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THOUGHTS ON THE ATONEMENT 
paper by Lester J. Start 

Undated 

This study is an attempt to clarify the writers thinking on the interpretation of the Christian 
doctrine of Atonement. The scope of the paper does not permit of a comprehensive treatment of 
the topic, nor is the method of investigation rigidly systematic, because the purpose behind the 
study is to clear up certain questions of particular concern to the writer. 

In general, the problem to be examined is the meaning of the sacrificial terminology by which 
the Atonement is explained in the writings be Paul.1 It is recognized that the sacrificial 
interpretation of the death of Jesus which appears in Paul is largely meaningless to us today who 
have long since ceased to think in terms of Old Testament concepts. Thus the modern reader 
cannot understand the language Paul uses; although the ideas were familiar to his hearers, they 
are foreign to us today. Traditional interpretations of the Atonement do little to help the modern 
student because they are merely commentaries on the sacrificial ideas involved, lengthy 
explanations which remain in the same Old Testament frame of reference. Therefore we are still 
likely to be puzzled, for although we may now know the theory of the Atonement in this context, 
it still has little relation to our thought and experience today. Modern interpretations have more 
and more inclined to explanations which avoid this sacrificial frame of reference, emphasizing 
the moral aspects of Paul’s teaching instead of the sacrificial legalistic. It is the thesis of the 
writer that such a procedure distorts Paul’s teaching in the sense that it does not do justice to the 
full implications of the atoning death of Jesus, which can be understood only in the context of the 
sacrificial system of which it is an outgrowth. 

Interpreters of the Atonement have often been guilty of the genetic fallacy in discussing it in 
terms of sacrifice, in that they reduce the Atonement to the most primitive kind of propitiatory 
sacrifice. That is why modern writers have avoided this method, and properly so. And yet it 
would seem that the sacrificial explanation contains elements of value for a full interpretation, 
and that these elements are essential. But instead of reverting to primitive sacrifice as the proper 
frame of reference, this study will attempt to point to a more adequate frame of reference, that is, 
sacrificial theory as it had developed through the thinking of the great prophets to a point where 
it was greatly different from its original nature; this method of explanation is followed with the 
hope that certain clues will be found pointing to a more adequate theory in terms of basic and 
therefore common religious experience which may be comprehensible to us today. 

With this outline of the basic point of view presented we proceed to discuss the sacrificial aspect 
of the Atonement in some detail. In Romans 3: 23 - 25 we read: πάντες γὰρ ἥμαρτον καὶ 
ὑστεροῦνται τῆς δόξης τοῦ θεοῦ δικαιούμενοι δωρεὰν τῇ αὐτοῦ χάριτι διὰ τῆς ἀπολυτρώσεως 
τῆς ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ· ὃν προέθετο ὁ θεὸς ἱλαστήριον διὰ [τῆς] πίστεως ἐν τῷ αὐτοῦ αἵματι εἰς 
ἔνδειξιν τῆς δικαιοσύνης αὐτοῦ διὰ τὴν πάρεσιν τῶν προγεγονότων ἁμαρτημάτων . . . (for all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and it is as a free gift that they are being declared 
righteous by his undeserved kindness through the release by the ransom [paid] by Christ Jesus. 
God set him forth as an offering for propitiation through faith in his blood. . .). This passage is a 
crucial one for Paul’s idea of the Atonement: it contains the basic concepts which he uses over 

http://lesterstart.com/works/category/paper/#sdfootnote1sym


2 

 

and over again in other connections. It is cited to show the sacrificial terminology used, 
especially with regard to the term ἱλαστήριον (propitiatory). 

Since this idea of propitiation is central in the teaching of Paul, and since it is a term dealing with 
sacrificial practice, it would be well to trace its meaning in other, earlier connections in order to 
understand its meaning here. The idea of Jesus propitiating for us, expiating our sins, is the 
puzzling and difficult concept to be examined. 

