
Studies in Theology  

The   Atonement 

Introduction  

1. Let me introduce this subject by asking an important question. 
Why did Jesus come into the world? Why did the Son of God take 
to Himself human flesh and become a man? This will raise 
important answers which will determine our doctrine of the 
atonement determine our interpretation of the scriptures in respect 
of the purpose of Jesus and His mission.  

2. Some would suggest that Jesus came into this world in order to 
give us some of the most noble ethical teaching this world 
possesses. In other words, Jesus came in order to be a Teacher. If 
this was the mission of Jesus we would hardly wish to call it 
"Gospel" (good news) for in fact it would be "bad news"! Most of 
life's perplexing questions (i.e. its meaning, purpose, destiny etc.) 
are not adequately answered within His teaching. Additionally, if 
He came only to furnish us with a more intensive form of ethical 
and moral teaching, giving laws, rules and conduct guidance we 
are made even more miserable. If we cannot fulfil even the OT 
teachings or the moral principles of the philosophers, how can we 
be expected to keep His teachings when they are of an even 
higher and more superior standard? His teaching humbles us, 
brings us to despair, and demonstrates our utter weakness and 
sinfulness. No, this could not be called "Gospel". This condemns, it 
does not give us life.  

3. Others would tell us that Jesus came into this world to be the 
supreme  

example which we must emulate. Again we are drawn into despair. 
He was too holy, too godly for us to copy. None of us can come 
anywhere near to Him. His example again condemns us.  

4. None of these suggestions adequately answer our question. Let 
the scripture itself answer us. At His birth, Joseph was told how to 
name Him," You shall call His name Jesus, for He shall save His 
people from their sins" Matt 1:21. This informs us of the purpose of 
the mission of Jesus. It was to save He came, "He shall save his 
people from their sins". Let us go even further, Hebrews 2:14, 
"Forasmuch then as the children are partakers of the flesh and 
blood, He likewise took part of the same, that (in order that) 
through death He might destroy him that had the power of death, 
that is the devil, and deliver them who through fear of death ...." 
This is the only answer, Jesus came in order to "die" and that 
through death He would "deliver". We can say that Jesus was born 
to die. He did not come merely to teach or give us an example. His 
teaching, in a sense, was given to us indirectly. On one occasion 
Jesus said of Himself, "I have come to give my life a ransom for 
many' ( Mark 10:45). He was given life that He might lay it down. 



His death was a means of deliverance from sin, " a ransom for 
many".  

5. It is significant to notice that the Gospel writers devote the 
majority of their material to the last seven days of Jesus' life. 
Practically one third of their writing is given over the last seven 
days of Jesus life, the Passion Week. This shows that the 
distinctive work of Christ was accomplished in His death and not in 
His Life. In both Mark and Luke the tone of their writings change 
towards the middle of their narratives. Luke for example says in 
chapter 9:51 (twenty four chapters in Luke) "... He set His face to 
go to Jerusalem". In Mark chapter 8:31 (sixteen chapters in Mark) 
the turning point in the life of Jesus is marked by the beginning of 
Jesus' predictions of the coming cross, "He began to teach them 
that the Son of Man must suffer many things .... and be killed, and 
after three days rise again".  

6. The Epistles talk only of the incarnation, death and resurrection 
of Jesus. They do not dwell on the life and ministry of Jesus. Why 
is this ?The reason is obvious, Jesus came only to die on the 
cross. It is summarised in this sentence, "Christ Jesus came into 
the world to save sinners" ( 1 Tim 1:15 ).  

7. In this paper we will concentrate on two essential issues in 
relation to the Atonement. First we will look at "The Necessity for 
the Atonement" and secondly we will consider " The Nature of the 
Atonement".  

8. The term "Atonement" comes essentially from the term "atone", 
i.e., 'to make reparation for some crime, sin or fault'. The idea is 
that of 'making at one' those who were estranged because of 
some sin In doctrine it is used of the work of Christ in dealing with 
the problem posed by the sin of man, and bringing sinners into a 
right relation with God.  

9. This subject will enable us to present in detail the final 
accomplishment of God's method of redeeming His people. The 
work He began after the Fall finds its climax here. This is Salvation 
Accomplished. This, Of course, is the Gospel which you and I 
present to the world. This is our message of hope and life to dying 
sinners.  
   
