THE WORK OF CHRIST: ATONEMENT
While “atonement” is not a New Testament word, the idea that the death of Christ dealt with the problem of human sin and brought people into fellowship with God is one of the central ideas in the New Testament.

1 Corinthians 15:3 this is the earliest confessional statement of faith in

                                existence; note the centrality of Christ’s death 
Paul refers to Christ’s death in almost every New Testament letter he wrote using a variety of expressions – Christ’s death,
 His blood,
 His cross,
 His crucifixion

(1) The Love of God

The death of Christ is the supreme expression of the love of God. 
2 Corinthians 5:19 ‘God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ’
Romans 8:3 ‘what the law was powerless to do God did by sending his own Son’
Romans 8:32 ‘He did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all’
While it was Christ who died, the Father played an equally involved role

Paul does not differentiate between the love of God and the love of Christ. The love of God is the love of Christ and the love of Christ is the love of God

Galatians 2:20 the Son of God, who loved me …’
2 Corinthians 5:14 ‘Christ’s love compels us’
Ephesians 5:25 ‘love your wives as Christ loved the church’
The death of Christ did not turn God’s anger into love, if this is understood to mean God had no love until His anger was appeased through the cross. But this is not to minimise the truth that our need for atonement, to be reconciled back to God, was because of God’s wrath against sin

Romans 1:18 Paul will trace the consequences of sin (Romans 1:21-32) to 
                       the will of a personal, righteous God. Paul sees no contradiction 

                       between God’s love and wrath. God in His love wants to

                       redeem humanity. Wrath is the judgement that falls on sin in

                       God’s moral order. Wrath is the expected divine reaction to

                       sin. Atonement is necessary because humanity stands under 

                       God’s wrath and judgement. Unless this is first understood, 

                       forgiveness is unnecessary and unwanted 
(2) Sacrificial

Paul views the death of Christ as a sacrificial death

Romans 3:25 sacrifice of atonement (NIV) = Gk. hilasterion = mercy seat. 

By using this word Paul is making a direct allusion to the sin offering presented by the High Priest on the Day of Atonement

Ephesians 5:2 Christ’s death is ‘a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God’
Romans 8:3 ‘to be a sin offering’ (NIV)

1 Corinthians 5:7 ‘Christ our Passover lamb has been sacrificed’ (NIV)

The sacrificial aspect of Christ’s death is seen in the references to His blood
Romans 3:25 propitiation through His blood
Romans 5:9 justified by His blood 
Ephesians 1:7 redemption through His blood 
Ephesians 2:13 brought near to God through Christ’s blood

Colossians 1:20 peace with God through the blood of Christ

The idea of ‘shed’ blood goes back to the sacrificial lamb whose throat was cut and so whose blood poured out. On the cross Jesus’ blood did not ‘pour out‘ but the term signified the life being taken away as it was offered in sacrifice. Shed blood was a picture of sacrificial death.
(3) Vicarious

Vicarious = done for another

1 Thessalonians 5:10 Christ died for us
Romans 5:8 while we remained sinners Christ died for us
Romans 8:32 for us all

Ephesians 5:2 for us

Galatians 3:13 becoming a curse for us

Mark 10:45 Jesus recognised He would give His life as a ransom for many
(4) Substitutionary

Christ’s death was unique. Jesus was the only human being without sin 

(2 Corinthians 5:21) = without guilt and so did not have to die. His death was not the result of his own sin; it was in the place of others who were sinners, who were guilty and so did have to die. By Jesus’ unmerited death, sinners are delivered from death and the experience of God’s wrath that they deserve.

2 Corinthians 5:14 the death of Christ was in some sense the death of all. In 

                                Christ’s death I died. I experienced the doom of sin; everything that the guilt of sin merits from the wrath of God was fulfilled in the death I died in Christ. Christ’s death was not His own; it was mine. He died not only as my representative; He died in my place. Because of His death I am spared that death. He has died my death on my behalf and in my place

Some commentators refuse to recognise the substitutionary element in Paul’s teaching because he does not use the preposition anti which explicitly expresses substitution. But this ignores both the common use of hyper (used by Paul) as an equivalent for anti in Greek writing, and that a number of New Testament texts only make sense if substitution is implied.
 
(5) Propitiatory
Romans 3:24,25 sacrifice of atonement (NIV) = propitiation or propitiatory 

                            sacrifice = Gk. hilasterion. The verb hilaskomai means to 

                            appease a person who has been offended. Some 
                            contemporary commentators believe this word refers to the 
                            act that results in guilt or defilement being removed and so 
                            should be translated ‘expiation.’ While some New 
                            Testament translations have either chosen to use
                            ‘expiation’ (eg. RSV) instead of ‘propitiation’ (NASB), others

                            use ‘sacrifice of atonement’ as a compromise (NRSV, NIV).
                            There is sufficient evidence from both Old Testament and

                            Greek usage to stay with ‘propitiation.’

