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The Atonement
by Steve Laube

The atonement stands at the center of the gospel. It answers the most urgent question of theology: How can a holy God forgive guilty sinners without compromising his justice? The cross of Christ is the appointed, sufficient, and decisive act by which God reconciles sinners to himself. The necessity of the atonement arises from the wide chasm between divine holiness and human sin. 
The Bible speaks of the atonement using rich language: substitution, propitiation, sacrifice, redemption, reconciliation, and victory. Each image paints a picture for us to understand the saving work of Christ. The collected masterpiece displays the truth that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures (1 Corinthians 15:3).
At the core of the atonement lies the idea of substitution. The penalty due to sinners falls upon the sinless one. “He was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities” (Isaiah 53:5). “Christ died for the ungodly” and “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree” (Romans 5:6 and 1 Peter 2:24). The shepherd lays down his life for the sheep (John 10:11). As John Stott wrote, “The concept of substitution may be said, then, to lie at the heart of both sin and salvation. For the essence of sin is man substituting himself for God, while the essence of salvation is God substituting himself for man.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  John R. W. Stott, The Cross of Christ, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1986), 160.] 

Further, this substitution involves propitiation—the turning away of wrath. Sin is rebellion against divine holiness. The justice of God demands response. Yet, in love, God provides the sacrifice he requires. “God put forward [Christ] as a propitiation by his blood” (Romans 3:25). “Wrath …is a function of God's holiness against sin,” declares D.A. Carson. “Where there is no sin, there is no wrath … the price of diluting God’s wrath is diminishing God’s holiness.”[footnoteRef:2]  The wrath that stood against us is exhausted in Christ. Divine justice is satisfied. Forgiveness is granted.  [2:  D. A. Carson, The Difficult Doctrine of the Love of God (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2000), 67.] 

Atonement requires sacrifice. “Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (Hebrews 9:22). Animal sacrifices under the old covenant anticipated this necessity but could not ultimately remove sin (Hebrews 10:1–4). They pointed beyond themselves to the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world (John 1:29). 
The atonement accomplishes redemption. Redemption carries the idea to “pay a price” to acquire. Humanity is enslaved to sin, under bondage and curse. Christ gives his life “as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). He redeems us by his blood (Hebrews 9:12). In Christ, the cost of redemption is infinite because the debt is eternal. The result is freedom from condemnation.
The word “reconciliation” describes the relational dimension of the cross. Sin produces enmity between humanity and God. The atonement restores that peace. “While we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son” (Romans 5:10). The hostility is removed and the barrier is torn down (Ephesians 2:13–16; Hebrews 10:19–22). The cross not only satisfies justice but restores the relationship with God.
The atonement is also a decisive victory over sin, death, and Satan. Through that victory, Jesus frees humanity from the principalities and powers that hold us in bondage and restores the relationship with God. He “disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him” (Colossians 2:15). Jesus breaks “the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil” (Hebrews 2:14). “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the works of the devil.” (1 John 3:8).
Ultimately, the cross reveals divine love. “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). The initiative belongs to God. The Father sends the Son (1 John 4:10). The Son willingly obeys (Philippians 2:8; John 10:17–18). “God does not love us because Christ died for us; Christ died for us because God loves us.”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Stott., pg 174.] 

Nothing can be added to the finished work of atonement. Justification is grounded in atonement (Romans 3:24–26; 5:9). Sanctification flows from atonement (Hebrews 13:12). Adoption is secured by atonement (Galatians 4:4–7). Christ’s sacrifice is once for all—complete, sufficient, unrepeatable (Hebrews 10:10–14).
To understand the atonement is to understand the heart of Christianity. The Son bears wrath so that sinners may bear grace. The judge becomes the justifier (Romans 3:26). The holy one becomes sacrifice (Hebrews 9:26). And in that sacrifice, redemption is accomplished (Hebrews 9:12).

Let the Scriptures Speak
He was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed. For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. 
The life of the flesh is in the blood, and I [Jesus] have given it for you on the altar to make atonement for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atonement by the life. Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.
Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree” He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 
In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, … for if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life. 
He is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world. For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins … by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. 
[Therefore, we] are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. If we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.
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