   

I. THE NECESSITY OF THE ATONEMENT 

ll in the high and holy place... "", or Exodus 15:11, "Who is like 
unto thee, O Lord....glorious in holiness,..". Biblical Necessity  

1:1 Death by crucifixion is, of course, horrible in the extreme. The 
usual procedure was that the cross pieces would be laid flat on the 
ground, the victim was then stretched upon it, and a soldier would 
drive iron spikes through the hands and feet into the rough wood. 
The cross with its attached body would be lifted and dropped into 
the hole prepared. Every bone in the sensitive body would be 



jolted, the nerves shivered with excruciating pain. The person was 
left to writhe in his agony with the swelling wounds, the parched 
thirst, the burning fever, until death brought the welcome release. 
Human ingenuity has never devised greater agony than crucifixion. 
Yet that is what Christ the spotless Son of God endured for us.  

1:2 But why, why did the Son of God have to suffer like this? Was 
it necessary for the Son of God to die ? Let us put it another way. 
Was it possible for another, simpler method for God to bring about 
salvation ? Surely, God is all powerful, His is all wise, could He not 
have found an easier, less painful way of saving sinners ?  

1:3 The answer to this question is simple and thoroughly biblical. 
Even God with all His wisdom and power could not find any other 
way of salvation. Indeed, if there had been any other way of saving 
sinners that did not involve the death of His Son, God would have 
chosen that method. Remember when Jesus was praying in the 
Garden of Gethsemane and He prayed, "Father, if it is possible let 
this cup pass from me" (Matt 26:39). If God knew of an alternative 
means of salvation He would have had to choose it rather than 
allow His Son to suffer so. If there had been another means but 
God chose to ignore this and proceed with the cross then Calvary 
would have been the world's most immoral act. The fact that God 
could not provide an answer to Jesus' prayer by finding an 
alternative to the cross, indicates its absolute necessity.  

1:4 Paul teaches the necessity of the atonement when he states, " 
For if a law had been given which could make alive, then 
righteousness would indeed be by the Law" (Gal 3:21). He is 
saying that if it were possible for God to find another way of 
saving, or justifying the sinner, then God would indeed have used 
it. It is imperative that we are forgiven from our sin and that a new 
"righteousness" be given to us to make us right to stand before 
God. If the "Law" could have done this, or even another "Law" or 
principle could be found, then righteousness would have been by 
the Law'.  

1:5 The writer to the Hebrews provides us with an emphatic 
statement on the necessity for the atonement. He says, "... without 
the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins" ( Heb 9:22). 
This is a categorical statement written by God. Forgiveness can 
only come through the shedding of blood, there is no other Way.  
   

2. Divine Necessity  

2:1 I have been using strong language by saying that not even 
God in all His wisdom and power could find an alternative to the 
cross. Is this too strong? Are we limiting God by using such 
language? In answering this question, we are brought to consider 
a very important issue which in a sense is really at the heart of the 
atonement itself. In fact, we can say that what we are now 
proceeding to consider is the very hub of the Gospel itself. I have 
called it the "Divine Necessity".  



2:2 The Divine Necessity is a necessity confined within God 
Himself which prevents Him from resorting to any other means of 
salvation other than the blood of the cross. God Himself was 
prevented from using any other means of salvation.  

2:3 God had a problem! Following the Fall ( Gen 3) God was faced 
with an enormous problem. It is this. How could He, a Holy and 
just God save guilty sinners and yet at the same time remain 
totally just and Holy ?This is the Divine Problem! It is impossible 
for God to ignore sin. He cannot pretend it does not exist. He 
cannot brush it aside. He cannot overlook it. To do so would mean 
that He is not holy and just. Yet, on the other hand He wants to 
save sinners from the guilt of their sin. If He were to judge them in 
their sin, thus maintaining His holiness, He could not save them. If 
he were to save them whilst not dealing with their sin, He would 
not remain holy. Truly, a Divine Dilemma!!!  

2:4 The Divine Answer! The cross. In describing the cross, Paul 
states that "It was to show God's righteousness", and to prove at 
the present time that He Himself is righteous and that He justifies 
him who has faith in Jesus" ( Rom 3:25,26). In other words, the 
cross was essentially to do something for God which in turn would 
allow Him to justify the sinner. The cross was the answer to God's 
problem It enabled Him to do two things at once. The cross meant 
that in the first place God was dealing with sin, so His Holiness 
and justice remained intact. In the second place it gave God the 
opportunity to justify everyone who has faith's Jesus. His problem 
is solved in the cross. Nothing else could solve the Divine 
Problem. The cross had to happen.  

2:5 The Divine Necessity means that the cross was intended to 
address an issue within the Godhead. The cross itself was never 
intended to do something for or in man in a kind of subjective 
sense. Essentially, the cross had an objective purpose. The cross 
was there to affect the Godhead. The cross, therefore, was more 
for God's benefit than it was directly for us. It enabled God to 
extend His loving mercy towards us in forgiveness, thus leading to 
complete justification, because within he Godhead the problem of 
satisfying His justice and holiness had been dealt with.  

