
A Brief Biblical Background to the Idea of Atonement 

The first direct promise of ‘atonement’ through ‘a seed of the woman’ was 

declared in Gen 3:15.1  Nonetheless, one could argue that the first allusion to 

atonement was given in Gen 2:21-22 through God giving life to the woman by 

piercing the man’s side, probably alluding to the piercing of Christ’s side which 

officially confirmed his death on the cross;2 the apostle Paul refers to Gen 2:22-

24 as a mystery of salvation and compares Adam and Eve to Christ and his bride 

(church) that has life through his death.3  Later allusions to atonement could be 

seen in the animal that was sacrificed in order that Adam and Eve may be 

covered by its skin, Abel’s sacrifice, Noah’s sacrifice, and Abraham’s practice of 

offering sacrifices to God.4  Nevertheless, the first time animal sacrifices were 

directly related to the concept of atonement was at the time of Moses with the 

introduction of the concepts of cleansing, forgiveness and the Day of 

Atonement.5   In the later history of Israel, moving from the Mosaic period of 

theocracy to the Davidic era of monarchy, the initial atoning idea of the ‘seed of 

the woman’ is adjusted into the idea of the seed or ‘son of David’ who would 

bring the promise of God to fulfillment.6  Shortly after, Isaiah would develop 

further the identity of the promised one by describing him as ‘the branch of 

David’, who is strangely both the one who rules and judges in righteousness and 

                                                 
1 LaRondelle points out that this was the first prophecy about the coming of messiah in Gen 3:15, ‘he 
will crush your head and you  will strike his heel.’ See Hans K. LaRondelle, How to Understand the 
End-time Prophecies of the Bible (Sarasota, FL: First Impressions, 1997), p. 272-273. Furthermore, 
according to Doukhan, the harming of the seed and the defeating of the serpent is simultaneous–‘The 
Hebrew describes the crushing of the head and the bite of the heel by the same verb: shuf.’ Jacques B. 
Doukhan, Secrets of Revelation: the Apocalypse through Hebrew Eyes (Hagerstown, MD: Review and 
Herald, 2002), p. 111.   
2 See Jn 19:34. 
3 In Eph 5:31-32 Paul refers back to the Genesis account of the creation of women and he compares 
Adam and Eve to Christ and the church.  
4 Christian A. Eberhart, The Sacrifice of Jesus: Understanding Atonement Biblically (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress press, 2011), pp. 68-70. 
5 Roy E. Gane, ‘The Unifying Logic of Israelite Purification Offerings Within Their Ancient Near 
Eastern Context’ in Journal of the Adventist Theological Society, 21/1-2 (2010), pp. 85-98. 
6 Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., Toward an Old Testament Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1991), pp. 
149-152. 



‘the suffering Servant’, and as ‘the Anointed One’.7  In the subsequent exilic 

period Daniel would describe further ‘the Anointed One’ as the one who would 

abolish sin and atone for iniquity, and furthermore, he would expand his identity 

by depicting him as ‘the Stone’ which crushes the kingdoms of this world and as 

‘the Son of man’ who would establish his eternal kingdom in glory that would be 

inhabited by the resurrected saints.8       

 During his earthly ministry, Jesus claimed the fulfillment of the messianic 

promises by confirming that he was ‘the Son of David’9, ‘the suffering Servant’10, 

‘the Anointed One’11 and ‘the Son of man’12 who would bring the world under 

God’s dominion once again.  As he was dying on the cross he pronounced that his 

earthly ministry ‘is finished’;13 though his heavenly ministry is yet to be finished in 

the future through the similar words – ‘it is done’;14 and his work of redemption 

is completed only through the creation of the New Earth with the same words – 

‘it is done’.15  Calvin would similarly describe the threefold ministry of Christ in 

terms of his work as a prophet, priest and king.16  Following Christ’s death, 

resurrection and ascension, the NT writers reflected upon the meaning of his 

death and have employed a variety of metaphors and images in order to describe 

the meaning of the Passion of Christ, such as ‘reconciliation’, ‘sacrifice’, 

‘justification’, ‘forgiveness’ and ‘ransom’.17  Out of all of the NT writers it is only 

