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Jesus as Sacrifice 
 

“Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (Jn. 1:29). 

 

 This theme of the Messiah as vicarious sacrifice is clearly taught from Isaiah 53, 1 
Enoch, some Qumran texts, Hebrews, Paul, Peter and John.

1
  Contrasting to this, the 

chapter on “Jesus Death” developed the major Jewish tradition of mimetic atonement as 

continued by the synoptics and Acts.
2
  In this chapter the concept of covenantal vicarious 

sacrifice is communal, connecting the individual within a covenantal community and its 

atonement.  So salvation is a community thing, not merely an individual transformation.  

Additionally, this covenantal transformation permeates our whole being, as say marriage 

permeates our whole being.  Marriage is not merely a legal wedding certificate but the 

intimacy of a transformed relationship by which the two become one.  In this, ‘the other’ 

becomes your marriage partner and thereby affects all of what you are about.  So also 

Christ’s vicarious sacrifice permeates our whole being.  It is not merely an abstract legal 

declaration but the complete transformation and interpenetration of our whole being.  We 

are totally changed.  We are new beings.  We owe our complete allegiance to Christ.  

 To develop Christ’s atonement we need to lay a foundation to understand what 

atonement sacrifice meant in the Mosaic Covenant.  Only then can we understand what is 

meant by Christ’s sacrifice in the New Covenant. 

 

Jewish Cultic Sacrifice and Atonement within Mosaic Covenant 

 

In the mid-twentieth century form critical studies surfaced that the form of 

Deuteronomy, Exodus-Leviticus and Joshua 24, was reflective of a Hittite and Egyptian 

covenantal pattern known as a Suzerainty Treaty.
3
  Form criticism surfaces 

standardized patterns of writing.  Such as when you go to your mailbox and take out a 

letter you can recognize the standard form of a business letter.  That is, it begins with 

“dear sir” and continues with block paragraphs.  Whereas, another letter on colored 

stationary with fragrance beginning with your pet name can be recognized as a love 

letter.  This form criticism surfaced twenty five extra-biblical international treaties that 

provided a set pattern in these portions of the Biblical text.  Such treaties were imposed 

by a great king (a suzerain) upon a people, who had been conquered or freed from 

another dominant power.  The treaty was established by the great king upon a vassal 

king to explain and obligate him in a relationship of loyalty to the suzerain.  In such a 

suzerainty treaty the relationship is between the Great king and the vassal king.  

However, it is understood that the covenant governs the community of the vassal king, 

so that they may maintain a relationship of peace.  As mentioned before, the Mosaic 

Covenant was recognized to be in this basic covenantal pattern, with slight changes.  

                                                 
1
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One of those changes is that Yahweh, the Divine figure Himself, is the Suzerain, 

whereas all the extra-biblical treaties are between human powers.  An additional change 

is that the Vassal is not an individual king but rather the corporate nation of Israel, who 

at the time had no earthly king.  So that while the human suzerainty treaties have a 

corporate emphasis by extension through the vassal king, the Mosaic Covenant is even 

more blatantly corporate in focus.  Other slight differences also occur but those distract 

us from the focus of this chapter.
4
  The Mosaic covenant is understood to have a 

corporate emphasis and this will contribute to a corporate atonement idea.   This issue 

of the Mosaic covenant is examined in greater detail in the chapters: “Mosaic Teacher of 

the Law,” “The Gospel of Mark and the Controversy of Jewish Traditions,” and “Luke and 

John: Spirit Extended Salvation to the Gentiles.”  However, for our purposes here it is 

important to recognize that those faithful in the Mosaic covenant were considered 

righteous (Deut. 6:25; 24:13; Ps. 119:40, 123, 142-144, 172).  Such righteousness was 

nothing that Israel earned, rather it was the condition of Israel belonging in the Mosaic 
Covenant to which God had graciously chosen them, and fulfilling their obligation to 
God within this covenant.

5
  The Mosaic Covenant incorporates Passover sacrifice as a 

permanent reminder of the beginning of the Exodus, when the death angel passed over 

Israel to curse Egypt with death (Ex. 12:11–14; Deut. 16:3–8).  The Passover sacrifice 

is nowhere developed as atoning.  Instead, additional sacrifices are offered as burnt 

offerings by the priests for the nation to purify the people (Num. 28:16–25).  While not 

atoning, the Passover lamb does indicate the need to redeem the first born, for they had 

been kept alive in Israel while the firstborn died among the Egyptians (Ex. 34:18–20).  

Such redemption has to do with obligation, allegiance, and the continuance to live. 

 In addition, the Mosaic Covenant includes atonement as accomplishing 

purification sacrifice.  This means that the concern in the Mosaic covenant is for Israel 

to be clean, or appropriate in light of the relationship that Israel has with Yahweh.  