2:6 Two issues need explaining for us to appreciate the full impact 
of what has just been stated, namely the Divine Necessity.  

a) First we need to understand the biblical meaning of sin. Why 
was it necessary for God to provide the cross before He could 
forgive sin and save the sinner ? It is because of the nature and 
seriousness of sin. What is sin? Sin is an open defiance and 
rebellion against a Holy God- "Sin is the transgression of the Law" 
( 1 John3:4). Sin is not some vague anti-social act, or the breaking 
of man-made regulations and rules. Any sin is an act against God. 
Whatever is done, to whomsoever it is done, by whom it is done, 
sin is opposition against God. When David had sinned through the 
death of Uriah and the adulterous action with Bathsheba, he cried 



out in his conviction, "Against thee, thee only, have I sinned..." ( Ps 
51:4). The enormity of his act was that he had offended the Holy 
God. Sin does not merely affect man, the object of our sin, it 
affects God. If sin is an affront to God; if sin has this objective 
Divine effect; if sin is open defiance and rebellion against God, 
then it follows that before sin can be forgiven there is an issue 
within the Godhead that must first be addressed.  

b) Secondly, we need to understand the biblical teaching on God. 
Why was it necessary for God to provide the cross before He 
could forgive sin and save the sinner ? It is because His Divine 
Nature is Holy and Just. Love is a glorious attribute of the 
Godhead. But love does not exist alone. It is influenced by other 
characteristics, in particular God's Holiness and His Justice. We 
might well talk of the love of God as His "Holy Love". Don't let the 
love of God become a weak form of sentimentality. "God is light 
and in Him is no darkness at all" ( 1 John1:5). This is stated by 
John at the commencement of his epistle, the very epistle in which 
he informs us that "God is love", But you will observe that this 
acknowledgement that "God Is light" comes before the truth that 
"God Is love". It is as if John does not want us to make the mistake 
of thinking that the love of God is some kind of easy-going, cheap 
love which does not take account of sin. No! This God is Holy. He 
is "Light". God is pure, Just and righteous in His character. This 
means that His love is a Holy Love that cannot and will not tolerate 
sin. Listen to Hab 1:13 " Thou art of too purer eyes than to behold 
iniquity', or Isaiah 57:15, " (God)....whose name is Holy, I dwell  

2:7 This is the reason for the Divine Necessity. If we place "sin" 
and the "Holy" God next to each other, we have a problem, in fact, 
God has a problem! There can only be one reaction from God in 
the face of Sin. He must recoil, He must display His abhorrence, 
He must demonstrate His hatred, He must react in opposition. This 
is what is known as the "Wrath of God". God's strict justice means 
that He must inevitably respond towards sin in His Divine 
Judgements.  

2:8 The wrath of God must never be thought of in terms of temper, 
uncontrollable anger, outbursts of tantrums. God does not display 
irrational passion so frequently found in man and often associated 
with pagan deities. The wrath of God is rather the stern reaction of 
a Holy God towards the evil found in man. It is the natural outcome 
of holiness in God when brought face to face with sin. "For the 
wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all unworldliness 
and unrighteousness of men" ( Rom 1:18).  

2:9 For God to fail to act in this way would be a denial of His very 
nature. He cannot be just and holy and merely dismiss sin. He 
cannot tolerate or allow sin to be unpunished. It would be a 
violation of His very nature to permit sin to remain unpunished. It is 
impossible, therefore, for sin to be merely cancelled out, pardoned 
with a mere word, for His Justice would demand punishment and 
penalty. Hence, God had to say to Adam, " ... for in the day that 



you eat of it you will surely die". ( Gen 2:17). And again, " The soul 
that sins it shall die" (Ezekiel 18: 4).  

2:10 This then is the Divine Problem which gives rise to the Divine 
Necessity. If God wishes to forgive the sinner, He must first deal 
with His own Holiness and Justice in such a way that they are not 
violated. To save, His love must find a way of satisfying Divine 
Holiness. To save, His love must devise a means of fulfilling His 
own justice. To save, His love must formulate a method of paying 
the penalty for man's sin. To save, His love must seek out a 
system which will enable Him to fulfil the demands of His Holy 
Law. All this must take place before God can forgive a single 
sinner.  

2:11 Let us return to our former question, "Why the Cross ?". Why 
did Jesus have to leave the presence of the Father and become 
incarnate and then submit Himself to this terrible death? Why 
couldn't God find an alternative to the cross ? The answer is here. 
God is a Holy God who cannot tolerate the presence of sin which 
itself is nothing less than defiant opposition against His Holy 
nature.  

