burned at the stake?

dW: Fortunately, being “burned at the stake” is a matter 
of your social context, and at least here in America we’re 
not quite there yet. 

GWM: I’m just trying to look out for you.

dW: Now, there is a real problem that you are addressing, 
and it is deeply rooted in the historical past of the Chris-
tian religion. The [thought] is that if you don’t get this 
[your atonement theory] right, you are going to be lost 
and cause a lot of other people to be lost. And that’s why 
these theories can become such “fighting” issues. 

GWM: If it’s that important, do you think it is odd, Dallas, 
that after 2,000 years, we still have at least three (some 
would say six or more) theories of atonement? Theories, 
not facts, about what is arguably the most important of 
all Christian doctrines?

dW: Well, I don’t find it strange because there is an objec-
tive pull here, and that objective pull is that Christ died 
for our sins. Now, that is the fact that each of the theo-
ries tries to explain, and when you have to deal with a 
stubborn fact, then your theories have a limited range, 
and I think that is why you have these three basic en-
velopes. Fundamentally, these are three ways of trying 
to understand the fact that Christ died for our sins and 
that somehow we are saved by what He did.

GWM: I like it that you say “somehow,” but I suspect that 
might make some nervous. Would you mind comment-
ing on what you believe to be a primary strength and 
weakness of each of the three most prominent theories/
metaphors of atonement—Ransom, Satisfaction (includ-
ing the commonly held variation on this theory, Penal 
Substitution), and Moral Influence?

dW: The Ransom theory has a great strength to it because it 
fits a well-known social and even political model of redemp-
tion, where someone is captive and an arrangement is made 
to pay off the one who is holding the captive. Now, there 
has been a lot of bouncing around as to whether it is Satan 
or sin or God who has us captive and as to who has to be 
paid off. But the theme of being a captive and being set free 
is fundamental to the core of Christian salvation.

2. Divine Conspiracy, p. 39

GM: Would you agree with Anselm that a major 
stumbling block might be that if the ransom is 
paid to Satan, it raises questions as to who is in 
charge here?

dW: Yes. The Ransom theory has been the longest stand-
ing theory overall. But Anselm was concerned with it 
because he felt there was an issue with reference to 
God that was left out. The atonement is in the person 
of Christ, but it has many effects. Deliverance from 
Satan (even deliverance from sin) is only a part of 
those effects. 

GM: Same question: what do you see as the primary 
strengths and weaknesses of the Satisfaction/Penal 
Substitutionary theory?  

dW: The strength of this theory is that it solves a problem 
with reference to God. The great hold of this theory is 
that it provides a model of something that is present in 
human experience: the situation where someone has 
done wrong, and now it needs to be set right. Basically 
this theory addresses a problem of justice. When wrong 
is done, things must be made right, and that’s the strength 
of the Penal theory.  
 All of these theories, if they are not taken too nar-
rowly, have an important truth to them. It is true that 
human beings have sinned, and this sin is ultimately an 
offense against God. The question is how this can be set 
right. The Penal/Substitutionary theory—one does need 
that “slash” in there, because substitutionary theories 
need not be penal. And actually, substitution is really 
present in all of these theories except some very weak 
forms of moral influence theories. But, and this is a 
weakness, once again you see what the human mind 
does—seizes upon something that it understands and 
says, “Oh, this is like that.” So the theory comes along 
and says, “Oh, I know what happened. This death on 
our behalf is like that; that is to say, punishment was 
necessary as a way of setting right or giving justice to 
the situation.”