the Apostle Paul who relates the concepts of justification and reconciliation 

                                                 
7 Kaiser, Toward an Old Testament Theology, pp. 216-217. 
8 Kaiser, Toward an Old Testament Theology, pp. 246-249. 
9 See Mt 22:42-44. 
10 See Mt 16:21. 
11 See Lk 24:25-27. 
12 See Mt 26:64 and 24:30.  
13 See Jn 19:30. 
14 See Rev 16:17. 
15 See Rev 21:1-6. 
16 See Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2001), 
p. 372. 
17 Joel B. Green and Mark D. Baker, Recovering the Scandal of the Cross: Atonement in New 
Testament & Contemporary Contexts (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), pp. 58-59. 



directly to the cross of Christ.18  Most of the NT writers link the image of sacrifice 

(or a sacrificial lamb), the idea of forgiveness, and the concept of ransom (or 

redemption) with Christ’s death.19  Mark and Matthew use the concept of 

ransom (lu,tron) to describe Christ’s death,20 and Matthew and Luke link the idea 

of forgiveness (a;fesij) to his death.21  Blomberg points out that each of the 

Gospel writers had a unique theological emphasis, and thus one should consider 

the original intentions of each of the Gospel writers.22  Blomberg points further 

that the latest, or ‘third’ quest for historical Jesus, has, in the last few decades, 

focused on ‘Jesus as a Jew’.23  Blomberg also states that though the gospels were 

written in Greek, Jesus spoke Aramaic;24 moreover, Jesus thought and spoke 

within the framework of a Hebrew mindset.25  Thus, it appears that Hebrew 

concepts and paradigms lay behind the Greek words of Jesus in the Gospels, 

similar to LXX, which clothed Hebrew ideas into Greek language.  Consequently, 

in order to understand the words of Jesus, one should consider the wider 

                                                 
18 It is curious to notice that while Jesus did use the concept of justification, he never related it to his 
death.  The following are the only instances where Jesus used the term justification: ‘you are the ones 
who justify (dikaiou/ntej) yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts.’ (Lk 16:15); ‘I tell 
you that this man (the tax collector) rather then the other (the Pharisee) went home justified 
(dedikaiwme,noj) before God.’ (Lk 18:14); ‘for by your words you will be justified (dikaiwqh,sh|), and by 
your words you will be condemned (katadikasqh,sh|). (Mt 12:37).  While James polemically discusses 
the issue of justification he, nonetheless, never directly links the idea of justification to the cross of 
Christ. 
19  See Rom 3:24; Eph 1:7; 1 Tim 2:6; Tit 2:14; Heb 9:15; 1 Pet 1:18-19; Rev 5:9. 
20  ‘… and to give his life as a ransom for many.’ Mk 10:45 and Mt 20:28. 
21 See Mt 26:28 and Lk 24:47; Acts 2:38; 5:31; 10:43 and 26:18. 
22 ‘The value of redaction criticism… remains great, perhaps even more than that of source or form 
criticism… readers of the Gospels from the beginning of the church history have recognised that the 
different authors had different theological emphases… text from the Gospels should therefore want to 
stress what the original author intended.’ Craig L. Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels: An Introduction 
and Survey, 2nd edition (Nashville, Tennessee: B & H Publishing Group, 2009). p. 106 
23 ‘Since just before 1980, that quest has taken an even more conservative turn, buttressed primarily by 
a resurgence of interest in Jesus as a Jew.  This so-called “third quest” for Jesus of Nazareth finds some 
historically accurate material in almost all major categories of Synoptic teachings and deeds of Jesus, 
although John is still seen as far more theological than historical.’ Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels, p. 
90.  
24 ‘Second, even with Jesus’ sayings, it is noteworthy that this verbal parallelism occurs in Greek, that 
is, in translation of the Aramaic that Jesus originally spoke.’ Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels, p. 98.  
However, Blomberg also suggests that ‘occasionally Jesus himself probably spoke in Greek’.  See 
chapter 10, ‘The Historical Jesus’.  
25 ‘Hebrew or Aramaic idioms can be reconstructed behind a substantial percentage of Jesus’ 
teachings.’ Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels, p. 460. 



background context provided by the Old Testament scriptures.    