2:12 Amazing love! The cross is the act by which this Holy God 
found a way in which He could meet the demands of His own Holy 
Law whilst at the same time forgive the sinner. The cross is God 
Himself dealing with His own Divine Necessity, addressing His 
own internal problem. " Jesus Christ, whom God put forward as a 
propitiation by His blood, to be received by faith. This was to show 
God's righteousness....to prove at the present time that He Himself 
is righteous and that He justifies him who has faith in Jesus. (Rom 
3:25,26).  

2:13 "Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us 
and sent His Son..." ( 1 John 4:10). Here is the truth about the love 
of God, in that He loved us so much He was prepared to deal with 
this momentous internal divine problem. We must not make the 
mistake of thinking that the death of Christ in pacifying the wrath of 
God and satisfying the Divine Law, He was winning over the love 
of God. Some people have thus depicted God and Christ. This is 
far from the truth. It was the Father who first planned this as a 
means of salvation. It was the Father who "So loved the world that 
He gave His only Son.. ." ( John 3:16). Scripture will not permit us 
to set the Father against the Son, as if The Son was pacifying an 
angry God. No! They worked in unison, with the Father in His love 
sending His Son, and Jesus volunteering to be the substitute, " 
Then I said, "Lo, I come; In the roll of the book it is written of me; I 
delight to do they will, O my God' ( Ps 40:7-8).  

2:14 Summary. The problem with modern man is this, "How can 
God possibly punish sin?". But that is not the real problem. The 
real problem is this, " How can such a Holy God possibly forgive?". 
Let us go even further, with God it is not merely the fact of 
forgiveness, but justification. How can a Holy God Justify the 



ungodly ( Rom 4:5, cf.5:6, 1:18. "ungodly", i.e. those who defy the 
Just God). Forgiving sinners to God means more than merely 
forgiving ! It means justifying them. A holy God cannot justify the 
guilty without there being a full satisfaction paid for the sin. This is 
the issue, ' How can God justify to Himself His own action of 
receiving sinners?'. For God this means nothing less than the 
CROSS OF CALVARY. This therefore, is 'Why the cross" !  
   

2.   THE NATURE OF THE ATONEMENT 

 

1. Understanding the Meaning of the Atonement  

1:1 We now turn to consider the actual Atonement itself and seek 
to find out what was actually happening up there on the cross of 
Calvary. What exactly was it all about ? What is the biblical 
teaching telling us of the "Glory of the Cross" ?  

1:2 It will be important for us to give time to the consideration of a 
number of important terms and words if we are to grasp the 
meaning of the atonement. Biblical words need urgent 
consideration such as "substitution" and "expiation" and of course 
the all important term, "propitiation". It is within the careful 
exploration of these terms that we begin to discover the depth of 
meaning in the Atonement.  

1:3 We will therefore take the beginning of our study, not within the 
New Testament, as one would at first expect, but rather from the 
Old Testament. From reading the New Testament we understand 
that Jesus came in order to " fulfil the law and the prophets", 
namely the Old Testament. New Testament, writers, being Jews 
were themselves steeped in the Old Testament literature and saw 
the death of Jesus as a direct fulfilment of the Old Testament 
predictions of the prophets and especially the fulfilling of the Old 
Testament sacrificial ritual system. John declared, "Behold the 
Lamb of God...", and Hebrews is full of comparisons between the 
work of Christ and the animal sacrifices with its priests, altars and 
ceremonies.  

1:4 Indeed, the New Testament use of the term "blood" can only 
be understand from its Old Testament usage. Frequently the New 
Testament speaks of the " blood of Jesus", for example, "You are 
not redeemed with silver or gold... but by the precious blood of 
Christ as a lamb...." ( 1 Peter 1:19), and "In whom we have 
redemption through His blood...." ( Eph 1:7), and "The blood of 
Christ cleanses us from all sin" ( 1 John 1: 7), and finally " Whom 
God put forward as a propitiation In His blood" ( Rom 3:25). Why 
did these writers constantly use the term blood ? They were not 
merely referring to the death of Jesus ( as some translators make 
out!!) but rather to His death as a vicarious ( substitutionary ) 
sacrifice. The term "blood" in the Old Testament stood in the first 
place for "death by violence and secondly for "sacrificial 
substitutionary death". Jesus did not simply die ( as we all die) but 



rather He died as an Atonement for sin, and in particular, as a 
fulfilment of the Old Testament animal sacrifices.  