It is interesting to note ἱλαστήριον and not Ê8″F:l2 is used. The latter is the stem noun from 
which the former is taken; the usual interpretation3 is that the former means the act of 
propitiation while the latter means the place of propitiation. This is born out by the fact that the 
Septuagint uses ἱλαστήριον in the sense of the “mercy - seat”, covering of the Ark in the Holy of 
Holies. In Ex. 25:16 we read: καὶ ἐμβαλεῖς εἰς τὴν κιβωτὸν τὰ μαρτύρια ἃ ἂν δῶ σοι. . . (And 
you shall put into the Ark the testimony which I shall give you.) The lexicon4 would translate 
ἱλαστήριον in Romans 3:25 as propitiatory gift, but there seems no need to change the meaning 
here, no reason for it. The lexicon cites Ezekiel 44:27 (And on the day that he goes into the holy 
place, into the inner court, to minister in the holy place, he shall offer his sin offering, says the 
Lord God) in support of this meaning, but according to the best sources \8″F:`l is the word used, 
not ἱλαστήριον. Thus ἱλαστήριον may properly be understood as the place of propitiation, the 
passive means, rather than the active agent of the act. This usage is found also in Leviticus 16: 2 
- 3: καὶ εἶπεν κύριος πρὸς μωυσῆν λάλησον πρὸς ααρων τὸν ἀδελφόν σου καὶ μὴ εἰσπορευέσθω 
πᾶσαν ὥραν εἰς τὸ ἅγιον ἐσώτερον τοῦ καταπετάσματος εἰς πρόσωπον τοῦ ἱλαστηρίου ὅ ἐστιν 
ἐπὶ τῆς κιβωτοῦ τοῦ μαρτυρίου καὶ οὐκ ἀποθανεῖται ἐν γὰρ νεφέλῃ ὀφθήσομαι ἐπὶ τοῦ 
ἱλαστηρίου οὕτως εἰσελεύσεται ααρων εἰς τὸ ἅγιον ἐν μόσχῳ ἐκ βοῶν περὶ ἁμαρτίας καὶ κριὸν 
εἰς ὁλοκαύτωμα (and the Lord God said to Moses, “Tell Aaron your brother not to come at all 
times into the holy place within the veil, before the mercy seat which is upon the Ark, lest he die; 
for I will appear in the cloud upon the mercy seat. But thus shall Aaron come into the holy place; 
with a young bull for a sin offering…). It seems clear, therefore, that the term is used in the Old 
Testament in the meaning of “place of propitiation,” or “mercy - seat”. 

The word is probably related to the same sort of concept as that contained in the Hebrew 
sacrificial terms from the root “כפר” (kaphar)5. The root meaning of this verb is not entirely clear. 
According to Robertson Smith (quoted in Oesterley’s Sacrifices in Ancient Israel, page 92.) It 
means “to cover” (after the Arabic); but in the Syriac the sense of the simple stem is to “wipe 
off”, or “wipe clean”. . . “The most important point is that. . . it is God, not the priest, who… 
wipes out sin, or… regards it has covered.” It is clear how from this stem come terms meaning 
“appease”, “propitiate”, or “make atonement”. 

The terms “kipper”, “kofer”, etc., go back to this root, and they all refer to the sacrificial practice 
in the ancient Hebrew religion for the purpose of “covering” a sin, “providing a ransom”, 
“wiping away” sin, or “making propitiation” (depending upon the term used). But do these ideas 
fit the primitive idea of sacrifice? The original purpose of sacrifice is not easily determined. 
According to Oesterley (ibid. pages 11 - 24) there are three theories as to the origin of sacrifice: 
the gift theory (by which primitive man makes an offering to the god as from a child-like 
impulse); the communion theory by which the worshiper attempts communion with the god by 
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means of sacrifice; and the life theory by which the worshiper hopes to attain the principle of 
life. All of these aims are present in various degrees in sacrifice and perhaps other elements are 
included, according to Oesterley. 