GM: And you are saying when you make the jump to 
punishment, you are getting into a potential weakness 
of that theory?

dW: The weakness of the theory is in its understanding 
of how the death of Jesus did what it did—and we sim-
ply don’t know that. The weakness is that you can get 
a mistaken view of the whole thing—as you get further 
away from the fact, the death of Christ. This is true with 
the Ransom theory too. You can get a mistaken view of 
the whole thing.  

dallas is an ordained southern 
baptist pastor who left the 
traditional version of ministry 
to study philosophy in the early 
1960s after god told him, “if 
you stay in the churches, the 
university will be closed to you, 
but if you stay in the university, 
the churches will be open to 
you.” after receiving his ph.d. in 
1965, he had two immediate job 
offers—one from the university 
of southern california and one 
from the university of georgia. 
while some (oKay, just me) thinK 
he made a mistaKe in picKing usc, 
he has had an amazing academic 
and ministry career. some refer 
to him as america’s c. s. lewis. 

in 1988, and Hearing God (1999) 
first appeared as In Search of Guid-
ance in 1984. His most recent 
Christian publication is Knowing 
Christ Today: Why We Can Trust 
Spiritual Knowledge.
      For five decades, Dallas Willard 
has provided a consistent, authen-
tic, and profound voice calling 
nonbelievers to Christ, and Chris-
tians to authentic transformation 
in Christ. In an article about Dal-
las that appeared in Christianity 
Today, he had this to say: “Gener-
ally, what I find is that the ordinary 
people who come to church are 
basically running their lives on 
their own, utilizing ‘the arm of the 
flesh’—their natural abilities—to 
negotiate their way," he says. "They 
believe there is a God and they 
need to check in with him. But 
they don’t have any sense that he 

note: the following is an excerpt from an interview with dallas willard. 
for the full interview text please visit www.conversationsjournal.com/dallas

is an active agent in their lives. As a result, they don't 
become disciples of Jesus.”1

 It is likely very clear to you why we felt that Dallas 
Willard would be an outstanding person to interview 
for this issue of Conversations built around the theme 
of “transformation.” We wanted to ask him questions 
about why it seems so common for modern Christians 
to look upon salvation as a moment that began our re-
ligious life instead of, as Dallas puts it, “the daily life we 
receive from God.”

GWM: Dallas, in The Divine Conspiracy, you reference 
statistics indicating that while most Americans believe 
in God and claim to have made a commitment to Jesus, 
Christians seem to differ very little from non-Christians. 
You say, “Surely something has gone wrong when 
moral failures are so massive and widespread among 
us. Perhaps we are not eating what we are selling. More 

1. A Divine Conspirator: Dallas Willard is on a quiet quest to subvert normal Christianity. 
<http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2006/september/27.45.html>
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GW M: What is the whole 
thing? 

dW: The whole thing is 
Christ coming into the 
world in the historical set-
ting He did, and reconciling 
the difference between God 
and man by His death and 
His resurrection. We have 
to come to that because it 
is there people tend to see 
the death [of Christ] as an 
isolated aspect of His life, 
and that is perhaps the 
weakest part of the Penal/
Substitutionary theory.

GM: Please say more.

dW: The weakest part of the 
Penal theory is that it tends 
to focus on one event in the 
life and death of Christ and 
to say that is what did it, 
that event, and [then it be-
comes] unfortunately, a 
theory that isolates atone-
ment from life.

in Satan; you have the central player in the Penal theo-
ry, of course, God. And the central player in the Moral 
Influence theory is man. 

GM: What would you say to someone looking at the 
Moral Influence theory through a different lens, some-
one who says that it helps him or her to gain a deeper 
appreciation of the role of a personal cross? 

dW: It’s extremely helpful if you take it in that context 
because actually, Christ’s death on the cross is the place 
where we can join Him. Scriptures teach abundantly 
about how this works, but when most people say “mor-
al influence,” they don’t include that. Now, that’s a ter-
rible mistake. Influence is of little significance in a world 
that faces the human problem of sin and rebellion, as 
well as alienation from God and hatred for one another. 
It’s of little significance unless it includes the power of 
resurrection to life—and this is often left out by those 
favoring the Moral Influence theory. 