1:5 One of our reasons for giving time to the Old Testament study 
is not only to show Jesus' fulfilment of the sacrifices, but also to 
use the Old Testament as an illustration in picture form of the 
meaning of the Atonement. The Old Testament is the best place to 
begin. If we can grasp the meaning of the animal sacrificial 
system, we will begin to appreciate the meaning of the cross.  
   

2. Understanding Atonement in the Old Testament  

2:1 The Old Testament animal sacrificial system demonstrated 
three distinct areas which portray the meaning of Christ's 
Atonement.  

2:2 First - SUBSTITUTION. Within the ritual the individual who 
wished to get right with God and atone for his sin would bring an 
animal to the priest. The sinner would then lay his hand on the 
animal confessing his sins over its head. Thus within the ritual he 
was conveying his sins to the animal. This beast (lamb) would now 
be carrying the sins of the person, it would be his/her 
SUBSTITUTE. The meaning of substitute is that of "standing in 
ones place, doing something on behalf of another". Thus the 
animal took the place of the sinner. You can read this simple 
account in Leviticus 1:4, " ... he shall lay his hand upon the head of 
the burnt offering, and it shall be accepted fo him to make 
atonement for him". The key words in this sentence are "for him", 
"it shall be accepted for him".  

2:3 A similar ceremony took place at the "Day of Atonement" as 
recorded in Leviticus 16. Notice the repeated phrase " for himself" 
verses 6, 11, 17b,33. In all cases the animals are accepted by God 
as substitutes for the sinners, they represent the sinner, they stand 
in the place of the sinner. God deals with the animals in the place 
of the sinners, he deals with the animal as if He were dealing with 
the sinner. He slays the animals not the sinners.  

2:4 Second - EXPIATION. This term means, " to pay the penalty 
of, the removal of a sin by the payment of a penalty". In this aspect 
of the atonement God is dealing with the sin and guilt of the 
person. The animal sacrifice becomes the means by which God 
expiates personal sin and guilt.  

2:5 On the Day of Atonement ( Lev 16) the goat that was sent into 
the wilderness took away from the people all their sins and 
iniquities, "The goat shall bear all the iniquities upon him to a 
solitary land" (16:22). Thus the sins of Israel were "expiated", 
removed, dealt with.  

2:6 Within the sin offerings ( Lev 5) the individual coming before 
God with his sacrifice which was offered as an atonement, 
experienced Divine pardon, "... the priest shall make atonement for 
him for the sins which he has committed, and he shall be forgiven". 



Sin was expiated, dealt with, removed, thus forgiveness was 
available.  

2:7 thirdly - PROPITIATION. The word propitiation means " to 
appease, or placate the wrath or anger of a person". In the Old 
Testament the Hebrew (rpk) is not translated as "propitiation" but 
as "Atonement" ( in the RSV & NIV). The Hebrew literally means " 
to cover". It was a word used in Genesis 32:20 in the story of 
Jacob sending gifts to Esau, his brother whom he had wronged so 
long ago. Jacob is trying to win favour from Esau with these gifts. 
The text reads therefore, " I may appease him with the present that 
goes before me..." (RSV, the NIV has "pacify"). Literally, the 
Hebrew has "I may cover his face". The thought here is this, Jacob 
wanted to "cover" the face of his angry brother with his gifts so that 
Esau would look at the gifts rather than Jacob.  

2:8 The meaning of propitiation, in a biblical sense is that of 
"covering' the face of God by presenting the blood of the 
(substitute) animal and thus averting divine wrath. The blood 
showed to God that a death had taken place for the sins of the 
people, thus the iniquity had been paid for, the sin could be 
expiated . Therefore, by looking at the blood His wrath would be 
satisfied, His holy recoil appeased. You will remember the words 
of Exodus 12:13 when God send the destroying angel over Egypt 
and told the people of Israel to paint the blood of the lamb on their 
door posts. The words are these, "When I see the blood I will pass 
over". Hence we have the meaning of the word, "Passover". The 
important point here is that God must "see the blood".  

2:9 Apart from the innumerable times the Hebrew word ( rpk) is 
used in Leviticus, the very drama of the sacrificial ceremony 
reveals this propitiatory element. In Leviticus 1:3,5 the key phrase 
is "before the Lord" , literally, " before the face of Jehovah" ( recall 
the words of Jacob in Gen 33:20). When, on the Day of Atonement 
the blood of the animal was brought into the Holy of Holies and 
placed on the mercy seat ( Lev 16:12-14), this also signified that it 
was "before the Lord". Thus the sin of the people was atoned for in 
the sacrifice ( expiation) and God's holy wrath appeased with the 
blood laid before Him.  