There seems to be a contradiction here between the theories as outlined by Oesterley and the 
purpose as implied in the original root meanings of the sacrificial terminology. I hesitate to go 
counter to the authorities mentioned by Oesterley, but it would seem that these are of the 
armchair variety; and a theory based upon the meaning of the terms used might merit at least 
some consideration. These theories (except for the first one) seem to be looking in the wrong 
direction in that they concern themselves with some future state to which man wishes to aspire 
by means of sacrifice (assuming a higher state of intelligence than one would safely credit to 
primitive man, moreover) instead of concerning themselves with the immediate condition which 
gives rise to the impulse to sacrifice. In other words, it would seem that primitive man makes 
sacrifice because of some impulse or urge caused by a vague awareness of his own insufficiency 
in the face of very real supernatural powers which seem terrible to him, rather than because he 
has a conscious desire or intention to gain communion with or life from this power. This latter 
interpretation reflects a much more advanced state of thinking. The gift theory seems to be a 
possible one; it is easier to think of man more or less blindly offering something to a power 
which he feels is so much greater than himself, without necessarily considering how the power 
will use the gift, much as a little child solemnly offers bits of sticks or dirt to his mother. Next in 
the stage of development, it would seem that the man who sacrifices, becoming more self-
conscious, analyzes to some degree his impulses, recognizes his insufficiencies and weaknesses 
in the face of this power (later developed in the concept of sin and guilt) and sacrifices in order 
to “cover up” or “wipe away” these insufficiencies. This explanation in turn is largely 
theoretical, but it has the virtue of fitting more closely the root meanings of the sacrificial terms 
employed. It would seem strange that the theory of the original purpose of sacrifice reflects a 
later stage of development than the root meanings of the terms imply. 

This theory would seem to be supported further if we consider examples of primitive sacrifice as 
reflected in the Old Testament. In a sense every sacrifice is a “kofer”. Consider Leviticus 9:7: καὶ 
εἶπεν μωυσῆς τῷ ααρων πρόσελθε πρὸς τὸ θυσιαστήριον καὶ ποίησον τὸ περὶ τῆς ἁμαρτίας σου 
καὶ τὸ ὁλοκαύτωμά σου καὶ ἐξίλασαι περὶ σεαυτοῦ καὶ τοῦ οἴκου σου καὶ ποίησον τὰ δῶρα τοῦ 
λαοῦ καὶ ἐξίλασαι περὶ αὐτῶν καθάπερ ἐνετείλατο κύριος τῷ μωυσῇ… (Then Moses said to 
Aaron, “Draw near to the altar, and offer your sin offering and your burnt offering, and make 
atonement for yourself and for the people…”) Note the root of the verb used. This is the 
translation of the Hebrew, meaning to “make atonement, or propitiation”, or to “cover” or “wipe 
away”. And again, in II Samuel 21:3, the same verb is used in the same sense; also in Leviticus 
10:17. These passages could be multiplied. The suggestion is, however, that the meanings of 
these terms relating to Atonement never vary far from the original root meanings, and that the 
developing religious consciousness is reflected in an increased awareness of what it is in man 
that needs atoning, that is an increasing awareness of sin, developing from the vague awareness 
of insufficiency. 

It is recognized that this theory is not established as fact by these few references and that a study 
of sacrifice shows many other elements and purposes. But it is the contention of the writer that 
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all sacrifices imply this element of gift offering as a basis for getting right with God by 
“covering” some kind of inadequacy which hinders man from facing his god. This condition is a 
prerequisite for gaining favors from God; even the primitive man feels a need for providing a 
basis which would make his god look upon him favorably. Thus it is a feeling of estrangement 
which prompts man to offer propitiatory gifts; the sacrifice is made to not only to appease the 
anger of God but to put man in a new relation to Him. 

It is significant that moral considerations enter into the sacrificial idea quite early. Leviticus 5:5 
and 16:21 point out that “confession of sins” is required during the sacrifice. This is a 
development which seems to follow when man becomes conscious of the cause of his 
estrangement from God and tries to remedy the situation. The early blind impulse to offer a 
propitiatory gift is now being refined and supplemented. Through the writings of the prophets 
this refining process goes on increasingly so that more and more emphasis is placed upon 
confession and repentance of sin rather than the formal sacrifice as an ex opere operato 
ceremony. Hosea (14:2) writes “say unto Jehovah, Take away all iniquity and accept us 
graciously, so will we render as bullocks [the offering of] our lips.” And Amos (5:21 - 24) insists 
that the Lord hates sacrifice but wants justice and righteousness. And Isaiah (1:13 - 17), says 
God finds empty ceremonial an abomination and wants the people instead to cease from evil and 
learn well-doing. Ezekiel hangs on to a rigid ritual (40 - 46), but he insists upon spiritual purity 
(18:31). Micah’s words are well-known (6:6 - 8) in which he shows God wants righteousness 
and not just sacrifice. Other examples could be found in Psalm 51: 17 and Isaiah 55:7. 

