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IV. Reconciliation - The Manward Aspect of the Atonement (Page 111) 
A. Background to the Idea of Reconciliation  
The truth of reconciliation presupposes that man was/is God’s enemy. The 
enmity of man toward God is taught not only in contexts concerning 
reconciliation (Rom 5:10; Col 1:21-22), but also in many other verses (Luke 
19:27; Rom 8:7 KJV, “carnal” referring to unsaved; 1 Cor 15:25; Php 3:18). 

…because the mind set on the flesh (unsaved) is hostile toward God; for 
it does not subject itself to the law of God, for it is not even able to do so1  
[Rom 8:7]. 
For many walk, of whom I often told you, and now tell you even weeping, 
that they are enemies of the cross of Christ [Php 3:18]. 

It is also evident from experience that the unsaved are antagonistic toward 
God. To complete the picture we must add that God loves his enemies (John 
3:16; Rom 5:8, etc). The estrangement was man’s fault. It was man who had 
caused the alienation. Man turned his back on God and wandered from Him. 
God is blameless. However, God reacted to man’s hostility with righteous and 
holy indignation. Therefore, it would be true to say that the hostility was 
mutual. Man viewed God as an enemy, but God also viewed man as His enemy. 
The difference was that man was being sinful in his hostility toward God, while 
God was fully justified in His hostility toward man. The doctrine of 
reconciliation considers how the work of the cross affected the strained and 
hostile      relationship between God and Man. 
B. The meaning of words translated reconciliation.  
1. In the ancient secular world, reconciliation seems to have begun as a 

financial term. It was used of exchanging one set of coins for another 
(either making change or exchanging foreign monies). In time the word 
came to refer to a change in relationships between people, specifically a 
change from a relationship of hostility to one of peace.2  In some ways the 
secular usage for the term has not changed. Reconciliation still refers to    
finances (e.g., reconciling accounts) and relationships (e.g., a couple with 
marital trouble reconciles). 

2. In Scripture, reconciliation is used in both non-salvation and salvation 
contexts. 
a. In non-salvation contexts, the idea of changing a relationship for the  

better prevails. There is a change from hostility to peace and friendship. 
The word diallasso is used: 

“…and wherewith will he (David) be reconciled (diallasso) to His 
master (Saul)? Will it not be with the heads of those men?” [1 Sam 
29:4 (LXX)]. 

                                                           
1 Rom 8:9 defines those in the flesh as not possessing the Holy Spirit and not belonging to Christ. Thus, by Paul’s own definition 
“in the flesh” in this context refers to unsaved people who lack the Holy Spirit. That is the reason verse 7 quoted here classifies 
them as enemies who are hostile to God (lacking reconciliation). 
2 Morris, 215. 
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“…first be reconciled (diallasso) to your brother, and then come 
and present your offering” [Matt 5:24]. 
…but if she does leave, let her remain unmarried or else be 
reconciled (katallasso) to her husband…[1 Cor 7:11]. 

b. Notice that the idea of hostility is nearly always present when the word 
reconciled is used. This fact, plus the general teaching about man’s    
enmity with God, validates that there is no change in meaning when  
reconciliation is used in salvation contexts. It speaks of a change in     
relationship from hostility to peace. 

For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through 
the death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled, we shall 
be saved by His life [Rom 5:10]. 
And although you were formerly alienated and hostile in mind, 
engaged in evil deeds, yet He has now reconciled you… [Col 1:21-
22]. 
For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one, and 
broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, by abolishing in His 
flesh the enmity, which is the Law of commandments contained in 
ordinances, that in Himself He might make the two into one new 
man, thus establishing peace, and might reconcile them both in 
one body to God through the cross, by it having put to death the 
enmity3 [Eph 2:14-16]. 

Scriptures use reconciliation in the ordinary sense to change a 
relationship for the better. The relationship is altered from enmity and 
hostility to friendship and peace. 

C. Details on the doctrine of reconciliation  
1. The Bible gives two aspects, or phases, for reconciliation. In an 

objective sense reconciliation occurred in the past on the cross. The 
whole world was reconciled whether believing or unbelieving. However, in a      
subjective sense the individual becomes reconciled to God at the time of 
conversion. These two phases to reconciliation can be observed in the main 
Biblical texts on the subject. Bold print sections indicate universal 
reconciliation on the cross. Italicized words indicate individual reconciliation 
at the time of trusting in Christ for salvation. 

For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the 
death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled, we shall be 
saved by His life. And not only this, but we also exult in God through 
our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received the 
reconciliation [Rom 5:10-11]. 

Paul tells his readers that, in one sense, they were reconciled to God in the 
past at the time of Christ’s death; but in another sense they have been now, 
at the time of salvation, reconciled to God. 

                                                           
3 Eph 2:14-16 includes reconciliation of people to each other (Jew and gentile) and also reconciliation to God. 
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Now all these things are from God, who reconciled us to Himself 
through Christ, and gave us the ministry  of reconciliation, namely, 
that God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not counting 
their trespasses against them, and He has committed to us the word 
of reconciliation. Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, as though 
God were entreating through us; we beg you on behalf of Christ, be 
reconciled to God [2 Cor 5:18-20]. 