2:10 This is perhaps the most important term in connection with 
the Atonement. The difference between expiation and propitiation 
is that one expiates a sin but you propitiate a person. Yes, the 
Atonement was there to deal with the sin of the person, but more 
importantly, it was there to deal with the Holy God who had 
become divinely offended by that sin and whose wrath was 
inevitably displayed.  

2:11 It must not be thought that the blood was used to win or bribe 
an angry God into giving the people favour. This is a heathern 
concept, not a biblical one. The bible makes it clear that it was 
God who gave the people this ceremony of animal sacrifices, He 
did so out of His love for them. God Himself has provided a way 



for His people to be forgiven, a way in which His own wrath is 
appeased. Remember the story of Abraham when called to offer 
Isaac as a sacrifice. On being asked by Isaac where was the 
animal for sacrifice, Abraham replied, " God will provide Himself 
the lamb for a burnt offering" ( Gen 22:8).  

2:12  SUMMARY. We have seen that there is a Divine Necessity 
to the Atonement. This necessity lies at the very heart of the 
character of God. He is Holy and Just, therefore cannot tolerate or 
ignore sin. His Holy Law demands that " the soul that sins shall 
die". But God Him self has provided a means of dealing with this 
Divine problem. A substitutionary sacrifice, dying in the place of 
the sinner achieves two important results. In the first place it 
expiates the sin in that a death has taken place to pay for the 
punishment of the sinner. In the second place this sacrifice 
appeases Divine Wrath by satisfying Divine Justice. Let us learn to 
look on the Atonement in a two fold manner. -  

i) The Atonement is subjective: i.e., it deals with an individual's 
own personal sin. This is Expiation.  

ii) The Atonement is objective: i.e. it deals with the Divine 
Necessity. God's own wrath is appeased.  
   

3. Understanding the Atonement of Christ  

3:1 This has now set the scene for us to explore in detail the actual 
death of Christ and, in the light of the Old Testament teaching, 
witness the glory of the Atonement.  

3:2 First, the death of Christ was a SUBSTITUTION. Using the 
words of Jesus we find that He Himself taught that His death 
would be a substitution, "For the Son of man also came not to be 
served but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many" ( 
Mark 10:45). This is a very important statement for the Greek 
clearly teaches substitution in the words (lutron a)nti pollon lutron 
anti pollon). The preposition (a)nti) is used also in Matt 2:22, 
"Archelaus reigned over Judea in place ( Vanti) of his father 
Herod". So let us re-translate Mark 10:45, ".. .to give His life in the 
place of many".  

3:3 This substitution teaching is continued in such passages as ( 1 
Pet3:18) "Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for (u(per 
huper)the unrighteous to bring us to God'. Whilst the Greek 
preposition is a different one, the meaning is just the same, 
substitution. This can then be rendered, "... the righteous died in 
the place of the unrighteous". Romans 8:32 teaches the same 
thought, "He who did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for 
us all..." .  

3:4 Now let us consider the astounding depth of meaning this 
attaches to the cross of Jesus. At this point recall the teaching of 
the Old Testament, when the sinner laid his hands on the head of 
the animal and his sins were transferred to the animal in his place. 



This is substitution. Another stands in the sinner's place and 
carries the sinner's own sin. Thus, on the cross God will now see 
His Son as if He were all of us. In our place Jesus must become 
the substitute bearing the full weight of our sin. "He Himself bore 
our sins in His body on the tree...." ( 1 Pet 2:24). God took our 
sins, guilt and iniquity and placed it upon His own Son. " All we like 
sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own 
way; and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all" ( Is 53.6).  

3:5 This element of Jesus being the substitution sin-bearer is 
portrayed more vividly in the words of 2 Cor 5.21, "God made Him 
who had no sin, to be sin for us....." . The Greek is even more 
astonishing, literally, "For us, sin He made Him". Consider this 
fact, "God made Him" to be sin. God intervened and actually 
"made" His Son to be sin. And this He did "for us", i.e. as our 
substitution. Martin Luther in his commentary on Galatians puts it 
like this, "God sent His Son into the world and laid upon Him all the 
sins of all men, saying, "Be thou Peter that denier; Paul that 
persecutor and blasphemer; David that adulterer; that sinner which 
did eat the fruit in paradise; that thief which hanged upon the 
cross, and briefly, be thou the person who has committed the sins 
of all men".  