GM: If I had to pick a weakness for all of them, it would 
be that each stops short of identifying the role of and 
importance of the incarnation—both that of Jesus and 
now, His ability to be incarnate in us. None of them 
place us beside Mary, outside of her little village, pray-
ing, “Please be born in me today and live your life 
through me.” That is a strange way to say it, so let me 
just ask. Do you think each theory de-emphasizes the 
role of incarnation—Christ 2,000 years ago and Christ 
today in us? 

dW: Well, you see, a good way of putting this is to say 
that atonement is basically incarnation. Incarnation is 
Christ coming into flesh to allow us to identify with Him 
in His life and ministry and on the cross and in life 
beyond the cross.

GM: Including being able to come into our flesh.

dW: That’s absolutely right. Each of these theories has a 
flaw in that it identifies something and says, “That’s the 
whole thing.” That is the underlying mistake when you 
try to take a fact and force it onto a theory. That’s at-
tractive because human beings want to control the fact, 
and they do that by developing an image or theory that 
makes sense to them, given the whole background of 
their ideas and social realities. But that can miss the 
point. Christ was not just any old person, but He was a 
true prince of the cosmos. His death, then, is not like 
the death of any ordinary person. 

GM: Is there a parallel between these theories or meta-
phors for atonement and the streams of RENOVARÉ—
that is, would we stand to benefit by drinking from the 

best of each instead of choosing sides?

dW: I think actually, something could be done with 
that, but you still have to deal with the “dark side” 
of each one and its deficiencies, and I think you 
are always going to be troubled if you stay at the level 
of theories, even if you have several good ones, because 
atonement is, in the last analysis, a matter of our fellow-
ship with Christ, the person. 

GM: Let’s back up a bit. Do you make a distinction between 
justification, atonement, and salvation?

dW: They are distinct but inseparable. Justification 
means the restoration of a relationship. And, by the 
way, I think it’s very unfortunate the way we use this 
word and say, “It’s just as if I’d never sinned.” It will 
never be that way. I will always be a redeemed sinner, 
and that’s going to be part of the mental and spiritual 
furniture that helps me live before God for eternity. 
It will never be “just as if I had never sinned.” Now, 
there is a resumption of relationship, which you can 
describe as “peace with God” or “being reconciled to 
God” or “God being reconciled to man,” and that part 
is justification. 

GWM: So, if justification is about forgiveness and restora-
tion of relationship, where does atonement come in? 

dW: Atonement is God’s act that makes this possible, and 
that act is the giving of His Son. The giving of His Son 
is much bigger than His Son’s death on the cross.  
 When we read John 3:16, [we] have to understand 
that the whole passage is not about forgiveness. It is 
about life that comes in our relationship to the Son—and 
that is atonement; that is a gift. It is not separable from 
our faith in Christ or from justification. This is rather 
difficult to make clear, but justification is not just a fo-
rensic act. It is a declaration before God, but it is not 
just a credit transfer; it is God’s act of entering our life, 
and that’s what John 3:16 is about. It’s about life from 
above, and that is atonement.

GM: This is helpful, but the two still keep running to-
gether in my mind—and maybe I should just leave 
them together and not try to force even a subtle dis-
tinction between justification and atonement. But do 
I hear you placing a little more importance on the 
incarnation with atonement?

dW: Yes. You have to see the death of Christ as a neces-
sary part of the giving of His Son to humanity. And, as 
Paul says, there is one God and one mediator between 
God and man… the man, Christ Jesus. So now atonement 
is the resumption of life.

GM: So, a weakness to the Penal/Substitutionary view—
and perhaps all of the three theories we are discussing—
is attempting to remove the mystery concerning what 
the death of Jesus actually accomplished. And particu-
larly with the Penal view, I could imagine a parishioner 
might feel as if he got whiplash by being told that God’s 
wrath is so great, it must be appeased even in this way. 
But, by the way, God is also the prodigal son’s father 
waiting for you to return home with open arms. 

dW: That will really jerk you around. This is one of the 
problems with—and I don’t mean the actual theory—but 
how it is popularly taken. It presents God as someone 
who never [really] forgives.