Even though God through Christ reconciled the whole world to Himself, 
Paul claimed that he (Paul) was still appealing to individuals to be           
reconciled to God. The “ministry of reconciliation” is the work of offering 
reconciliation to individuals who, in a more universal sense, have already 
been reconciled by the cross. 

…and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, having made 
peace through the blood of His cross; through Him, I say, whether 
things on earth or things in heaven. And although you were formerly 
alienated and hostile in mind, engaged in evil deeds, yet He has now 
reconciled you in His fleshly body through death, in order to present 
you before Him holy and blameless and beyond reproach [Col 1:20-
22]. 

Verse twenty speaks of a universal reconciliation that occurred through the 
cross. Verse twenty-two refers to an individual reconciliation that occurs for 
believers at the time of salvation. 

2. The two phases of reconciliation are universal reconciliation and 
individual reconciliation. 
a. Universal reconciliation occurred at the cross.  What does the Bible mean 

when it teaches that all the world has been reconciled to God? It 
certainly does not mean that all have been saved or that all have ceased 
to be God’s enemies. In what sense did the cross restore man’s 
relationship to God and cause it to be changed for the better? 
The author believes the key lies in 2 Cor 5:19 where it is written, “God 
was in Christ reconciling the world unto Himself, not counting their 
trespasses against them.” Before the fall, sin was not a factor in 
threatening man with eternal hell; after the fall sin entered the world and 
became a potential basis for the eternal condemnation of man. Relative 
to sin being the basis for eternal death, the cross reconciled all men back 
to their original relationship with God. The cross so defeated sin that the 
basis for eternal death is now not sin but only the rejection of Christ.4  
Sin is no longer the relevant issue in determining a person’s eternal 
destiny. God is only interested in what a person does with His Son, Jesus 
Christ. On this restricted but major point, the whole world has been 
restored to its original condition. The unsaved are still guilty, and God 
could have justly damned the human race for sin; but God, through the 
cross,        is just and gracious in not exercising this option. No one will 

                                                           
4 See discussion in footnote number 5 under the “Doctrine of Man,” Chapter 6, pp. 65-67. 
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suffer       punishment in the eternal sense either for Adam’s sin or his 
own         individual sins. If they enter hell, it will be because of 
indifference to Christ. Relative to eternal damnation caused by sin alone, 
the entire world is reconciled to God. The world is back to its original 
relationship to God relative to sin being a basis for eternal 
condemnation.  

b. Individual reconciliation occurs at the time of salvation.  The whole world 
was reconciled at the cross in the limited sense of sin not being a basis 
for eternal condemnation. However, unsaved people are still guilty of sin. 
They are still hostile to God, are alienated from God, and are still His  
enemies. Therefore, an individual reconciliation must occur to eliminate 
completely all areas in which God and man are at odds - a reconciliation 
without restrictions. 
Every believer is reconciled to God on an individual basis at the time of 
salvation. This could be called the second phase of reconciliation, 
subjective reconciliation, or individual reconciliation. Hostility and 
antagonism cease and are replaced by fellowship, friendship and peace 
(cf. the words peace and reconciliation in the same context, e.g., Rom 5:1, 
10-11; Eph 2:14-16; Col 1:20).  

3. The Bible always speaks of God as taking the initiative in 
reconciliation and of man as being the one who is reconciled. God 
reconciled man to Himself. Man is reconciled. God brings it about. Man is 
pictured as rebellious and not interested in friendship with God. God is 
pictured as reaching out to man, making every effort to reconcile us. It is 
understandable that man is always said to be the one who needs 
reconciliation. He is the one who brought about the strained relationship in 
the first place. 
Though the Bible does not use any phraseology where God is reconciled to 
man, theologians ponder whether or not it is proper to think in such terms. 
Man definitely needed to be reconciled to God. He was the one who created 
the enmity, and he is the one who needed “change for the better.” However, 
man’s rebellion did change the way God works with and views man. Thus, 
the author believes it is proper to say that God was also reconciled to man 
by the cross (though the Bible always phrases the change in relationship as 
man being reconciled to God). The cross changed man’s relationship to God 
but also changed God’s relationship to man. 

4. Summary: To reconcile means to change a relationship. Specifically, 
from one of hostility and enmity to one of peace and friendship. The 
whole world was reconciled to God on the cross in the sense that inherited 
sin and acts of sin are no longer the threatened basis for condemnation.  
Rejection of the Savior brings eternal damnation. Thus, there is still a need 
to appeal to individuals to trust in Christ as Savior and receive an individual 
and personal reconciliation that eliminates all areas where man and God are 
enemies and brings man to fellowship and peace with God. 
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V. Propitiation: The Godward Aspect of the Atonement (Page 114) 
To say Christ propitiated God means He removed the offense of sin and thereby 
turned God’s wrath away. Other synonymous ways of explaining the concept 
include the following:  the cross pacified God’s anger, appeased God’s anger, 
and placated God’s anger. Christ’s death satisfied the righteous wrath of God 
so that His wrath was turned away (diverted) from us. Thus, just as redemption 
is the sinward aspect of the atonement and reconciliation the manward aspect 
of atonement, so propitiation is the Godward aspect of atonement. 
Redemption pictures man as a slave held as a hostage in sin. Reconciliation 
pictures man as an enemy who is estranged from God. Propitiation pictures 
man as a guilty criminal whose offense has rightly angered the Judge.5 
There has been a tendency in modern times to do away with the translation of 
propitiation. Great care must be given that conservatives do not follow liberal 
thinking on this word. Because liberals are hesitant to emphasize God’s wrath, 
they think in terms of Christ’s death being a satisfactory or expiatory death. In 
an unspecified way that death was satisfactory to God and expiated (or       
covered) our sins. It removed our guilt and obligation due to sin. These are true 
concepts, but the Bible is more specific. Christ’s death was satisfactory        
because it diverted God’s wrath. In order to propitiate God, Christ did have to 
expiate (or cover) sin, but unless the turning away of wrath is included, one is 
giving an inadequate definition for propitiation. It is best to retain the term of 
propitiation and explain it accurately so that people are accustomed to it.6  
Because there has been a movement to redefine propitiation, the next section 
presents the case for a traditional definition. 
A. Definition of Propitiation  
1. In non-biblical Greek there are abundant ancient examples where the 