 The word lu,tron which Jesus employed means ‘price of release, ransom, 

means of setting free’.26  In LXX  this word is used extensively; for instance, in the 

Pentateuch lu,tron carries the meaning of cultic ransom or redemption of people, 

animals and property.27  The verb lutro,omai has the same basic meaning in LXX - 

‘redeem, set free, deliver’.28  In the Pentateuch the verb lutro,omai is not used in 

a strictly cultic context, but it also points to God’s liberating power, as he 

delivered his people from Egypt.29  The same idea of liberation from Egypt can 

also be found in 2 Samuel and in 1 Chronicles.30  Similarly, in the Psalms, this verb 

primarily carries the meaning of deliverance from human enemies.31  

Nonetheless, Ps 130:8 also speaks of ransom or deliverance from sin.32  In Micah, 

the same verb is used to point specifically to delivery from the Babylonians.33  

Hosea uses the concept of ransom in a different context as he points to 

deliverance from death and the grave;34 the same idea can also be found in Ps 

49:15.35  Therefore, apart from its cultic usage, it appears that the concept of 

ransom in the Old Testament points primarily to God’s liberating power as he 

delivers his people from their enemies – these enemies could be individual 

enemies, kingdoms or nations, but these could also be impersonal enemies such 

as sin, and ultimately, death and the grave.       

 In the NT the concept of redemption is used in a similar way.  In Luke’s 

Gospel one finds the idea of God reedeming his people from their enemies;36 

                                                 
26 See Friberg Greek Lexicon 
27 See Ex 21:30 and 30:12; Lev 19:20 and 25:24-52; Num 3:12-49, 18:15 and 35:31-32 in LXX. 
28 See Friberg Greek Lexicon 
29 See Ex 6:6 and Deut 13:5-6 in LXX. 
30 See 2 Sam 7:23 and 1 Chr 17:21 in LXX. 
31 For instance see Ps 7:2-3, 144:10 [143:10 in LXX],  25:22 [24:22 in LXX], 26:11 [25:11 in LXX], 
32:7 [31:7 in LXX], 44:26 [43:27 in LXX], 59:1 [58:2 in LXX], 69:18 [68:19 in LXX], 119:134 
[118:134 in LXX]. 
32 See Ps 130:8 [129:8 in LXX]. 
33 See Mic 4:10 in LXX. 
34 See Hos 13:14 in LXX. 
35 See Ps 49:15 [48:16 in LXX]. 
36 See Lk 1:68 and 2:38. 



Luke used the same term lu,trwsij to point to the Second Coming of Christ, 

possibly drawing on the imagery of ransom from death and the grave as 

portrayed in Hosea and Ps 49:15.37  The Apostle Paul used the related term 

avpolu,trwsij in calling Christ our ‘redemption’,38 saying that we have ‘redemption’ 

through Christ39 (and he also used another related term avnti,lutron portraying 

Jesus as a ‘ransom’ for humankind).40  Paul, like Luke, also used the concept of 

redemption to point to the Second Coming of Christ, and to the redemption of 

the physical body, thus probably pointing to the idea of ransom from death and 

the grave.41  Moreover, similar to the author of Psalm 130, the Apostle Paul used 

the related verb lutro,omai when speaking of ransom from sin,42 and Peter also 

used the same term to express the idea that Christ ransomed us from a 

worthless, futile way of living.43  Therefore, the idea of ransom, or redemption, or 

liberation appears to have a considerable importance and continuity between the 

OT and the NT.           