Throughout the ancient Near East the issue of purity identifies and retains a people with 

their god.  It is a condition of clean that Israel is within, grounded in the initial 

cleansing act of sprinkling the people (Ex. 24:5–8).  As such, Israel is not trying to 

initially obtain this clean condition, rather they are corporately trying to retain and 

maintain it. To do so, Yahweh instituted a sacrificial system.   

 The problem which the sacrificial system addresses is that of the communicable 

disease of uncleanness.  Uncleanness can be transmitted by normal issues of life (like a 

woman’s menstrual period) or by touching something that has touched an unclean thing 
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(Lev. 12:2 15:2–33; Deut. 23:10).  So uncleanness is not primarily sin because 

uncleanness can be transmitted without sin occurring.  However, sin can bring about 

uncleanness and a condition of uncorrected uncleanness is sin.
6
  That is, natural 

defilement can become moral defilement if Israelites do not avail themselves of the 

available means of recovering from uncleaness.  Jacob Milgrom led a reappraisal of the 

concept of moral uncleanness through his metaphor of the picture of Dorian Gray.  The 

Oscar Wilde novel The Picture of Dorian Gray portrays an individual adventurer who did 

not age nor suffer the consequences of his adventures, for they all were marked upon his 

picture until the two met in his self destruction.
7
   Likewise, Milgrom speaks of the 

priestly picture of Dorian Gray, “Sin may not leave its mark on the face of the sinner 

but it is certain to mark the face of the sanctuary; and unless it is quickly expunged, 

God’s presence will depart.”
8
   

 As such, the purification sacrifice articulates the idea of collective responsibility 

to recover Israelites and the nation from their uncleanness.  Uncleanness is overcome, 

returning the unclean to a metaphysically clean condition through the sacrificial system.  

For example, a Jewish mother must offer the appropriate sacrifice after the birth of her 

baby to be returned to a condition of cleanness.  To the extent that individual Israelites 

do not purify themselves, the nation needs to purify: itself, the Tabernacle, and the land 

at the Day of Atonement, or God’s presence will depart from the nation. 

 The basic purification offering is the ��֥ ּט� ��/h �t �’t, which many translate as “sin 

offering” following the description of sin (e.g., Lev. 4:3;�֩	�� 
ּט ��) and the description of 

the sacrifice in the LXX as “sin offering” (ἁµαρτία).  As such, the majority of 

evangelicals view this as a sin offering which then means that their idea of Christ’s 

sacrifice is legally dealing with their sins.  However, Jacob Milgrom takes issue with 

the conception of “sin offering” compellingly re-identifying it as the “purification 

offering.”
9
  This means that Christ’s sacrifice will emphasize covenantal communal 

acceptability with God.  Milgrom explains: 

 

  This translation is inaccurate on all grounds: contextually, 

 morphologically, and etymologically. 

  The very range of the h �a t � t � ā’t in the cult gainsays the notion of sin.    

 For example, this offering is enjoined upon recovery from childbirth (Lev. 12),  

 the completion of the Nazirite vow (Num. 6), and the dedication of the newly 

 constructed altar (Lev. 8:15; see Exod. 29:36–37).  In other words, the h �a t � t � ā’t 
  is prescribed for persons and objects who cannot have sinned. 

  Grammatical considerations buttress these contextual observations.  

 Morphologically, it appears as a pi‘el derivative.  More importantly, its 

 corresponding verbal form is not the qal “to sin, do wrong” but always the pi‘el 
 (e.g., Lev. 8:15), which carries no other meaning than “to cleanse, expiate, 
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 decontaminate” (e.g., Ezek. 43:22, 26; Ps. 51:9).  Finally, the “waters of h �a t � t � ā’t 
 (Num. 8:7) serve exclusivy a purifying function (Num. 19:19; see Ezek. 26:25).  

 “Purification offering” is certainly the more accurate translation.  Indeed, the terse 

 comment of Rashi (on Num. 19:19) is all that needs to be said: h �a t � t � ā’t is 

 literally the language of purification” (cf. also Barr 1963:874). 