GM: Right.

dW: If you get off the hook, it’s because somebody paid 
for it.

GM: Yes. "While you—congregant in the pew—must forgive 
70 times 7 times, I—God— must have my wrath appeased 
when someone messes up." 

dW: That’s exactly right. It gives a terrible picture of God, 
and it isn’t reconcilable with Scripture or with what 
Jesus taught about or practiced about God, or what the 
relationship to God through the ages has meant for those 
who are alive in Christ. And, so, the human mind makes 
a model and says, “This is like that.” And then you are 
stuck with that if you don’t have a larger view and basi-
cally one that incorporates all three of the alternatives 
that you have set out.

GM: Very helpful. What about the Moral Influence view?

dW: The Moral Influence view is basically a view that 
leaves the large cosmic order—whether involving Satan 
or God—untouched, and it basically says, “Well, Christ 
came into the world as a moral influence,” and that’s 
true, but it depends on how you take it. What people 
have normally done is make it free of its cosmic setting 
and make it [as if ] Christ is only human and has an 
influence simply by His excellence as a human being, 
including giving up His life on the cross. The one- 
sidedness again is obvious. 
 So, you have a central player in the Ransom theory 

A good way 
of putting this is 

to say that atonement 
is basically incarnation. 

Incarnation is Christ 
coming into flesh to allow 

us to identify with Him 
in His life and ministry 

and on the cross and 
in life beyond 

the cross.
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GM: Do you think Jesus was talking about atonement in 
all the union passages in John 15 through 17?
dW: Well, that fleshes out the idea of union in one’s life.
GM: So please put this in the context of how, as you say, 
salvation is ultimately our “life with God.” 

dW: Salvation is, biblically speaking, deliverance. It is 
a condition of being delivered from sin and, with that, 
guilt—but primarily the emphasis is on being delivered 
from sin. How we understand that is what matters. 
Some people, of course, depending on their theory, 
understand it as in the Penal theory: that now your 
sins are paid off and you have a kind of contract with 
God that you will not be punished for your sins. But 
in the biblical/New Testament picture, I think, what 
you have presented is salvation as a form of life [with 
God]. And that, I think, is what John and Paul and the 
New Testament generally understand it to be… that 
people now have a life from above, and their salvation, 
their deliverance, is a matter of having that life and 
living that life with God. 

GWM: Salvation is participating in a transforming friend-
ship with the Trinity.

dW: That’s an excellent way of putting it. 

GWM: I got that from Leslie Weatherhead. 

dW: But as you know, if you aren’t careful, you just sort of 
slip out of the substance of that, and you wind up with a 
very thin Moral Influence theory rather than an accom-
paniment with Jesus throughout your days of life. 

GWM: You mean if Leslie Weatherhead is not careful…

dW: Salvation is the life of the Son of God in you. That 
is where, of course, the “vine and the branches” figure 
comes in and Paul’s constant teachings about our unity 
with Christ, a kind of dynamic pursuit of Christ, and 
that involves your whole life. So that is incarnation that 
has gone through death and resurrection.

GM: Before we leave this, I have a follow-up question. I 
forget the age of your granddaughter. 

dWZ: She is eleven.

GM: Dallas, by way of summary, if you were sitting down 
with her and she said, “Grandpa, I’m confused. Can you 
tell me how justification, atonement, and salvation are 
different, if they are different?” What would you say so 
that I—I mean, she—could understand?

dW:   I would say that justification is a new beginning 
for a relationship that has been broken, and it is made 
right by forgiveness, but that’s just the doorway into 

given you new life—that doesn’t mean you are all fixed 
up. You still have the issue of growth, and it looks like 
that is an eternal project, and it will go on forever. So, 
that’s where you need the Gospel of the Kingdom of 
God and life in the Kingdom. And you need to under-
stand all of the aspects of you as a human being [think-
ing, feeling, choosing, relating, etc.] and how redemption 
comes into them by your discipleship to Christ and 
growing in grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ.  
 You see, if we have a version of the atonement that 
is independent of spiritual growth, and frankly, all three 
theories tend to leave you there, then you are going to 
sort of say, well, we even have “the finished work of 
Christ on the cross.”  