It would seem, therefore, that by the time of Jesus, sacrifice, at least for the great Hebrew 
thinkers, had taken on an entirely different aspect, although the basic nature remains the same. 
Man is still conscious of an estrangement, but he recognizes now that sin is the obstacle and that 
sacrifice alone is not sufficient to overcome it. But the old forms survive with new meaning put 
into them. 

Within the development to this stage enter the other elements or aims mentioned by Oesterley. 
As man loses his primitive fear of his god, he wants to commune with him and partake of his 
life-giving power. The use of living sacrifices points to this interest. Life in Hebrew thought is 
associated with blood (Leviticus 27:11) and by the logic of the primitive the living sacrifice will 
release this power of life. This close association of blood and life-power probably explains the 
retention of the idea in the New Testament where the power of God is associated with Jesus’ 
blood (Hebrews 9:22, Romans 3:24). How this can be fitted in with the doctrine of the 
Atonement will be explained later. 

A further development in the sacrificial idea should be noted. It is clear that the passage in 
Romans 3:19 - 26 has reference to Isaiah 53, especially when we trace out the same ideas in 
other places in Paul’s letters (vid. Romans 4:25, Galatians 1:4, Ephesians 1:7, Romans 5:6 - 9, 
8:32, Galatians 2:20, I Corinthians 15:3, etc.). This idea of vicarious suffering as it is called is 
unique in the Old Testament. Since it has so obviously influenced the New Testament thought, it 
must be examined to see its relationship both to the New Testament doctrine and the theory of 
sacrifice of the Old Testament. It is the conviction of the writer that the ideal developed in Isaiah 
53 is a further development of sacrifice as generally understood by the prophets. 
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We have noted that sacrifice is prompted by an impulse in man to offer a gift to God as a 
propitiation to remove the estrangement he feels. This is at first unconscious, but with 
developing self-consciousness man recognizes his sinfulness and implements and supplements 
his propitiatory gift-offering with confession and repentance. Here we have an even nobler 
sacrifice: the “suffering servant” offers his life as his gift-offering for the glory of God and 
remission of sins. He does not merely confess and repent; he lives the repentance, or rather 
shows the true meaning of repentance. Here suffering is shown as propitiation. Instead of 
offering something external to God as propitiation, one offers his own life, by turning from sin 
and living the life acceptable unto God, even though it means suffering and “sacrifice”. The 
servant described here suffers and pays not only for his own sin, but for the sins of all mankind 
which pile their weight upon him. The social nature of sin, the way in which it affects not only 
oneself but others, is indicated here. But the man who would get right with God pays for these 
sins by bearing them patiently and not giving up to them, by persisting in right living, trusting in 
God. 

This passage probably refers to Israel as the suffering servant who must bear the sins of the 
world and still retain her proper relation to God, but it can refer to any individual who leads such 
a life. Such a servant “bears the sins of many” and suffers for the transgressions of others in the 
sense that he must suffer because of them. He “bears” the sins of others and atones for them in 
the only way propitiation can be made, by paying for them, by enduring the suffering which is 
the result of sin, by paying this penalty and thus clearing away the obstruction which forms the 
estrangement from God. In such propitiation, it may be said that “by his knowledge shall the 
righteous servant make many righteous” (Isaiah 53:11)7 and “bear the sin of many and make 
intercession for the sinner” (Isaiah 53: 12). This is done by paying the penalty and thus making 
the necessary atonement, in a deeper sense than by confession and repentance. But there is 
implied also a further explanation: the example of such a servant works some change in the heart 
of the sinner as he sees someone else suffering for his sins, and inspires him to make the same 
sort of atonement. (This is not implied directly, but if we reach this chapter in the context of II 
Isaiah, we see the purpose of the writings is to inspire such action in all of Israel so that she may 
be the means whereby all the Gentile world may be turned from sin and brought to the true God.) 
Israel is to be the propitiation as the servant who will bring about this great missionary 
enterprise. 