  It is not my intention to investigate the origin of this mistranslation.  It can 

 be traced as far back as the LXX, which consistently renders ἁµαρτία, followed by 

 Philo (Laws 1.226) and Josephus (Ant. 3.230).  It is, however, important to note that 

 if the rabbinic sources had been carefully read, the subsequent translations could have 

 avoided this mistake.  True, the sage Rabbi Eliezer states unequivocally that “the  

 h �a t � t � ā’t is brought on account of sin” (m. Zebah. 1.1), but his generalization is 

 directed only to chap. 4 (and its parallel, Num. 15:22–31), where the qal, meaning 

 “to sin, do wrong,” indeed is found.  All other h �a t � t � ā’t sacrifices are prescribed 

 for specific physical impurities, such as the new mother,...the contaminated 

 Nazirite, and the like; and in these cases, not one sage claims that the afflicted 

 brings this sacrifice because of his sins.  Indeed, this idea is vigorously denied (b. 
 Šebu. 8a; Ker. 26a).  Moreover, not only is the h �a t � t � ā’t unrelated to sin in 

 rabbinic thought, but most authorities deny emphatically that the impurity itself 

 was caused by sin.  Even the minority who see a causal connection between sin 

 and affliction argue that the affliction in itself suffices to expiate the sin (‘Arak. 
 16a; b. Nazir 19a; Nid. 31b), and they concur with the majority that the purpose of 

 the h �a t � t � ā’t is for ritual purification. 

  The discussion on the parturient is decisive: “But according to R. Simeon 

 son of Yahai who holds that a woman in confinement is a sinner, what can be said 

 (concerning the purpose of her h �a t � t � ā’t)?  The sacrifice she brings is, 

 nevertheless, for the purpose of permitting her to partake of consecrated food and 

 is not expiatory” (Ker. 26a).  Finally, the categorical statement of the Talmudic 

 commentators, the tosafists (on Lev. 12:8), leaves no doubt concerning the 

 rabbinic view: “According to the literal meaning of the text her (the parturient’s) 

 sacrifice is not brought for sin.” 

  The advantage of freeing the h �a t � t � ā’t from the theologically foreign 

 notion of sin and restoring to it its pristine meaning of purification is that now it is 

 possible to see this sacrifice in its true ancient Near Eastern setting.  Israel was 

 part of a cultic continuum which abounded in purifications both of persons and of 

 buildings, especially sanctuaries.  The h �a t � t � ā’t, I aver, is the key that opens the 

 door to this world. 

 

This concept of a purification offering is the basic construct of sacrifice with which Jews 

operate.  In the sacrificial process, wherever the blood is applied is then cleansed.  

Atonement (�֥ ּפ� ��/kpr) accomplishes cleansing (Lev. 12:8; 14:18–21, 31, 53; 15:15, 30; 

16:30; Num. 8:32).
10

  Usually this atonement is returning the tabernacle or altar to a pure 

                                                 
10

 At times this cleansing is accomplished before �֥ ּפ� �� so that �֥ ּפ� �� is not actually the purification (Lev. 12:7–8).  

At times �֥ ּפ� �� is either synonymous or synthetically parallel with cleansing and consecrations (Lev. 16:18–19; 
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some of its uses render clean a house or person when no sin had made them unclean (Lev. 14:53; 15:15, 30). 
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condition, but occasionally people are also sprinkled with blood and thus cleansed, and if 

they have committed sins then these people are forgiven.  Such cleansing includes 

atonement forgiveness for sins committed in ignorance (Lev. 4:2, 13, 22, 27; 5:2–4; Num. 

15:30–31; Heb. 5:2; 9:7).  When the object of atonement (�֥ ּפ� ��) is people, then its meaning 

includes forgiveness.
11

  An individual whose sin is atoned (�֥ ּפ� ��) has his iniquity pardoned 

(Isa. 6:7; 27:9) whereas, an individual who does not have atonement, does not have 

forgiveness and is thus still under judgment (Num. 16:46–47; 25:11–13; 1 Sam. 3:14; Isa. 

22:14; 28:18; 47:11).  So atonement (�֥ ּפ� ��) appeases divine wrath of covenant curse, 
returning them again to covenantal blessings (Deut. 32:43; 2 Sam. 21:3; Pss. 78:38; 79:9).  

In one instance the LXX refers to this purification offering as propitiation (ἱλασµόν; Ezek. 

44:27).  That is, even in these eschatological purification offerings there is still 

appeasement which makes the unclean condition favorable or atoned (�֥ ּפ� ��) with God (Ezek. 

45:15, 17, 20).   

 One passage explains that the critical feature to obtain atonement in all the 

offerings is the life (+��֣��/npś) that is given, for which the blood stands as an emblem 

(Lev. 17:11).  The life (+��֣��) offered benefits our life (+ ��֣��).  So the blood in sacrifice is 

not magical, for it merely indicates that the offering is given.  In the instance of murder, 

the dead can’t be expiated (�֥ ּפ� ��) by sacrifice but only by the murderer’s death (Num. 

35:33).  However, there are instances when the offering is completed without any blood 

and yet atonement (�֥ ּפ� ��) is accomplished (Ex. 30:15; Num. 31:50).  Even in one 

instance atonement (�֥ ּפ� ��) is accomplished by loving–kindness and truth without an 

offering (Prov. 16:6).
12

  This indicates that no deed accomplishes atonement (�֥ ּפ� ��); 

one’s life focus is important for atonement to be realized through the available means.  