propitiation word-group is used of pacifying anger, particularly the 
wrath of gods. Homer contains these lines: “So the whole day they sought 
to appease the gods with a song,” “that first of all the gods I may propitiate 
Athene.”7  Josephus writes of the Old Testament incident in 1 Samuel 14 
where Saul had made a curse against anyone who ate on the day of a battle. 
Jonathan, being unaware of his father’s curse, had eaten some honey. Saul 
wanted to slay Jonathan and thereby pacify God’s wrath. 

Aye and I swear by God Himself that verily, be it my own son        
Jonathan who hath committed this sin, I will slay him and thus 
propitiate God even as though it were from a stranger without kinship 
with me that I was taking revenge on His behalf.8 

                                                           
5 By His death Christ paid the redemption price for sin. He propitiated God’s wrath, and He reconciled man to God. There is no 
chronological order as all were accomplished at once. However, the logical order would be first, Christ paid the redemption for 
sin; secondly, He propitiated God’s wrath because the redemption price had been paid; and thirdly, He reconciled man to God 
because the redemption price had been paid and God’s wrath was satisfied. 
6 The New International Version drops the translation propitiation in 1 John 2:2 and uses atoning sacrifice. 
7 Homer, The Odyssey, Vol. 1 (Loeb Classical Library) 99; and Homer, The Iliad, Vol. 1 (Loeb Classical Library) 39. 
8 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, Vol. 5 (Loeb Classical Library) 229. 
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Philo lived at the time of the apostles. He also uses the idea of placating 
God’s wrath. In the following quotation the word “master” refers to God. 

For I accept both him who wishes to enjoy my (God’s) beneficial power 
and thus partake of blessings, and him who propitiates the dominance 
and authority of the master (God) to avoid chastisement.9 

Even after the time of the New Testament, the propitiation word-group    
continued to refer to the satisfaction of wrath. The Pastor of Hermas, written 
approximately A.D. 160, has a section which reads as follows: “If this sin is 
assigned to me, how can I be saved, or how shall I propitiate God…?”10  All 
of these examples show that the ancient world regarded propitiation as 
meaning the satisfaction of the wrath of the gods (or God). 
When the Bible student turns to the Scriptures, he should demand strong 
evidence before giving a redefinition to the propitiation word group. Without 
such evidence, the definition of “placating or appeasing God’s wrath” must 
be retained.  

2. The propitiation word group is used in Scripture to mean the diversion 
of God’s wrath and is found in the Septuagint and in the New 
Testament. 
a.  It is evident even to the casual Bible reader that the Bible can picture 

God being angry about sin. This is so common that a complete listing is 
not necessary (John 3:36; Rom 1:18, 12:19; Eph 5:6; Col 3:6; 2 Thes 1:7-
8; Heb 10:31, 12:29; Rev 6:16; 19:15, 20:11-15). The background of the 
non-biblical usage of the propitiation word-group coupled with the     
general teaching that God can be angry would cause the interpreters to 
expect that propitiation means the diversion or satisfaction of wrath. If 
the Biblical contexts in which propitiation is found also contain a     
mention of God’s wrath, then there should be no doubt as to the 
intended meaning of the term. 

b. The Hebrew Old Testament was translated into Greek in approximately 
200 B.C. Because the New Testament authors were familiar with this 
Greek Old Testament (called the Septuagint), definitions of words in the 
Septuagint tended to influence their thinking. In certain contexts of the 
Septuagint, words for the propitiation word-group clearly mean to divert 
wrath. In Exodus 32 Moses discovers that the children of Israel have just 
worshiped the golden calf. Moses is trying to persuade God to not     
“consume them from off the face of the earth” in His holy anger. Then in 
Ex. 32:14 the Septuagint reads, “and the Lord was propitiated to        
preserve His people.” By his intercession Moses diverted God’s anger 
away from the idolatrous nation. Another Old Testament example where 
words from the propitiation word-group refer to appeasing anger is Psa 