We are now in a position to discuss Paul’s theory of the Atonement as applied to Jesus. It is the 
thesis of the writer that the basic sacrificial idea lies at the heart of Paul’s explanation, the ideal 
as refined and transformed in the Isaiah 53 passage, but further changed because of the unique 
personality of Jesus experienced by Paul. The Isaiah passage is obviously in Paul’s mind as he 
discusses the Atonement; thus it seems a complete perversion of the record to ignore this passage 
in interpreting Paul as so many modern interpreters do. The Isaiah passage, and the basic 
sacrificial idea are the key to Paul’s interpretation. 

First of all, we must understand the basic conditions, as Paul understood them, which makes the 
Atonement necessary. Paul tells us (Romans 3: 23) that “all men have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God.” There is a complete estrangement between man and God which is caused by 
man’s thorough sinfulness in the face of God. Man is therefore in need of reconciliation - some 
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sort of sacrificial atonement must be made to clear away this enmity between God and man, to 
avert the wrath of God and find a basis for facing him with impunity. We are the enemies of God 
and thus must be reconciled (vid Romans 5:10). As Karl Heim states in Jesus, der Weltwollender 
(page 81) “Wenn ich mit jemand versohne so muss dieser mein Feind gewesen sein…jede 
Schuld ist nicht eine gegen Menschen, sondern gegen Gott gerichtete Bewegung…[und es 
kommst als] die teublische Macht der Gottlosigkeit.” To the end of making a reconciliation 
Christ was sent to destroy this work of Satan. Paul is clearly impressed with this sinfulness of 
man which separated him from God, and made him an enemy of God. This is the basic evil 
condition which must be overcome. It may be noted here parenthetically that this is similar to the 
condition which inspired man first to sacrifice as he became vaguely aware of it. But now the 
condition is understood clearly for what it is. “Wir stehen alle vor Gott nicht rein da”. 

But how is this reconciliation to be made? How can we make propitiation? It seems clear from 
Paul’s thought that man is powerless of himself to do this (vid Romans 7 et al) because of his sin. 
We cannot forgive ourselves, first, because our sin is so strong and secondly, because our sin is 
not restricted to ourselves alone, but spreads its influence over others. (This is the character of 
sin recognized in Isaiah 53, in which we find the servant must bear the sins of others.) To quote 
Heim again (ibid., page 78): “Der Schuldvorgang abspielte sich nicht innerhalb der vier Wande 
meines eigehen Ich, in denen ich mit mir selbst allein und nur mir selbst verantwortlich bin.” 
Thus, (in answer to the first condition), Christ is needed to make propitiation because he is 
completely innocent of sin. This shows why Christ’s death is different from that of any Christian 
hero, different from the suffering of the servant in Isaiah 53. Such a person is needed to conquer 
the evil forces of the powers of darkness. In answer to the second condition, a sinless person is 
needed who is not responsible for any of the aggregate sin another may have to carry; he is free 
to be the propitiation, being guiltless himself. 

Man cannot free himself from the bondage to sin (Romans 7); it requires the sinless man, himself 
clear of guilt, to be able to form the basis for reconciliation. The sinless man is the God-man, 
who is sent forth by God “to be a propitiation” (Romans 3:25). Thus we are saved through God’s 
grace (Romans 3:24). 

But by what means is this atonement made exactly? How does Jesus atone for our sins? The clue 
to this, as has been indicated earlier, is found in the writer’s interpretation of Isaiah 53 which 
clearly is the formula Paul follows. Paul’s Judaistic legalistic mind is satisfied by seeing that 
Jesus’ suffering “pays for” the sins of others. Instead of the individual sinner reaping the reward 
of suffering for his sins (always a fundamental Jewish belief), - and he cannot gain reconciliation 
even when he does because of his deep sinful impulses, too strong to break, - the innocent man 
bears these sins, takes on himself the suffering ill-will causes, and by enduring this, makes 
atonement, pays the wages of sin. He suffers for the sins of man in the sense that he suffers 
because of them in making himself a part of humanity.8. 