GWM: Christ’s work on the cross was not the end?

dW: No.

GWM: I knew that, but I’m trying to help you out.

dW: Christ’s work on the cross was not the end. Now, there 
was something finished. Primarily, it was, in the biblical 
sense, the days of His flesh were finished. But to think that 
redemption was finished or that everything needed for 
salvation was finished is simply a brutal misunderstanding 
of the New Testament teaching about the life of Christ.

Okay, no more slow pitches. 
Dallas, what is your concept 
of hell?

dW:  My concept of hell is very 
simple. It is God’s best for 
some people. It’s the best God 
can do for those who don’t like 
Him. The worst would be to 

make them be with Him. Now, what that means is 
separation from God because people in hell want to be 
away from God, and He lets them. 
 Hell is not something God enjoys. He is not willing 
that any should perish but that all should come to 
everlasting life. That is His wish. God is not trying to 
keep people out of heaven; he is trying to get them in, 
and I believe that He will admit anyone who, in His 
judgment, can stand it—and I’m not being funny. That 
is deadly serious. For God, this isn’t play time. This 
business of being in heaven is very serious indeed. If 
you got there and found you didn’t like God—well, 
actually, most people don’t like God—that would be a 
problem. In heaven you’re going to be right up against 
Him, constantly, forever. You have to be ready for that. 
People who don’t like God enough to seek Him and 
spend time with Him here are very likely to find 
heaven utterly agonizing.

Salvation 
is the life of 
the Son of 

God in you.

the resumption of relationship. The relationship [itself ] 
is atonement, and that involves Christ becoming one 
with us. [Atonement] means that we now [can] walk 
with Him and that He is in us, and we are in Him. We 
have eternal life, and that is what atonement is. The 
result of atonement is deliverance or salvation. We 
are not under the power of sin and death anymore. 
Justification, atonement, and salvation are three aspects 
of one thing.

GWM:  And then if she were to say, “Grandpa, what do 
you mean when you say, ‘Salvation is a life’?”
dW:   I would talk to her about the life that is in a plant 
or an animal so that she would understand there is a 
definite kind of movement in the plant or the animal, 
and I would talk to her about different kinds of life. 
Then I would tell her that when we place our confidence 
in Jesus, He becomes a new kind of life in us, and that 
means now we think different thoughts; we believe 
things we didn’t believe before, and also we are strength-
ened and directed by grace, which is now a force in our 
life that comes from Jesus. And salvation as a life is 
simply participation in the life that comes from Jesus, 
who is with us and in us. The basic idea is, there is now 
a power, a personal power, moving in our lives that 
comes from God and comes in the form of Jesus.

GM: That was wonderful. In fact, for the rest of our 
questions, let’s just pretend I am your granddaughter 
asking these. 
 So, with that in mind, if Jesus’ death on a cross and 
resurrection conquered sin, how would you explain the 
Holocaust to a rabbi? Or more simply, how would you 
explain the obvious presence of sin in the world after 
the death and resurrection of Jesus?

dW:   Well, the death and resurrection of Jesus do not 
impose a necessity; they open a possibility. The contin-
ued presence of sin in the world, including the horrible 
dimensions that we have in the many holocausts (Cam-
bodia, Siberia, etc.), means that we’re not done with this 
by any means. The tendency of human beings en masse 
to kill others en masse is a permanent fixture of a world 
in which they (human beings) are living on their own 
in alienation from God. 