                                                           
9 Philo, Vol. 6 (Loeb Classical Library) 67. 
10Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, ed., The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans) 10.  (See 
also 1 Clement 7:17.) 
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130:3-4 (LXX, Psa 129). Verse three teaches that all men are guilty of sin 
and that none could stand before God’s wrath if God were not gracious: 
“If Thou, O Lord, shouldest mark iniquities, O Lord, who shall stand?” 
Then verse four uses a member of the propitiation word group to explain 
that God’s wrath need not bring destruction:  “For with thee is 
propitiation.” The word in this context means the satisfaction or 
diversion of wrath. Given ancient secular usage, the doctrine of God’s 
righteous     anger, and the background of the Greek Old Testament, if 
God’s wrath is mentioned in New Testament contexts containing 
propitiation, then its definition should be understood as the pacification 
of wrath.11 

c. Propitiation in the New Testament  
The words of the propitiation family (Greek: ilasmos) occur only a handful 
of times in the New Testament. The verb (to propitiate) appears in Luke 
18:13 and Heb 2:17, and two Greek noun forms (both translated 
propitiation) appear in Rom 3:25; Heb 9:5; 1 John 2:2 and 4:10. Finally, 
the    adjective (propitious) occurs in Heb 8:12 and Matt 16:22. 
Rom 3:25 is a key text both in the book of Romans and in the doctrine of 
propitiation: “whom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His blood 
through faith.” Is the idea of God’s wrath in the context? Beginning in 
Rom 1:18, Paul’s goal in the first section of Romans has been to establish 
that all are guilty sinners threatened by God’s holy wrath. He states, “For 
the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and  
unrighteousness on men” (Rom 1:18). The apostle goes on to say in Rom 
2:6-8 “who will render to every man according to his deeds...to those who 
are selfishly ambitious and do not obey the truth, but obey 
unrighteousness, wrath and indignation.” Before this wrathful God, all 
are sinners (Rom 3:10, 23) and all are guilty (Rom 3:19). It is within such 
a context that Rom 3:25 asserts Christ Jesus is a propitiation. There is 
every    reason to believe that the concept intended is that of diverting 
wrath. Remember Paul is writing to gentiles. It would have been 
senseless for him to have chosen a word that universally means the 
satisfaction of wrath among pagan authors and expect his readers to 
understand it as meaning something else. 
Luke 18:13 also seems to involve the idea of diverting wrath. One can 
cover or expiate sin (an act or action) but one propitiates God (a person). 
The plea, “God, be propitious to me, the sinner,” is not asking to be   
covered by God.  Since the subject involved is God and not sin, the plea 
almost has to involve a diversion of wrath. 
Although the words wrath and anger do not appear in the context of       
1 John 2:1-2, it seems most logical to infer John had God’s potential   
indignation in mind. In verse one he tells his readers not to sin, but he 
also wants them to have comfort and assurance should they sin. They 

                                                           
11 See also 2 Macc. 7:32-38; 4 Macc. 6:28, 9:24, 12:18. 
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can have peace because, as verse two asserts, Christ is the propitiation 
for our sin. 
It seems that the main concern sinners must have would be over God’s 
wrath. If the believer sins, will God the Judge inflict a penalty? The     
answer is, “No!” Christ is our advocate and He is our propitiation. 
If someone thinks the idea of covering sins is sufficient to the context, 
then the follow up question is, “Why should it be of such concern to a  
believing sinner that Christ has covered over our sins?” We are relieved 
that He has covered our sins because without this blessing we might be 
liable to God’s eternal wrath. The need for assurance for the believer who 
sins is likely caused from a fear of God’s potential wrath. Thus, although 
the word wrath does not appear, the most logical interpretation to 1 John 
2:1-2 is that John is comforting wayward believers by teaching that 
Christ has satisfied God’s wrath. 
In the remaining theological texts involving propitiation (Heb 2:17, 8:12; 
1 John 4:10), the concept of diverting wrath can neither be conclusively 
excluded nor definitely proven. The verses could refer to covering sin or 
diverting wrath. However, unless there is strong evidence to the contrary, 
the word must be given its customary meaning. An expiation of sin is  
indeed needed to effect a propitiation of God, but to emphasize the    
former concept and neglect the latter is to stop short of a Scriptural view 
of the atonement. Christ on the cross both satisfied God’s wrath with  
reference to our sin and turned away God’s wrath. This is the meaning of 
propitiation. 

B. Three applications or phases of propitiation  
It has been established that to propitiate is to placate and divert God’s wrath. 
The New Testament seems to give three different aspects of propitiation. 
1. A propitiation for the whole world occurred at the time of the cross.     

1 John 2:2 teaches that Christ propitiated God in reference to the sins of 
the whole world. In some sense God’s wrath was satisfied for the sins of the 
whole world by Christ’s death on the cross. The idea is usually not taken  
into consideration in the formulation of theology. It seems that God’s wrath 
has been diverted in the sense that He does not inflict eternal damnation 
based upon inherited or personal sins. God’s wrath for the world’s sins has 
been satisfied relative to damnation on the basis of sin. It is still true that 
the unsaved are guilty of sin. Yet, eternal anger is now based upon the 
primary sin of not obeying the gospel (2 Thes 1:8; John 3:18). Other texts 
which speak of God’s wrath over sin are speaking of temporal wrath (e.g., 
Rom 1:18 where the punishment is not hell but the devastation caused by a 
reprobate lifestyle), or of what would have happened if Christ had not come 
to provide a solution (e.g., Rom 2:6-8). While individual sins will play a role 
in determining the degree of punishment (Luke 12:48), it is rejection of 
Christ rather than sin, inherited or personal, that will be the basis for   
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eternal condemnation. Relative to God’s eternal wrath, God has been     
propitiated for the sin of the whole world (1 John 2:2; cf. 2 Cor 5:19). 

