REDEEMED, PROPITIATED AND DEMONSTRATED
25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished — 26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.
                                                                                                                                          Romans 3:25,26

Paul has boldly declared in 3:22 and 24 that God declares sinners justified (rightly related to Him) by His grace made effective through their personal faith in Christ. How can a righteous God call unrighteous people ‘righteous’ without compromising His righteousness or condoning their unrighteousness? God’s answer is the cross.

Paul will describe what God did through the cross, through the death of His Son in our place, by three vivid pictures

(1) God justifies us ‘through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus’ (3:24b)

(2) ’God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood ‘ (3:25a)
(3) He did this ‘to demonstrate his justice (3:26a) … so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus’ (3:26b)
Our text (3:25,26) explains how God was able to redeem people in Christ and why He did it the way He did. The means of redemption was Christ’s sacrificial death (explained in the last study). But now we come to Paul’s second descriptive picture: ’God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.‘ In secular Greek this term ‘sacrifice of atonement’ referred to various means by which the wrath of the gods could be justly turned away. A sacrifice was offered or a monument dedicated, acts that turned away the wrath of that particular god. The Greek term translated ‘sacrifice of atonement’ is literally ‘mercy seat,’ (no definite article), the cover of the Ark of the Covenant where sacrificial blood was sprinkled as a means of propitiating God’s wrath. The mercy seat (‘atonement cover’ in Hebrews 8:5 and other NIV Old testament references) came to represent for the Jews the place where, and the means by which, God removed their sins. 
Some translations of Romans 3:25 have moved away from the thought of ‘propitiation’ (the just turning away of God’s anger by a sacrifice) and use the term ‘expiation’ (the wiping away or forgiving sins and so annulling guilt, but with no reference to God’s anger – RSV, NEB). The NIV’s ‘sacrifice of atonement’ allows for both expiation and propitiation by simple emphasising the mercy seat as the place or means of sin’s removal and so fellowship with God could be restored.
We must not shy away from the concept of propitiation. The fact that pagan cultures have believed their gods were angry with them has been taunted in the face of believers, particularly in recent times. While the Christian and pagan concepts of propitiation have common elements, they are not the same. The need, the author and the nature of Christian propitiation are different.
(1) the need. Pagans saw the need for propitiation because their gods were bad-tempered and could change their moods without reason. The true God’s anger is not unprincipled, unpredictable or uncontrolled. It only comes to the fore when evil arises
(2) the author. The pagan reasons: we have offended the gods so we have to appease them. The Christian says: we can never appease the righteous anger of God. God has, in His grace and mercy, done for us what we could never do for ourselves. ‘God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement’ (3:25)

(3) the nature. The pagan sacrifice was seen as a bribe, whether it was vegetables, fruit, animal or even human sacrifice. The Old Testament sacrificial system was entirely different because it was always recognised that God had Himself ‘given’ the sacrifice to make atonement (Leviticus 17:11). This is absolute in the Christian understanding. God gave His own Son to die in our place and in giving His Son, He gave Himself (Romans 5:8; 8:32)

In summary, pagan cultures try to placate their bad-tempered deities with their own meager offerings. Christianity sees God’s great love propitiating His own holy wrath through the gift of His own Son, who took our place, bore our sin and died the death we deserved.
‘God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.’ Paul highlights again the necessity of faith. The benefits of Christ’s sacrifice are obtained ‘through faith in his blood’ where Christ’s blood’ both pictures His death and proves it occurred.

It was noted earlier that Paul has used three vivid pictures to explain the cross. The first was the redemption of sinners (3:24). The second was the propitiation of God’s wrath (3:25a) and the third is the demonstration of His justice (3:25b,26).
‘He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished’ (3:25b). This is a contrast between the past and the present, between God’s past forbearance that postponed judgement and His justice which demanded it, between the leaving unpunished of former sins, (which made God appear unjust), and their punishment on the cross (which fully demonstrated His justice).
God left unpunished the sins of former generations, letting the nations go their own way and overlooking their ignorance (Acts 14:16; 17:30), not because of any injustice on His part or with any thought of condoning evil, but in His forbearance (Romans 2:4). This was intentional because God always determined in the fullness of time to punish these sins in the death of His Son. This was the only way He could both ‘be just’ (and ‘demonstrate his justice’) and at the same time be ‘the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.’ Both justice (the divine attribute) and justification (the divine activity) would be impossible without the cross. God accepts as righteous before Him sinful people who have faith, and He accepts sinners as righteous without violating His own character because Christ has fully satisfied His own demand that all who commit sin must die. By faith in Christ, we are joined to Christ. He becomes our representative and His death is credited to us.
So in three terms – redeemed, propitiated and demonstrated – Paul has explained what God has done in and through the cross. He has redeemed His people. He has propitiated His wrath. He has demonstrated His righteousness. The three achievements belong together. Through the sin-bearing, substitutionary death of His Son God has propitiated His own wrath so He could redeem and justify us, and at the same time demonstrate His justice. 
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