 There is another concept, that is in principle related to the terms lu,tron 

and  lutro,omai, which is also used in the NT to illustrate the idea of liberation.  

The Book of Revelation uses the term avgora,zw to portray Christ’s death on the 

cross44 and the literal meaning of this term is ‘to buy, purchase, do business in a 

marketplace’.45  In the LXX this verb refers to buying (food or any other items),46 

and the corresponding noun avgora refers to an aspect of trading in a market 

place.47  In the NT the usage of the verb is identical as it also refers to the 

                                                 
37 See Lk 21:27-28. 
38 See 1 Cor 1:30. 
39 See Rom 3:24; Eph 1:7 and Col 1:14. 
40 See 1 Tim 2:6. 
41 See Eph 1:14 and 4:30; Rom 8:23.  The author of Hebrews also used the same term avpolu,trwsij in 
Heb 9:15, but in a cultic context. 
42 See Tit 2:14. 
43 See 1 Pet 1:18.  
44 See Rev 5:9. 
45 See Friberg Greek Lexicon.  
46 See Gen 41:57 and 42:5, 42:7 and 43:42, 44:25; Deut 2:6; 1 Chr 21:24; 2 Chr 34:11; Neh 10:31 [in 
LXX 10:32]; Is 24:2 and 55:1; Jer 44:12. 
47 See Ezek 27:12, 14, 16, 19 and 22. 



purchasing of items,48 and the corresponding noun avgora refers to a 

marketplace.49  Apart from its literal meaning where, for instance, slaves could be 

purchased on the slave market, this concept is also used figuratively.50  For 

instance, Paul uses the term avgora,zw to illustrate the idea of the believers now 

belonging to God,51 and in Revelation the same term is used to express the idea 

of people being ‘purchased for God’.52  In Galatians there is another example of a 

figurative usage of this verb where Paul expresses the idea of Christ redeeming 

people from ‘the curse of the law’.53  Thus, both in the LXX and in the NT, the 

term avgora,zw refers literally to an act of buying or purchasing of items, and the 

term avgora in the NT refers to a marketplace.  At the same time the NT uses this 

term figuratively in terms of people being ‘purchased’ for God, changing their 

‘master’ and therefore belonging to God, and the picture of the purchasing of 

slaves from the slave market depicts the work of Christ on the cross.    

 Therefore, both the terms lu,tron and  lutro,omai, and the terms avgora and 

avgora,zw appear to be based on the same underlying principle of liberation; 

consequently, Christ is portrayed as a liberator and humans are liberated through 

change of ownership, as they now belong to God through Christ.  Furthermore, 

the Book of Revelation also uses the verb lu,w (loose, untie, release, set free) to 

illustrate Christ’s death,54 demonstrating further that in the NT there is a 

continuity in the usage of the core principle of liberation in relation to the cross 

of Christ.    

                                                 
48 See Mt 13:44-46, 21:12, 25:9 and 27:7; Mk 11:5, 15:46 and 16:1; Lk 14:18-19 and 17:28; Jn 6:5 and 
13:29; Rev 3:18, 13:17 and 18:11. 
49 See Mt 20:3; Mk 7:4; Lk 7:32; Acts 16:19 and 17:17. 
50 This term also has a figurative meaning or ‘the analogy of buying a slave’s freedom for a price paid 
by a benefactor’. See Friberg Greek Lexicon. 
51 See 1 Cor 6:20 and 7:23. 
52 See Rev 5:9 and 14:3.  
53 See Gal 3:13. 
54 See Rev 1:5. 