[A]nd He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only, 
but also for those of the whole world [1 John 2:2]. 

1 John 2:2 is the only verse that clearly makes propitiation at the time of 
the cross to be universal in scope. However, two other texts refer to 
propitiation at the time of the cross with benefits for an entire class of 
people: God’s people or the elect (see Heb 2:17 and 1 John 4:10). 

2. Propitiation for the individual occurs at the time of faith in Christ.      
If John teaches in 1 John 2:2 that God’s eternal wrath over sin has been 
satisfied, he still teaches in John 3:36 and 16:9 that God is eternally angry 
with those who reject His Son (see also 2 Thes 1:8-9). Thus, while 
propitiation for sins in general did take place on the cross, propitiation for 
the main sin of unbelief does not occur until a person trusts in Christ for 
salvation. Rom 3:25 is broad enough to cover both aspects of propitiation. 
This verse teaches that Christ at the time of His death became propitiation. 
This   probably allows the idea of His death being the satisfaction of God’s 
eternal wrath for personal and inherited sins. However, the phrase “through 
faith” stresses that a full removal of God’s wrath awaits the time of faith. 
Regardless of the idea that personal sins alone do not eternally condemn, 
the    unbeliever is still the subject of God’s wrath for the sin of unbelief. A 
full propitiation of God in His eternal wrath does not take place until faith is 
placed in Christ as the propitiation. Though it is true to base this complete 
removal of God’s eternal wrath upon what was done on the cross, the anger 
remains until the time of faith. 

[W]hom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His blood through 
faith…[Rom 3:25a]. 

3. Propitiation of God’s anger occurs when a believer confesses sin.       
Before salvation a person is mainly related to God in His role as Judge. After 
salvation God views Himself in a new role as Father. In His role as Judge, 
God has been propitiated for all sins of the believer. God cannot be angry 
with the believer in an eternal sense (John 5:24; Rom 5:9, 8:1; 1 Thes 5:9). 
However, in His role as Father, God can be grieved when a believer sins, and 
He can become angry. John wants his readers to know that God is 
propitiated towards His children’s sins (1 John 2:1-2). Because Christ is our    
propitiation there are two resulting truths. First, it is impossible for the 
child of God to be the object of God’s eternal wrath. This provides assurance 
for a believer who sins. Secondly, God is propitious, i.e., inclined to or    
predisposed to stop His paternal anger over our sin. Because of Christ’s 
propitiation for the believer’s sins, God easily diverts His temporal wrath 
and forgives. This also is a comforting truth to believers “if anyone should 
sin” (1 John 2:1). Since the cross, God is always propitious. Propitiation of 
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God’s fatherly anger over a believer’s sins occurs when we confess them     
(1 John l:9).12 

C. Greater Implications to the Doctrine of Propitiation  
Christ’s satisfying of God’s wrath over personal and inherited sin has an      
impact upon both the doctrine of infant salvation and the basis for eternal 
condemnation. Since God condemns a soul to hell not for personal sin, but   
rather for rejecting Christ or because God knows that a soul has no potential 
for faith, we can have assurance He is most gracious to those lacking volition 
such as infants. Also, condemnation in the eternal sense rests upon the basis 
of a person’s response, or lack of it, to Jesus Christ. This point has already 
been developed in Chapter 6, pp. 65-67. 

                                                           
12 Some have thought the prayer of Luke 18:13 is irrelevant after the cross. Since the Lord’s death, one need not pray for God to 
be propitiated. He already has been propitiated for the sins of the whole world. However, because He is still angry over the sin of 
not believing (2 Thes 1:8-9), the sinner’s prayer in Luke 18 still seems appropriate at the time of faith in Christ. 
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VI. The Role of Christ’s Blood in the Atonement (Page 118) 
The exact role of Christ’s blood has been no small source of controversy within 
Christian circles. Some have contended that the blood is a symbol for Christ’s 
suffering and death and that the literal physical blood played a comparatively 
insignificant role. Christ’s death, it is contended, provided salvation, not so 
much His physical blood. Several questions must be considered. Is blood   
symbolic for Christ’s suffering and death, or does it refer to literal blood? Was 
the actual physical blood of Christ necessary to provide salvation? If so, did it 
constitute all that was necessary, or are there other aspects to His sacrifice? 
A. Observations about Blood in the Bible  
The word blood occurs approximately ninety-nine times in the New Testament 
depending upon the manuscripts that are counted.13  There are approximately 
thirty-eight references to Christ’s blood. The rest refer to human or animal 
blood. Here are texts that teach about Christ’s blood in providing salvation. 

And when He had taken a cup and given thanks, He gave it to them,  
saying, “Drink from it, all of you; for this is My blood of the covenant, 
which is poured out for many for forgiveness of sins” [Matt 26:27-28].  
(See also Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20) 
Jesus therefore said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat 
the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in 
yourselves” [John 6:53].  
(See also John 6:55-56.) 
“…to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own 
blood” [Acts 20:28]. 
[W]hom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His blood through 
faith…[Rom 3:25]. 
Much more then, having now been justified by His blood…[Rom 5:9]. 
Is not the cup of blessing which we bless a sharing in the blood of 
Christ? [1 Cor 10:16a]. 
In the same way He took the cup also, after supper, saying, “This cup is 
the new covenant in My blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in       
remembrance of Me. For as often as you eat this bread and drink the 
cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes. Therefore whoever 
eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner, 
shall be guilty of the body and the blood of the Lord” [1 Cor 11:25-27]. 
In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our 
trespasses, according to the riches of His grace [Eph 1:7]. 
But now in Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off have been brought 
near by the blood of Christ [Eph 2:13]. 
 [A]nd through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, having made peace 
through the blood of His cross [Col 1:20].  