GM:   And that [alienation] is why I like thinking about 
sin—and I hope this is not heretical—as separation, and 
salvation as the journey toward union or the experience 
of union. So Jesus’ death on the cross makes it possible 
for union, the journey of being with Him, living your 
life with Him. But even with all that is offered, even if 
you’ve gone down front at a Billy Graham crusade, you 
can still go back to living separate from God?

dW:   That is the issue of spiritual growth. So now, let us 
say you have placed your faith in Christ and He has 

GM: 

GM: I’ve heard you comment on this in a way that 
reminds me very much of how my Uncle Otis, a 
faith-healing evangelist, would say it. When he 
was asked, “Who goes to heaven?” he would 
answer something like, “Everybody who can 
stand that much love.” And when asked, “Who 
goes to hell?” he responded, “Only those who 
will have it no other way.” 

dW:   Yes, that’s exactly right. 

GWM: I knew he got that from you. 

dW: You see, the problem is we have all the imagery that 
comes to us from an uninspired tradition. A lot of this is 
pagan, and it’s borrowed from pictures of volcanoes and 
lava flowing, and all that sort of thing—sulfur, and so forth. 
You don’t want to have images of atonement and hell that 
give us a God who is fundamentally mean. 
 I used to minister down in Texas with a dear old 
brother who, when he got to preaching on hell, [made] 
you [want] to hide under the seats and hope God wouldn’t 
find you. He used to say, “God’s gonna skip them sinners 
across the lake of fire like a boy skips a rock across a pond.” 
He was giving a picture of a God who enjoys the misery 
of the lost. It was as bad as the picture of a God that has 
got a big whuppin’ in Him, and He takes it out on Jesus 
so we don’t have a whuppin’ coming.  
 These are just incredibly terrible images of God, 
and you end up with people who are thinking the 
miracle is that God loves me. No, no—the miracle would 
be if He didn’t love you because He is a God of love, not 
a God of wrath who occasionally “lets up.”
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notesNow, moving to the 
practical, if you 
don’t mind, what 
are a few things 
you do every day 
in your own ap-
p re n t i c e s h i p 
program? What 
is your own way 
of living out sal-
vation as a life?

d W :  We l l ,  t h e 
main objective, and I will come back to what I do, is 
to keep the Lord at my right hand or, to use another 
biblical image, always before me. So my objective is 
to go through my day with God.  
 Now, some of the things that I do [that help with 
this] are that, routinely, when I wake up in the morn-
ing and often before I get up out of bed, I will work 
through the Lord’s Prayer and the 23rd Psalm a 
couple of times, and then as I get up, I will make it 
my practice to be thankful and to ask God to be with 
me as I go through the day.  
 Beyond that, it depends on what the day is, but I 
return to the conscious invocation of God periodically 
as I go through the day. I try to keep that alive—and of 
course, having memorized a great deal of Scripture, 
being committed to service, to those that I’m with [and 
so on], are helpful things to keep that alive.  

GWM: It sounds like your quiet time gets extended a bit.

dW: My main problem with “quiet time” is that I want 
my whole day to be quiet. I don’t go into quiet time 
to be something that I have and then depart from into 
“noisy time.” No, my main business is to make the 
whole day “quiet time.”  
 So, given the day, I may have an extended time of 
the study of Scripture or prayer, but that depends upon 
which day it is because some days, I simply can’t do 
that. And I don’t think there is anything wrong with 
that. There would be something wrong if on those 
days I took a vacation [from being with God], but I 
don’t do that. Jesus said He would be with us always, 
and that’s the center, Gary, of what I try to do. I try 
to be with Him.
 I have other periodic things like fasting. I try to 
fast some period of time each week and do longer 
fasts periodically. Then, of course, worship and all 
of the things that we might think about on a peri-
odic basis, but my objective is to have the Lord always 
with me.