Apart from the term ‘ransom’ Christ also employed the term ‘forgiveness’ 

(a;fesij) to describe the meaning of his death on the cross.55  This term is also 

used by Luke and Paul to describe the same idea of ‘forgiveness of sins’, and in 

Eph 1:7 and Col 1:14 the term a;fesij is closely linked with the term avpolu,trwsij, 

appearing to have the same meaning.56  Curiously, Lk 4:18 uses the noun a;fesij 

to describe the idea of ‘deliverance’ of captives and ‘release’ of prisoners – the 

identical noun is translated in the NT both as forgiveness and as liberation, 

release or deliverance.  This verse probably stems from the LXX version of Isaiah, 

where a;fesij carries the meaning of ‘liberty’.57  In a few more instances in the 

LXX this term is also translated as ‘liberty’; this is the case in the passage in 

Leviticus referring to every 50th Year of Jubilee when all the land was to be 

returned to their original owners and all the slaves were released into freedom;58 

this is also the case in the passage in Deuteronomy referring to every 7th year 

when financial debts were to be cancelled and slaves were to be set free,59 and in 

Jer 34:1-22 where the slaves in Jerusalem were also to be released.60  The 

corresponding verb avfi,hmi is occasionally used both in the LXX and in the NT in 

the same manner as the noun a;fesij to describe the act of forgiving sins.61  Thus, 

just as it was the case with the terms lu,tron, lutro,omai, lu,trwsij, avpolu,trwsij, 

avnti,lutron, avgora, avgora,zw and lu,w, it appears that the term a;fesij is also based 

on the concept of liberation.  Consequently, the idea of liberation seems to be 

both the underlying concept behind Jesus’ understanding of the meaning of the 

                                                 
55 See Mt 26:28. 
56 See Mk 1:4 and 3:29, Lk 3:3 and 24:47, Acts 2:38, 5:31, 10:43 and 26:18 (a;fesij).  See also Eph 1:7 
(th.n avpolu,trwsin dia. tou/ ai[matoj auvtou/( th.n a;fesin tw/n paraptwma,twn) and Col 1:14 (th.n 
avpolu,trwsin( th.n a;fesin tw/n am̀artiw/n). 
57 ‘pneu/ma kuri,ou evpV evme, ou- ei[neken e;crise,n me euvaggeli,sasqai ptwcoi/j avpe,stalke,n me iva,sasqai 
tou.j suntetrimme,nouj th/| kardi,a| khru,xai aivcmalw,toij a;fesin kai. tufloi/j avna,bleyin’ Isa 61:1 [in 
LXX]. 
58 See Lev 25:10 where the term a;fesij is translated as ‘liberty’. 
59 See Deut 15:1 where the term a;fesij is translated as ‘release’. 
60 See Jer 34 [chapter 41 in LXX] verses 8, 15 and 17 where the term a;fesij is translated as ‘liberty’.  
61 See Ps 32:5 [31:5 in LXX] and 85:2 [84:3 in LXX]; Lk 5:20, 5:23 and 7:47-48; Jn 20:23; 1 Jn 2:12. 



cross (lu,tron and a;fesij), and one of the core principles used to portray the idea 

of atonement in the NT.      

As mentioned earlier in this section, Paul is the only one who links the ideas of 

justification and reconciliation to the cross of Christ.  Moreover, in Rom 3:24-26, 

one of his key passages on atonement, Paul uses 3 terms to describe the work of 

Christ, one of which is ìlasth,rion.62  Heb 9:5 is the only other occurrence of this 

term in the NT, its meaning being the ‘lid’ on the Ark of the Covenant.  In the LXX 

the identical term ìlasth,rion is used 28 times usually reffering to the ‘mercy seat’ 

or the ‘lid’ on the Ark of the Covenant.63  There are 4 occurrences of this term 

that are a bit more ambiguous, but these 4 still point to a physical object within 

the temple in Jerusalem.64  Thus, out of a total of 30 occurrences in the (Greek) 

Bible, including the LXX (28 times) and the NT (2 times), ìlasth,rion refers 

predominantly to the ‘lid’ on the Ark of the Covenant.  Despite the weight of the 

biblical evidence which suggests that ìlasth,rion is a physical object within the 

sanctuary or within the temple, there is a great disagreement regarding the 

interpretation of the single occurrence of this term in Rom 3:25.  Brontos points 

out 3 different interpretations of the term ìlasth,rion in Romans – ‘propitiation’ 