But this is not the complete story. Jesus does not make the propitiation for us, absolving us of all 
guilt with no effort on our part. Paul always emphasizes that we are saved through faith in Jesus 
Christ (Romans 3:25, Romans 5:1); this implies some endeavor on the part of the sinner in the 
act of Atonement. Paul constantly warns that man must lead a new life through faith in Christ; he 
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must turn from sin and lead the “life of the spirit”, the Christ-like life. How does the atoning 
death of Jesus accomplish this transformation? It is the conviction of the writer, that as man sees 
the death of Jesus, and His suffering for man’s sins while innocent, something happens within 
him making him see that the good life is possible and the only life man should seek. He feels he 
must dedicate his loyalty to the suffering servant who is paying for his sins; he wants this life 
naturally when he is freed from sin, and he sees this atoning death as the basis by which he may 
be forgiven and seek the life of the spirit. How exactly he feels this freedom and new sense of 
power cannot be adequately explained as it is a matter of experience. The life and death of Jesus 
open man’s eyes to his sin. The weight of this sin bears him down and he feels powerless to 
escape. But he sees Jesus, an innocent man, suffering under sin and giving his life. He sees that it 
is his own sin Jesus is suffering for; he sees further that since Jesus is innocent completely his sin 
is truly against God. This inspires him to repent of his sin to such an extent that he can put it 
behind him entirely, so powerful is the effect of this act of sacrifice upon him, and the example 
of the sinless man. This shows man the way to salvation with God and excites a love which 
inspires man to seek this way and avoid sin. He feels his sins cleared away as he sees the 
consequences of his sin taken on by Jesus, endured, and suffered. He sees the God-man suffering 
because of his sins and thus feels obligated to lead the same kind of life; he sees the love of Jesus 
enduring the suffering, and thus senses that the consequences of his sin are being covered, 
freeing him from the wrath of God, the natural consequences of a sinful life.9. 

Thus the Atonement is not so much a matter of Jesus providing a sacrifice to placate God, and 
provide once and for all of a relation of harmony between God and man by vicarious sacrifice. 
This idea is involved in a sense, but the deeper meaning is that man makes his own atonement 
through the power of Christ’s life which he experiences as he understands the life and death of 
Jesus. Man atones by forsaking sin, repenting and leading the life of the spirit, he is enabled to 
do this only through faith in Christ, the power of whose life gives him the strength to forsake sin 
and follow Christ. That is why the term ἱλαστήριον instead of Ê8″F:l is used in reference to 
Jesus, (by way of tying up another thread); Jesus is the means of propitiation - through faith in 
Him man can attain reconciliation with God. He is not the propitiatory gift of God by which God 
reconciles man to Him without any effort on man’s part, (although it is understood that the 
propitiation would not be possible unless by the grace of God He sent His Son to provide the 
means of reconciliation; nor would it be possible unless the sinless man provided the 
propitiation). The Ê8″F:l must be man’s own repentance and new life as the propitiatory gift. 

The Atonement according to Paul thus involves an active participation by man through faith in 
Christ. This participation comes about through a mystical union with Christ in the Atonement. 
An attempt was made to explain the nature of this participation in the preceding pages, but in the 
last analysis no theory of the Atonement derived from Paul is adequate, because the heart of the 
Atonement according to Paul lies in the mystical experience of the believer, which defies a 
complete rational explanation. Paul is obviously using his own experience on the Damascus 
Road as a pattern for the believer. Because Jesus unites Himself with humanity out of His love, 
man through faith in Him, comes into communion with Him in the experience of the Atonement. 
This union is reached by a mystical faith, by which man becomes identified with Christ and 
Christ with man. Thus man goes through the Atonement with Christ mystically, dies and rises 
with Him. (This indicates the part man plays in the Atonement as shown above, and points how 
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Jesus’ paying for our sins is not far removed from our own actions). In Romans 6:8 we find 
perhaps the best description of this mystical union of the believer with Christ in the Atonement; 
we would note also Romans 8:12 - 17, I Corinthians 6: 14 - 15, II Corinthians 4:14, Romans 12:1 
- 6, Galatians 5:4 - 6, 4:4 - 6, etc.. Through faith man enters spiritually in the death and 
resurrection of Christ, wherein he becomes dead to sin and rises in the new life of the Spirit of 
Christ with which he unites. It is this power of Christ which the believer feels in contemplating 
the Atonement and entering into it mystically which gives him the new strength to “walk in the 
spirit.” How this power comes is inexplicable from a purely logical point of view; to this day 
man understands completely only as he experiences the significance of the Atonement by 
participating himself. 