                                                           
13 Col 1:14 has variants concerning the word blood. 
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(See Col 1:14 in some versions.)  
[A]nd not through the blood of goats and calves, but through His own 
blood, He entered the holy place once for all, having obtained eternal   
redemption [Heb 9:12]. 
Since therefore, brethren, we have confidence to enter the holy place by 
the blood of Jesus [Heb 10:19]. 
How much severer punishment do you think he will deserve who has 
trampled under foot the Son of God, and has regarded as unclean the 
blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified…? [Heb 10:29]. 
You have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood in your striving 
against sin [Heb 12:4]. 
[A]nd to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the sprinkled 
blood [Heb 12:24a]. 
Therefore Jesus also, that He might sanctify the people through His own 
blood…[Heb 13:12]. 
Now the God of peace, who brought up from the dead the great Shepherd 
of the sheep through the blood of the eternal covenant, even Jesus our 
Lord, equip you in every good thing to do His will…[Heb 13:20-21]. 
[A]ccording to the foreknowledge of God the Father, by the sanctifying 
work of the Spirit, that you may obey Jesus Christ and be sprinkled with 
His blood…[1 Pet 1:2]. 
[K]nowing that you were not redeemed with perishable things like silver 
or gold from your futile way of life inherited from your forefathers, but 
with precious blood, as of a lamb unblemished and spotless, the blood of 
Christ [1 Pet 1:18-19]. 
 [B]ut if we walk in the light as He Himself is in the light, we have 
fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us 
from all sin [1 John 1:7]. 
This is the one who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ; not with the 
water only, but with the water and with the blood.…For there are three 
that bear witness, the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three 
are in agreement [1 John 5:6, 8]. 
To Him who loves us, and released us from our sins by His blood [Rev 
1:5b]. 
…Worthy art Thou to take the book, and to break its seals; for Thou wast 
slain, and didst purchase for God with Thy blood men from every tribe 
and tongue and people and nation [Rev 5:9]. 
…These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation, and they 
have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb 
[Rev 7:14]. 
And they overcame him because of the blood of the Lamb…[Rev 12:11]. 
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B. Conclusions about the Role of Christ’s Blood in the Atonement  
1. The blood is more than a symbol.  It is understandable to conclude that 

there was more to Christ’s agony than bleeding. Nevertheless, this truth 
should not relegate the literal blood to an insignificant factor in making   
salvation possible. The shedding of blood may not have been the only     
sacrifice/cost to the Savior. Yet, it was one necessary aspect to Christ’s  
sacrifice. Salvation could not have been offered without the shed blood. The 
New Testament clearly stresses the blood of Christ and relates it to all major 
aspects of the atonement (e.g., forgiveness of sins - Matt 26:28, Eph 1:7; 
justification - Rom 5:9; redemption - Eph 1:7, Heb 9:12, 1 Pet 1:19, Rev 5:9; 
reconciliation - Co1. 1:20; and propitiation - Rom 3:25). 
One of the penalties for sin is physical death. Without the shedding of  
physical blood, an essential requirement for man’s salvation, there would 
have been no forgiveness, redemption, propitiation, reconciliation, and    
justification for mankind. The “blood” of Christ should not be viewed as just 
a symbol or as a minor component in providing salvation. However, this is 
not the same as denying that Christ made additional sacrifices and endured 
additional pains that were equally vital. Also, it is probable that when the 
New Testament authors used the word blood, they meant both literal blood 
and also all other aspects of his suffering and death. Blood means blood, 
but it also has a deeper meaning: it speaks of a greater death, agony, and 
sacrifice. 

2. Factors other than Christ’s blood are at work in providing salvation.  
The cross will never be totally understood. We can be sure that there are 
other factors than the blood at work on the cross. Being a human 
physically, Jesus bled at His circumcision and when His baby teeth fell out. 
He  perhaps bled in the carpenter’s shop or from traveling on rough roads.      
He bled when Pilate’s men whipped Him and when the thorns pierced His 
head. Yet, these drops of blood were, alone, not sufficient for the atonement. 
We should first consider that the statement “the wages of sin is death”       
refers primarily to spiritual death. Christ paid the penalty of physical death. 
It was both literal and absolutely necessary. However, He must have also 
paid the pain of spiritual death and eternal death. He endured spiritual 
death, i.e., the separation from God the Father (Matt 27:46), and eternal 
death in the Lake of Fire. He must have endured not the identical 
punishment in eternal hell but rather an equivalent punishment. Somehow 
Christ felt the agony of eternal hell multiplied by billions to pay for the sin of      
billions, and He did so during those short hours on the cross. Bleeding was 
necessary, but the difference between Christ bleeding at His circumcision 
and Christ bleeding as He hung on the cross is that Christ was the 
sin-bearer at the time He hung on the cross. The flow of blood was 
necessary, but it had to be the flow of blood at the precise time He was the      
sin-bearer or else the blood in and of itself would not have accomplished 
God’s goal. It was the blood of Christ at the time He was the sin-bearer that 
was so necessary to salvation, and the importance of bearing sin opens the 
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mind to depths of additional agonies Christ suffered. The blood of Christ 
was literal and necessary, but there are additional sufferings of which we 
are ignorant. We would not understand them any better than we 
understand heaven or hell. Thus, the Bible presents the blood as the most       
emphasized aspect to Christ’s suffering. The blood was necessary and was 
the factor we can understand best, but salvation was more complicated and 
even more painful than bleeding. 