Dallas, I think I’ve 
warned you that 
I’m a compulsive 
summarizer.  I 
l i k e  t o  t h i n k 
about salvation 
and the differ-
ences between 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n , 
atonement, and 
salvation in terms 
of verb tenses. 
     In terms of 

the past, I see the incarnation and the cross of Christ 
coming into focus. That is where I would place justifica-
tion and forgiveness—the incarnation of Christ, the cross 
of Christ, makes possible justification and forgiveness. As 
you said, “justification is the front door.” 
 In the present, I think more in terms of my own  
personal cross. And I’m not talking about “a pebble in 
my shoe,” but whether or not I am willing to crawl on 
the altar as a living sacrifice and, in the present, die to 
the desire for any will apart from the will of Christ, 
and the desire for the living Christ—because of His 
death and resurrection—to be incarnate in me. I think 
of atonement this way: in terms of accepting my per-
sonal cross that my new life can begin with God living 
His life with and through me, living more and more 
moments by way of personal incarnation of the power 
and spirit of Christ in me.  
 I think about the future in the sense that salvation 
as an ongoing process, but ultimately there is the deliv-
erance—through an ongoing journey with God in which 
I’m becoming more like Him. I love the idea of salvation 
as a journey toward union with God. 
 So stop me if I’m wrong, but I’ve come to view 

You don't 
want to have 

images of atone-
ment and hell that 
give us a God who 
is fundamentally 

mean.

justification a little more in terms of the 
cross of Christ and forgiveness of sins; 
atonement is living my life with God in 
the present, animated by the power, pres-
ence, energy, and love of Christ—all look-
ing toward a future where salvation is 
deliverance and, as John 17:3 states, in-
timately “knowing” God. 

dW:   I like that, Gary. It is a manner in think-
ing about these terms and arranging a 
number of different things in a coherent 
relationship. I guess my only worry about 
doing it this way is if you view justification 
as only in the past. I believe you must also 
relate it to ongoing and eventual salvation. 

GM: Justification is, then, more than the 
front door?

dW: Yes, that’s why I would [also] put jus-
tification as an effect of regeneration. It 
has a forensic attitude, but justification is 
basically the way God treats people to 
whom He has given life from above. What 
are you going to do with it? Well, that’s 
where justification comes in. I’m not going 
to hold their sins against them because 
now we have a new principle that is a life, 
and I think that’s how Abraham was justi-
fied by faith and so on. So, it depends on 
how you handle the details of justification, 
and, of course, there is a lot of room for 
work on that. 

Before we stop, 
please under-
line what you 
mean when 
you say it is 
essential not 
to equate jus-
tification and 
atonement. Is 
it because if 
you do that, 

you might miss the notion of salvation 
as a life?

dW: You will certainly miss it, and as 
a result of that, you are going to cut 
salvation off from life, and I think 
that, among other things, that is a 

basic falsification of the message of 
the New Testament and of the salva-
tion that Jesus Himself announced 
and called people to—of life in the 
Kingdom of God.

GM:   That might be the best single answer 
for why non-transformation is the ele-
phant in the sanctuary, as you put it?

dW:   It is now. Theologically, we latched 
onto the idea that you can accept justi-
fication through the death of Christ, and 
then for the ordinary person there is no 
connection beyond that to anything else. 
It doesn’t have to be that way, but that’s 
the way it has turned out.

GM:   Thank you for being so generous 
with your time and for offering us both 
the diagnosis and the treatment for the 
elephant in the sanctuary problem. If I 
heard you correctly, the diagnosis is that 
we can “get saved” without this neces-
sarily meaning that an active agent of 
change is in our lives—without daily 
participating in a transforming friend-
ship with the Trinity. We can become 
“Christians” without becoming disciples/
apprentices. The treatment is to ap-
proach salvation as a life with God, a 
life of obedience, incarnate with the 
presence, power, and love of Jesus. To 
use your words: “Salvation is the life of 
the Son of God in you.”
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