(change in God through appeasement on the cross), ‘expiation’ (change in 

humans through the cross), and ‘mercy seat’ or ‘lid’ on the Ark.65  In order to 

‘help’ the interpretation of this passage, some Bible translations add to it the 

word ‘sacrifice’ which does not exist in the Greek text.66  Nonetheless, 

considering that the weight of the biblical evidence seems to tip the balance in 

favour of the third interpretation (the ‘lid’), and the only other occurrence of this 

                                                 
62 See Rom 3:25 
63 See Ex 25:17-22; 31:7; 35:12; 38:5-8; Lev.16:2-15; Num 7:89; Amos 9:1; 4 Macc 17:22; Ezek 
43:14-20  
64 See Amos 9:1, Ezek 43:14-17. 
65 See David A. Brondos, Paul on the Cross: Reconstructing the Apostle’s Story of Redemption 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), p. 126. 
66 For instance, NIV translates i`lasth,rion as ‘sacrifice of atonement’; NAS does not add the word 
sacrifice to the text, nonetheless, it still puts it into a footnote – ‘propitiatory sacrifice’. 



term in the NT (Heb 9:5) actually points to ‘the lid on the Ark’, the question is – 

what is the meaning of this object?  In the Mosaic sanctuary this object had two 

purposes – a perpetual one, and an occasional one; the perpetual purpose of the 

‘lid’ was to be the meeting place of God and man,67 and its occasional purpose 

was to be sprinkled only once a year on the Day of Atonement.68  The perpetual 

usage of the ‘lid’ was also to reveal God’s glory to his people, as his glory was 

continually ‘seated’ upon ìlasth,rion for six months and nine days,69 even before 

il̀asth,rion was sprinkled with blood on the very first Day of Atonement.70 

 MacLeod points out that the glory revealed in Jesus is related to the idea 

of God’s glory visibly manifested in the Old Testament Sanctuary; both the LXX 

and the NT in this instance use the same verb skhnow,, and just as in the desert 

God asked the Israelites to make a sanctuary so that he could ‘dwell’ among 

them, in the same manner ‘the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among 

us’.71  Just as in the desert God’s glory was continually present among the 

Israelites by means of the sanctuary, so in the beginning of the 1st century God’s 

glory was continually present among his people by means of God’s embodiment 

in the person of Jesus Christ.  Thus, it appears that to limit the meaning of the 

word il̀asth,rion simply and strictly to his sacrifice on the cross does not do full 

justice to this term.   Moreover, the immediate context of Rom 3:25 appears to 

be focused on God’s justice or ‘righteousness’ as both this noun and its 

corresponding verb are used 8 times in Rom 3:20-26.72  Brunt points out that the 
                                                 
67 ‘There above the cover between the two cherubim that are over the ark of the Testimony, I will meet 
with you …’ See Ex 25:22 and 30:6. 
68 See Lev 16:14-16. 
69 ‘So the tabernacle was set up on the first day of the first month … then the cloud covered the tent of 
meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle.’  See Ex 40:17 and 34. 
70 ‘On the tenth day of the seventh month …atonement is to be made once a year for all the sins of 
Israelites.’ Lev 16:29 and 34. 
71 David J. MacLeod, ‘The Incarnation of the Word’ in Biblioteca Sacra, Volume 161, Number 641 
(January - March 2004), pp. 76-78. 
72 ‘dio,ti evx e;rgwn no,mou ouv dikaiwqh,setai pa/sa sa.rx evnw,pion auvtou/( dia. ga.r no,mou evpi,gnwsij 
a`marti,ajÅ Nuni. de. cwri.j no,mou dikaiosu,nh qeou/ pefane,rwtai marturoume,nh u`po. tou/ no,mou kai. tw/n 
profhtw/n( dikaiosu,nh de. qeou/ dia. pi,stewj VIhsou/ Cristou/ eivj pa,ntaj tou.j pisteu,ontajÅ ouv ga,r 
evstin diastolh,( pa,ntej ga.r h[marton kai. u`sterou/ntai th/j do,xhj tou/ qeou/ dikaiou,menoi dwrea.n th/| 
auvtou/ ca,riti dia. th/j avpolutrw,sewj th/j evn Cristw/| VIhsou/\ o]n proe,qeto o ̀qeo.j il̀asth,rion dia. Îth/jÐ 