Yet it pleased the LORD to bruise him; he hath put him to grief: when 
thou shalt make his Soul an offering for sin…[Isa 53:10 (KJV)]. 
“…My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?” [Matt 27:46]. 
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VII. The Meaning and Extent of the Atonement (Page 121) 
A. The Old Testament Term Atonement  
As a Biblical word, atonement is strictly an Old Testament term concerning   
animal sacrifice. The verb kapar (cf. Yom Kippur, Day of Atonement) occurs 
approximately 102 times, and 3 various noun forms have a total of about 52 
uses. Atonement seems to be a complex idea with many aspects. 
1.  One aspect of atonement is the covering of sin or the expiation of sin 

(i.e., to remove or wipe out sin’s guilt and obligation).  Both the verb and 
noun forms occur in Gen 6:14 when God tells Noah “cover it” (the ark)      
inside and out with pitch. Gen 6:14 could be giving the original meaning, to 
cover, to the words used for atonement. The priests covered the mercy seat 
(Hebrew: atonement seat) with blood. Rom 3:25 and Heb 9-10 seems to 
teach that sins were temporarily covered under the Old Testament system 
but were not permanently removed. Christ’s sacrifice definitely expiated sin. 
It is probably wise to view Old Testament atonement as the covering of sins, 
the temporary removal of sin’s obligation, until Christ could come. 

2. A second aspect of atonement is propitiation or the diversion of wrath.  
If a Bible student had to choose one New Testament concept that is most 
closely related to the Old Testament term atonement, it would have to be 
propitiation. The most common translation used in the Septuagint for the 
Hebrew kapar is the Greek term for propitiation. Furthermore, Heb 2:17 is a 
key text that relates the work of a priest (in the context Christ) to making 
propitiation by sacrifice. 

Therefore, He had to be made like His brethren in all things, that He 
might become a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining 
to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people [Heb 2:17]. 

There are several Old Testament examples when a word from the atonement 
family is used of offering a price or gift in order to divert wrath. When Jacob 
is about to be reunited with his alienated brother Esau, he sends gifts of 
livestock to divert Esau’s wrath. 

For he said, “I will appease (Hebrew, atone) him with the present that 
goes before me. Then afterward I will see his face; perhaps he will   
accept me” [Gen 32:20]. 

Proverbs 16:14 refers to a wise man who seeks to atone (i.e., appease or 
pacify) the wrath of a king. The idea of propitiate needs to be included in the 
definition of atonement. 

3. A third aspect of atonement is to give a payment to secure favor;      
redemption. The Hebrew noun form in the atonement group is often 
translated ransom. The payment of the price by the innocent for the guilty is 
not hard to see in Old Testament sacrificial ritual. Several Old Testament 
texts using the noun form for atonement are referring to paying a price. 
Often the price is paid to secure favor. In Ex. 32:30 Moses tells the children 
of Israel that he will try to make atonement for the sin of worshiping the 
golden calf. He then proceeds to offer God his life as a payment in exchange 



43 
 

for preserving Israel. Num. 35:31 instructs civil authorities not to take 
atonement for the life of a murderer. This means that they should not take a 
ransom price to secure the favor of the judges. 1 Sam 12:3 gives a similar 
meaning for atonement. Samuel is about to reconfirm Israel’s king, but first 
he defends his own integrity. 

“…Whom have I oppressed, or from whose hand have I taken a bribe 
(atonement money) to blind my eyes with it?…” [1 Sam 12:3]. 

 In this verse the word related to atonement refers to a price paid to secure 
favor, a bribe, a ransom. Moses, in Deut. 32:43, promises that God will 
avenge the blood of the Hebrews by destroying their enemies. He will 
thereby “atone for His land and His people.” God would cause Israel’s 
enemies to pay a price in order to satisfy the land and the people. These 
usages suggest that paying a price to secure favor is another aspect to 
atonement.    Atonement involves redemption in the sense of paying a price 
to straighten out a relationship.14  In Psa 49:7 redemption and atonement 
are given as parallels. 

4. A fourth aspect of atonement is reconciliation. It is evident that the  
purpose of the Old Testament sacrifices was to bring man to a relationship 
with God; i.e., to effect reconciliation. The King James translators thought 
atonement meant reconciliation in seven verses (e.g., Lev 8:15; Eze 45:15, 
17, etc.). 