3:6 By saying that Jesus was made sin, we do not suggest that in 
Himself He was a sinner, or that He had sinned. Rather we mean 
that sin was imputed or reckoned to His account. Paul makes it 
plain that in being "made sin", Jesus Himself is still free from sin, 
"He who knew no sin". It is the utter sinlessness of Jesus ,", Who 
knew no sin", which makes the fact of His being "made sin" so 
astonishing. None of us can imagine what this must have meant to 
Jesus in terms of the shock and experience.  

3:7 Second, the death of Christ was an EXPIATION. His death 
dealt with those sins that He was carrying. The Law stated, " The 
soul that sins it shall die". Thus Christ fulfils the Law's demands, 
He pays the full penalty for sin in that He died, " the wages of sin is 
death" ( Rom6:23).  

3:8 Why did Jesus come into the world ? He came to deal with this 
sin problem. Listen to the words of Romans 8:3 "... sending His 
own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin". He came " for 
sin" lit. 'concerning sin'. He came in order to deal with sin, to 
expiate sin, to give Himself as a ransom for sin.  

3:9 Hence the New Testament writers can speak of forgiveness 
being directly related to his sacrifice, " The blood of Christ 
cleanses us from all sin" ( 1 John 1: 7); "In Him we have 
redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our sins" ( Eph 
1:7). In the death of Jesus our sins are cancelled, pardoned, 
forgiven and removed. His death is the expiation of our sins.  

3:10 Third, the death of Christ is a PROPITIATION. "For He is the 
propitiation for our sins.... " ( 1 John 2:2). " Who God put forward 
as a propitiation by His blood" ( Romans 3:25). This is quite a 



controversial issue. Liberal theologians refuse to accept this 
concept and so translate the verb (i(lasterion hilasterion) as 
expiation (RSV). This is because they cannot accept the biblical 
teaching on the wrath of God and so refuse to consider the death 
of Jesus as having an objective aspect in appeasing Divine wrath. 
Unfortunately, the NIV has also chosen not to the render the 
Greek as "propitiation "but have slightly paraphrased the term to 
read, " a sacrifice of atonement". This is better than expiation, as it 
does refer the reader back to the Old Testament teaching with its 
objective, God-ward aspect in the sacrifice.  

3:11 The Greek word (i(lasterion hilasterion) means "to appease, to 
placate a person's wrath". Clearly Paul's presentation of the 
Gospel in Roman is based on the need for such a sacrifice in view 
of the wrath of God, "The wrath of God is being revealed from 
heaven" ( Rom 1:18). Again ,he speaks of the "Day of wrath" ( 
Rom 2:5), and "For the Law brings wrath..." ( 4:15), and " we are 
now justified by His blood, much more shall we be saved by Him 
from the wrath of God" ( 5:9). This means that in becoming a 
propitiation, Jesus would have to bear in His own Person the 
weight of Divine wrath and Judgement on sin. Since He was now 
"made sin" He would be treated as if he were a sinner.  

3:12 We noticed earlier that the necessity for the death of Christ 
was due to the wrath of God stemming from His Divine Holiness. 
Thus it appears logical that there must be this objective, wrath- 
appeasing element within the Atonement. Of course we are not 
suggesting a pagan concept of a loving Son seeking to bribe the 
favour of an angry deity. As with the Old Testament sacrifices, 
Jesus was Himself sent by the Father, He was a sacrifice of 
propitiation provided for by the Father. It was out f love for us that 
God sent His Son to be this kind of sacrifice, "For God so loved the 
world that he gave His only Son...." ( John3:16); "Whom God put 
forward as a propitiation by his blood...." ( Rom3:25). God 
presented His own answer to His own problem! The Son and the 
Father were completely united in this act, they were both of the 
same mind and purpose.  

3:13 The propitiatory element is fundamental to a correct 
appreciation understanding of the cross. It is here where the 
complete glory and wander of the Atonement is revealed. It is this 
that fully reveals the perfection of the Father's love.  

3:14 Let us see this propitiation portrayed in the very drama of the 
cross. Prior to His arrest Jesus was found to be in the garden of 
Gethsemane praying in great distress. His agony was visible in 
that He sweated "great drops of blood" ( Luke 22:44 mg) and Mark 
records, "He began to be greatly distressed and troubled. And He 
said to them, ' My soul is very sorrowful, even to death" ( Mark 
14:33-34). What is causing His stress ? It cannot be merely the 
thought of death itself. It must be something far greater and fearful. 
I suggest that the Son of God is actually shrinking from the very 
thought of having to be a propitiation, where He will have to face 



and deal with the full weight of the wrath of God. So fearful of this 
event, the Son of God requests of the Father that "If it is possible, 
remove this cup from me" (Mark 14:35-36). In the Old Testament 
the "cup" nearly always indicated God's wrath and fury, " You have 
drunk at the Lord's hand the cup of His wrath" (Is 51:17).  