                            The context of Paul’s statement in the Romans 3 scripture
                            is that a propitiation has been provided to rescue from 
                            God’s wrath which is revealed from heaven against all the 

                            ungodliness and wickedness of men (Romans 1:18). God   

                            will pour out His wrath on those who merit His righteous 
                            judgement (Romans 3:25). All stand condemned as guilty 

                            sinners in the presence of a holy God.

This is the background to the New Testament understanding of propitiation. By the death of Christ we are rescued from death, acquitted of guilt, and declared justified. A reconciliation has been accomplished; the wrath of God no longer needs to be feared. The death of Christ has saved the believer from the wrath of God and instead offers life (1 Thessalonians 5:9). The guilt and punishment for sin have been carried by Christ; the wrath of God has been propitiated.
The hilasterion was the lid of the Ark of the Covenant, the mercy seat, where the atoning blood was sprinkled. Coming back to Romans 3:25, God has presented His Son as the mercy seat. Because Romans does not attempt to line up with Levitical symbolism, it is best not to read more into the Romans passage than 
‘ … Christ Jesus whom God publicly displayed as a propitiation in His blood …’ (3:24,25 NASB)
Romans 3:25,26 The death of Christ was an act of righteousness, a

                             demonstration that God really was a righteous God. In the

                             past He had seemed to pass over sin but this was because

                             of His divine forbearance. It appeared though that He had

                             not treated sin as it deserved and His righteousness and

justice were being questioned. The death of Christ has removed this apparent contradiction by showing His righteousness in visiting sin with the judgement it deserved. This was to show that God now is both just and the yet the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus 
Recognising the propitiatory, substitutionary character of Christ’s death is not to deny or even underemphasise that Christ’s death as a demonstration of God’s love is designed to create a loving response in our hearts. Recognising the love of God in sending His Son to die for us should result in changed conduct in us
2 Corinthians 5:14,15 those who recognise this love must submit their lives to its  

                                   controlling power. Because Christ died for all, we should no 
                                   longer devote ourselves to satisfying our own desires, but  

                                   devote ourselves to Him who for our sake was raised again
The moral influence of Christ’s death on the lives of people should not be ignored because the teaching has been abused and wrongly made the central truth of the atonement. The love of God manifested in giving Himself as a sacrifice to God is to be imitated by a walk of love (Ephesians 5:2). The example of Christ’s humility in subjecting Himself in perfect obedience to God His Father, even though that obedience led to His death on the cross is to be copied in the lives of His disciples in their relationships with each other (Philippians 2:5ff)

So there is both an objective and subjective significance to Christ’s death. The objective character of Christ’s death is demonstrated in it being a propitiatory, substitutionary sacrifice whose benefits are received by faith as a gift; but the subjective influence of that death is to bring forth in us a response of love
(6) Redemptive

Another objective of Christ’s death is our redemption, described in the New Testament through two groups of words:
(a) lytron = ransom or redemption

In both classical and Hellenistic Greek this word group was used of the price paid to buy back something that had been pawned, or the money paid to ransom prisoners of war, or the money paid to purchase the freedom of a slave

Mark 10:45 Jesus came to give His life as a ransom 

Titus 2:14 Christ came to redeem us from wickedness

      1 Timothy 2:6 Christ’s death was as a substitute-ransom
Romans 3:24 our redemption came through Christ

Ephesians 1:7 our redemption was purchased through Christ’s blood

Romans 8:23 the ultimate redemption of our bodies will come at Christ’s

                       return

Ephesians 4:30 the day of redemption is the day of Christ’s return

(b) agorazo = to buy or purchase

1 Corinthians 6:19,20 we have been purchased and so now, belonging to

                                    another, must honour our new Master with our life
1 Corinthians 7:22,23 having been purchased by Christ we can never go

                                    back to slavishly following the will of ordinary people     
In neither of these scriptures is the cost price stated but can be nothing else but Christ’s death.

Galatians 3:13 those who look for righteousness in law-keeping are under a

 curse unless they perfectly fulfill the Law’s demands. But  

 Christ became a curse by hanging on a tree for us, securing

                               freedom from condemnation under the Law into which we

                               fell by being unable to keep the Law

The lytron (ransom or redemption) words point more to what we have been redeemed from – sin and death. The agorazo (to buy or purchase) words emphasise a change in ownership. The believer now belongs to God.      
(7) Triumphant

Another result of Christ’s death is victory over powers of darkness. Paul saw people not only in bondage to the Law, sin and death, but also to this world’s spiritual powers
1 Corinthians 15:24,25 all dominion, power and authority … all his enemies            

Colossians 2:15 the cross marked a decisive point in Christ’s victory over

                            powers of darkness
This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 32 ‘The Work of Christ: Atonement’
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