5. Summary: Atonement is a word that the Old Testament uses to        
describe the significance of animal sacrifices. The concept involves 
several factors. The animal blood covered sins as a temporary measure until 
the true Lamb of God would be sacrificed. There was a temporary removal of 
the guilt and obligation of sin (i.e., expiation) pending the final removal by 
the cross. 
When the Old Testament person expressed faith in God by offering the    
sacrifices (as opposed to offering in self-righteous pride as an effort to earn 
salvation), he was saved.15 
Pending the death of Christ, those animal sacrifices that were offered as an 
expression of faith in God caused atonement. They covered sin (expiation) 
tentatively removing its obligation and guilt. They paid a price (redemption) 
to secure God’s favor by appeasing His anger (propitiation). The outcome of 
the faith expressed by sacrifices was a relationship with God (reconciliation). 

                                                           
14 Other verses include the idea of paying a price: Ex. 30:12; Num. 31:50; Deut. 21:1-9; Isa 43:3. The Old Testament seems to 
have a general idea of redemption. A price had to be paid to secure standing with God. The New Testament more specifically 
links redemption with the purchase and liberation of a slave. 
15 Animal sacrifices alone could not bring salvation (Psa 40:6; 51:16-17; Isa 1:11ff.; Amos 5:22; Micah 6:6-8). Old Testament 
saints were saved by faith (Gen 15:6; Rom 4; Heb 11:2ff.).  God wanted Old Testament saints to express their faith by giving 
animal sacrifices.  Without knowing the precise role of animal blood, they knew animal blood was not sufficient. Without 
knowing the precise role of animal blood, they simply met God’s requirement and trusted Him to take care of the details of 
salvation in His time and in His way. In essence God told the Old Testament people, “sacrifice alone can not fully save you, but 
show Me that you trust Me by offering them. Trust Me to work out all the additional provisions for salvation that will be 
needed.”  Those who sacrificed without faith thinking their works of righteousness would save them missed the point of animal 
sacrifices. 
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Atonement is a word that stands for all that was accomplished by the      
animal sacrifices (expiation, redemption, propitiation, and reconciliation). 

B. Atonement as a Theological Term  
Atonement is not a New Testament word. (It occurs in the King James Version 
in Rom 5:11 but is a mistranslation.)  However, the New Testament, especially 
the book of Hebrews, teaches that Old Testament sacrifices pictured the      
sacrifice of Christ. Therefore, it is common for theologians to use the word 
atonement as a catch-all term for the work of the cross. Atonement refers to all 
that Christ’s death accomplished in order to provide salvation. When one 
wishes to be inclusive and not emphasize only one aspect of the cross’s work 
(such as redemption, reconciliation, propitiation), the term atonement is 
appropriate. 
C. The Extent of the Atonement  
“Five-point” Calvinists assert Christ died for only the elect. While 
acknowledging that many fine Christians believe in this “limited atonement,” 
the Bible teaches an unlimited atonement. There is a sense in which 
redemption (2 Pet 2:1), reconciliation (2 Cor 5:19; Col 1:20), and propitiation (1 
John 2:2)         occur for the whole world. Texts that teach unlimited 
atonement include the          following: 

“…Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” [John 
1:29]. 
“For God so loved the world…” [John 3:16]. 

     “…this One is indeed the Savior of the world” [John 4:42]. 
“…and the bread also which I shall give for the life of the world…” [John 
6:51]. 
“And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to Myself” [John 
12:32]. 
“…I did not come to judge the world, but to save the world” [John 12:47]. 
“…God is now declaring to men that all everywhere should repent” [Acts 
17:30]. 
…God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their 
trespasses against them [2 Cor 5:19]. 
[W]ho desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the 
truth [1 Tim 2:4]. 
[W]ho gave Himself as a ransom for all…[1 Tim 2:6]. 
[W]ho is the Savior of all men, especially of believers [1 Tim 4:10]. 
For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all men [Titus 
2:11]. 
[B]y the grace of God He might taste death for every one [Heb 2:9]. 
But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be 
false teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive 
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heresies, even denying the Master who bought (redeemed) them, bringing 
swift destruction upon themselves [2 Pet 2:1]. 
[A]nd He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only, 
but also for those of the whole world [1 John 2:2]. 

D. The Finality of the Atonement 
The Reformers found the Roman Catholic view of communion particularly     
offensive because it implies that Christ is sacrificed over and over as the actual 
body and blood of the Lord is offered in each mass. The Scriptures teach that 
the atonement on the cross was sufficient and final. There will never be any 
need for additional work or additional sacrifice. Often the word once is used in 
reference to the cross. Also, the idea of Christ “sitting down” conveys a      
completed work (see Col 3:1; Heb 1:3, 8:1, 10:12, 12:1-2, which refer to Christ 
sitting down after a completed work), as opposed to the Levitical priests who 
had to stand making continual animal sacrifices (see Rom 6:10; Heb 7:27; 
9:12; 9:26, 28; 10:10; 10:14; 1 Pet 3:18).  

[A]nd not through the blood of goats and calves, but through His own 
blood, He entered the holy place once for all, having obtained eternal 
redemption [Heb 9:12]. 
Otherwise, He would have needed to suffer often since the foundation of 
the world; but now once at the consummation of the ages He has been 
manifested to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself [Heb 9:26]. 
By this will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of 
Jesus Christ once for all [Heb10:10]. 
[B]ut He, having offered one sacrifice for sins for all time, sat down at the 
right hand of God [Heb 10:12]. 
For by one offering He has perfected for all time those who are sanctified 
[Heb 10:14]. 
…“It is finished!”…[John 19:30]. 

 