role of a judge who executed justice in the OT was different from the role of a 

judge in a contemporary western society – while we see a judge as a person who 

handles only the administrative aspect of a court process, the OT Hebrew 

concept of a judge (specifically in the Book of Judges) assumed a direct bare-

hands involvement through the liberation of the oppressed.73  Thus, once again, 

it appears that the biblical concepts of justice, justification and judgment also 

appear to be somehow related to the idea of liberation, as are some of the key 

terms previously considered in this section.    

 Furthermore, it also needs to be pointed out that while some 

commentators interpret ìlasth,rion strictly as Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, other 

commentators suggest that in its wider biblical context this concept is related to 

the future eschatological judgment day, as portrayed in the cultic Day of 

Atonement.74  It should be noted further that while Jesus did use the idea of 

justification, he never related it to his death on the cross – ‘you are the ones who 

justify yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts’;75 ‘I tell you 

that this man (the tax collector) rather then the other (the Pharisee) went home 

justified before God’;76 ‘for by your words you will be justified, and by your words 

you will be condemned’.77  Rather, Jesus uses the concept of ransom (lu,tron), 

and the concept of forgiveness (a;fesij) to describe the meaning of his death on 

the cross.  As mentioned previously in this section, both concepts are closely 

linked with the idea of liberation.       

 The verb that corresponds to the noun ìlasth,rion is ìla,skomai and is used 

                                                                                                                                            
pi,stewj evn tw/| auvtou/ ai[mati eivj e;ndeixin th/j dikaiosu,nhj auvtou/ dia. th.n pa,resin tw/n progegono,twn 
a`marthma,twn evn th/| avnoch/| tou/ qeou/( pro.j th.n e;ndeixin th/j dikaiosu,nhj auvtou/ evn tw/| nu/n kairw/|( eivj 
to. ei=nai auvto.n di,kaion kai. dikaiou/nta to.n evk pi,stewj VIhsou/Å’ Rom 3:20-26 (GNT). 
73 John C. Brunt, Romans: Mercy for All (Boise, ID: Pacific Press Publishing Association, 1996), pp. 
83-84. 
74 See Roy E. Gane, Cult and Character: Purification Offerings, Day of Atonement and Theodicy 
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2005).  See also Gunnar Pedersen, The Soteriology of Ellen G. White 
Compared with the Lutheran Formula of Concord (1995). 
75 See Lk 16:15. 
76 See Lk 18:14. 
77 See Mt 12:37. 



only twice in the NT; one of these occurrences is Lk 18:13 where this verb is 

translated as ‘be merciful’ in most Bibles.78  In the LXX the term ìla,skomai occurs 

in Ps 79:9 and is translated without consensus as ‘purge’ (KJV), ‘forgive’ (NIV), 

‘provide atonement’ (NKJV).79  Heb 2:17 also appears to lack a general agreement 

amongst the Bible translators considering that the term ìla,skomai80 is translated 

as ‘reconciliation’ (KJV), ‘atonement’ (NIV), ‘propitiation’ (NAS), ‘sacrifice of 

atonement’ [adding again the word ‘sacrifice’ which does not appear in the Greek 

text] (NRS).  Taking into account the ambiguity of this verb, it would probably 

make sense to interpret it within the previously demonstrated wider background 

context of the biblical concept of liberation.      