The fact that the resurrection of Jesus is all too generally ignored by interpreters of the 
Atonement; they point to the suffering but fail to see the importance of His victory. It is 
interesting to note that Christian Science “theology” stresses the resurrection above all and tones 
down the suffering of Jesus.10. This church celebrates the breakfast scene after the resurrection 
instead of the Last Supper. This emphasis might well be pointed out in Paul’s writings. Passages 
such as Romans 5:10, II Corinthians 4:10 - 11 point to a salvation through the power of the risen 
Christ with whom the believer unites himself mystically by faith. It is this conquering power of 
Christ which provides the dynamic which makes the whole Atonement possible. 

It remains to point out that there is an eschatological note in Paul’s writings on the Atonement 
also. Passages such as I Corinthians 2:6 - 8, Colossians 2:15, Galatians 1: 4, Romans 8:18 - 39 
indicate that Paul believed in a final “atonement” when at the appearance of the Lord all the 
forces of evil will be destroyed and the reign of the kingdom of glory, free from all taint of sin, 
will come on earth. 

These final points are not elaborated, for the main purpose of the paper is to explain the 
sacrificial terminology used by Paul, these being included only to round out the theory of the 
Atonement as it appears in Paul. It is recognized that the thesis presented is not adequately 
supported and defended, but the scope of this paper does not permit a complete defense. By way 
of apology, it should be stated that the thesis taken is an honest conviction based upon a careful 
study of the sources; there is no attempt made to be original for the sake of originality or to 
defend any accepted doctrine. The point of view taken is not borrowed from any other 
interpretations.11 The thesis that the sacrificial terminology used by Paul must be understood in 
the light of the developing sacrificial theory in Judaism, seems justified, not only because Paul 
obviously uses this frame of reference, but also because this sacrificial ideal gives a deeper 
meaning to the Atonement. Without it the Atonement is impoverished. With it, if it is understood 
in its highly developed stage, instead of the primitive, the Atonement takes on a deeper 
significance. If the interpretation is not clear, if the meaning of the sacrificial terminology is still 
a mystery, it is probably due to the fact that the explanation was not clearly made, but it may 
very possibly also be due to the fact that the connection between Jesus’ sacrifice and the 
forgiveness of our sins can be apprehended clearly only in the way Paul suggests - by faith and 
mystical experience. A sincere attempt has been made to explain it, however, according to the 
writers understanding of it. It is his hope to develop the thesis more adequately at some future 
date when other papers are not clamoring for attention. 
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1The Pauline epistles are the only New Testament sources considered for the purposes of this 
study. 

2 Both from the stem 

3 See Liddell and Scott Greek Lexicon 

4 Still Liddell and Scott 

5 The connection will be made clear later 

6Clearly related to Ê8″FJ6@:”4 

7 By my own translation from LXX 

8 Rashdall in Idea of Atonement in Christian Theology (pages 445 ff, pages 493 ff) contends that 
this idea involves an impossible or difficult doctrine of God. The writer contends that Jewish 
thought held to a God that ruled that suffering follows sin, and someone must always pay for it. 

9 Luther insisted that only God could loose the bonds of sin; man cannot open his own eyes to 
the sin we are guilty of…dann es auch mit muglich ist/das Christus leyiden von uns selber mug 
bedacht werden grundlich/Gott sench es dar yn unser hertz.” 

10. See Science and Health by Mary B. G. Eddy, chapter on atonement 

11 But no doubt someone thought of this before. 
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