3:15 It was in the Garden of Gethsemane that Jesus made a quote 
from the Old Testament which clearly revealed the element of 
wrath coming upon Him, "It is written, 'I will strike the Shepherd, 
and the sheep of the flock will be scattered'" ( Matt 26:31). He is 
the "Shepherd' and it is the Father who will " strike" Him.  

3:16 Isaiah's great prophecy in chapter 53 focuses upon this issue 
of propitiation in the words, "We did esteem Him stricken and 
smitten of God and afflicted..... Yet it pleased the Lord to bruise 
Him and He has put Him to grief" ( Is 53:4,10). Thus the prophet 
spells out in vivid language the Father's part in the cross as His 
Divine wrath is visited upon His Son because "The Lord laid on 
Him the iniquity of us all" ( Is 53:6).  

3:17 Let us now come to the cross itself. What do we see ? It is 
important for us to carry in our minds the information so far 
obtained. We must learn to see beyond the soldiers, Pharisees, 
nails and crown of thorns. It is imperative for us to see the hand of 
the Father. The cross, as we have seen, is principally a transaction 
between the Son and the Father, as Jesus is means through which 
God deals with His own Divine Necessity.  

3:18  From the cross Jesus cried out, " 'Eloi, Eloi, lama 
sabachthani?' That is to say, ' My God, My God, why have you 
forsaken me'" (Mark 15:34),' to forsake, leave behind, abandon'. 
The Father has withdrawn Himself from the Son. This is Divine 
punishment for sin, this is the extreme, this is the wrath of God. 
Never in the experience of the Son had the Father acted like this. 
Now that the Son was "made sin" the Father cannot look upon 
Him. Our sin becomes punished in the Son. This is hell. The total 
absence of God the Father. This is how the Son finally died on the 
cross. He perished under the unmitigated wrath of the Father. 
Here was the point at which He fully became a propitiation for our 
sin. It is no wonder the sun withdrew and darkness filled the land 
despite the fact that it was only mid afternoon, three o'clock. The 
very Son of God who had been from eternity in the presence of the 
Father, who had never known His back to be turned, who was 
daily His delight, now experienced a state of being forsaken.  

3:19   It is said that Martin Luther tried to understand the meaning 
of this event. He fasted, spoke to no one and was as if in a trance. 
For several hours he did not move, then he got up from his chair to 
walk around the room. He was overheard saying, " God forsaken 
of God? Who can understand this?"  

3:20 With the cross still in our vision, let us consider Paul's 
statement in Galatians 3:13, "Christ has redeemed us from the 
curse of the Law, being made a curse for us; for it is written, ' 



Cursed is every one that hangs on a tree"'. From our 
understanding of Deuteronomy 21:22-23 we read of what 
happened to a person who committed a great crime, "And if a man 
has committed a crime punishable by death and he is put to death, 
and you hang him on a tree.... for a hanged man is accursed by 
God". By hanging such a person on a tree or post it demonstrated 
that he was "cursed of God". This is how Paul views the cross. 
Essentially to Paul the cross was not the result of twisted men's' 
minds, but rather the clear portrayal of God punishing our sins in 
His own Son. Thus to Paul, Christ became a "curse" for us, 
bearing the curse of God against sin.  

3:21 Hence, at the ninth hour, i.e. three o'clock of that eventful 
Friday afternoon, Jesus became the propitiation for our sins, He 
became the object and target of the wrath of God in our place, He 
became the curse of the broken law. Thus Justice was satisfied, 
Holiness appeased, God had now declared Himself " to be just 
and the justifier of him who believes in Jesus' ( Rom 3:26). God 
had done it! As Jesus stated on the cross, "It is finished", that is, 
completed, accomplished, the Divine Necessity was fulfilled.  
   

Conclusion  

This is the love of God, "not that we loved God, but that He loved 
us, and sent His only Son to be the propitiation for our sins" ( 1 
John4:10). The Father did all that so that you and I and many 
others might find forgiveness and eternal life. How dearly Jesus 
must have loved us! "The Son of God who loved me and gave 
Himself for me"  (Gal 2:20). This is the Atonement. God's greatest 
act is seen in the cross. He may have created the universe with a 
word by saying "Let there be .... ".But when it came to the 
redemption of His people, even God in all His glory and power 
could not do so with a mere word. For God it had to be through His 
own dear Son becoming for us a substitute, expiation and 
propitiation. Is this why Paul uttered this declaration, "Far be it 
from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ by 
which the world has been crucified to me and I to the world",  (Gal 
6:14). This is the Glory of the cross.  