 Likewise, there are only two occurrences of the noun ìlasmo,j (both in the 

First Epistle of John) in the NT that correspond to the noun ìlasth,rion.81  While 

some Bibles translate it as ‘propitiation’ (KJV and NAS), other bibles translate it as 

‘atoning sacrifice’ (NIV and NRS) [yet again adding the word ‘sacrifice’ which does 

not appear in the Greek text].  In the LXX the identical term il̀asmo,j is translated 

as ‘atonement’,82 ‘forgiveness’,83 ‘sin offering’,84 ‘sin’ (KJV) or ‘shame' (NIV) or 

‘guilt’ (NAS).85  Again, because of ambiguity of the term ìlasmo,j it would make 

sense to situate it within the larger biblical framework of the concept of 

liberation.  Further occurrences of the related verb ìla,skomai in LXX are mostly 

translated as ‘to forgive’, and in Ps 78:38 it is interesting to notice that through 

forgiveness (ìla,skomai) God did not appease or propitiate his anger, but rather he 

‘restrained’ his anger.86  Again curiously, in Ex 32:14 God ‘repented’ (KJV) 

                                                 
78 ‘O qeo,j( il̀a,sqhti, moi tw/| am̀artwlw/|Å’ Lk 18:13.  
79 ‘… kai. il̀a,sqhti tai/j a`marti,aij h`mw/n.’ Ps 79:9 [78:9 in LXX] 
80 See Heb 2:17. 
81 See 1 Jn 2:2 and 4:10. 
82 See Lev 25:9 and Num 5:8. 
83 See Ps 130:4 [129:4 in LXX]. 
84 See Ezek 44:27. 
85 See Amos 8:14. 
86 See 2 Kgs 5:18 and Ps 78:38 [77:38 in LXX]; 2 Chr 6:30; Ps 25:11 [24:11 in LXX], Ps 65:3 [64:4 in 
LXX].  



(il̀a,skomai), or ‘relented’ (NIV), or ‘changed his mind’ (NAS and NRS) without any 

propitiation.87      

One more concept that needs to be considered is the concept of reconciliation, 

with the key relevant terms being the verbs katalla,ssw and avpokatalla,ssw, and 

the noun katallagh,,; there are only five passages in the NT (used only by Paul), 

that use the term reconciliation when portraying Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, 

and in none of these occurrences can one find the idea that God needs to be 

reconciled to humans, but rather, one finds that reconciliation is unidirectional, 

as it is only humans who need to be ‘reconciled to’ God.88  The concept of 

reconciliation suggests the end of a conflict and the idea of ‘making peace’, and 

for Paul, this ‘peace’ is not only for humans, or for ‘the world’, but, in some way 

the cross provides peace for the heavenly realm also.89  Thus, for Paul the cross 

affects the heavenly realm and it has a cosmic dimension.     

    

 

 
 

                                                 
87 ‘ai. il̀a,sqh ku,rioj peri. th/j kaki,aj’ Ex 32:14. 
88 ‘kathlla,ghmen tw/| qew/| dia. tou/ qana,tou tou/ uiòu/ auvtou/… iV ou- nu/n th.n katallagh.n evla,bomen’ 
Rom 5:10-11; ‘iv ga.r h ̀avpobolh. auvtw/n katallagh. ko,smou’ Rom 11:15; ‘a. de. pa,nta evk tou/ qeou/ tou/ 
katalla,xantoj h`ma/j eàutw/| dia. Cristou/… wj̀ o[ti qeo.j h=n evn Cristw/| ko,smon katalla,sswn eàutw/… 
katalla,ghte tw/| qew/|Å’ 2 Cor 5:18-20; ‘kai. avpokatalla,xh| tou.j avmfote,rouj evn èni. sw,mati tw/| qew/| dia. 
tou/ staurou/’ Eph 2:16; ‘kai. diV auvtou/ avpokatalla,xai ta. pa,nta eivj auvto,n( eivrhnopoih,saj dia. tou/ 
ai[matoj tou/ staurou/ auvtou/… uni. de. avpokath,llaxen evn tw/| sw,mati th/j sarko.j auvtou/ dia. tou/ 
qana,tou’ Col 1:20-22. 
89 See Col 1:20. 