That is, atonement is accomplished by whatever means that God designates. 

 Milgrom underscores that, “As shown (Lev. 4:13–14), the h �a t � t � ā’t laws are 

based on the assumption that the inadvertent offender becomes aware of his act and 

feels remorse for it, expressed by the verb ’āšam.  Repentance is thus a precondition for 

the h �a t � t � ā’t.”13
  That is, external deeds are not effective without one’s personal 

commitment.  God established this as a feature in relationship; He is not a vending 

machine.    

 The guilt offering (’āšam [�֣	� 
+ �] or LXX: ἐπληµµέλησεν) is a special case of 

purification offering which deals with an individual who feels his guilt (e.g., Lev. 5:6–7; 

6:17; 7:1–7, 37; 19:21–22; Num. 18:9).  Such an offering atones and propitiates (Num. 5:8: 

�֥ ּפ� �� or in LXX it is ἱλασµόν).  That is, this offering is very much like the purification 

offering, in that the clean Nazarite completes his time of purity with a guilt offering when 

no sin or uncleanness has rendered him impure (Num. 6:12).  In such guilt offerings the 

blood is placed on the altar and if necessary on the one who is to be cleansed, indicating 

                                                 
11
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that both sancta and person are to be cleansed in this atonement (Lev. 7:5; 14:12–28).  

Rabbi Rabad claims that such a guilt offering requires a confession (e.g., Num. 5:7–8).
14

  

At times, such a guilt offering mentions an object taken and requires that it to be returned 

along with twenty percent added before this guilt offering is effective in atoning for the 

person’s sin (e.g., Lev. 5:15–19; 6:6).  However, if no object is mentioned, then the 

offering is the appropriate response for one who feels his guilt and confesses it before God.  

Jacob Milgrom summarizes the guilt offering (’āšam/�֣	� 
+ �) as follows: 

 

 In sum, the cultic texts reveal four usages of the root ’sm, as follows: the noun 

 “reparation” and reparation offering,” and the verbs “incur liability [to 

 someone]” and feel guilt” (without a personal object).  These meanings derive 

 from the consequential ’āšam, the punishment or penalty incurred through 

 wrongdoing.  The fourth meaning, “feel guilt” refers to psychological guilt.  

 These findings are best summarized by citing two passages in which all four 

 meanings appear (indicated by italics): “He shall pay it to its owner as soon as 

 he feels guilt (běyom ’ašmāto).  Then he shall bring to the priest, as his 

 reparation (’ašmāto) to the Lord, an unblemished ram from the flock, or its 

 assessment, as a reparation offering (le’ašām)” (Lev. 5:24b–25); and “When that 

 person feels guilt (we’ašěmâ), he [lit., “they”] shall confess the wrong he [lit., 

 “they”] has done, make reparation (’ašāmo) in its entirety, add one-fifth to it, 

 and give it to the one to whom he has incurred liability (le’ăšer ’āšam lo)” 

 (Num. 5:6b–7).
15

 

 

 Both of these offerings (purification and guilt offerings) bear the uncleanness or 

guilt away from the sancta and the one or group for whom they are offered.  Each of the 

purification and guilt offerings accomplishes atonement (�֥ ּפ� ��: e.g., Lev. 14:18–19; Num. 

5:8) or propitiation (LXX: ἱλασµόν; Num. 5:8; Ezek. 44:27).  For example, these offerings 

along with the scape-goat in the Day of Atonement bear the guilt away from the nation 

(Lev. 10:17; 16:22).  Through such atonement, Israel continues with Yahweh in a 

relationship of peace as evidenced by the continuing Mosaic Covenant benefits.  If 

Israelites violate the stipulations of the covenant and don’t resolve their uncleanness by 

these available means, then the Israelite and the nation continue to bear the guilt of their sin 

(Lev. 5:1, 17; 17:16; 20:19; Num. 9:13; 14:34).    

 Corporate national atonement to deal with this continuing uncleanness occurs at 

the establishment of the Mosaic covenant and its renewal at the Day of Atonement.   

Moses established Israel as clean in the ritual of cleansing establishing the Mosaic 

Covenant (Ex. 24).  Within the Mosaic Covenant, Yahweh demands that Israel be kept 

clean and holy (Lev. 11:44–45).  If Israel does not deal with their uncleanness, then it 

becomes a sin.  Ultimately, sins defile Yahweh’s holy name and bring covenant curse 

as was previously developed (Deut. 28:15–29:29; Ezek. 43:7-8).  For Israel to ignore 

this mandate and to become unclean defiles the Tabernacle and puts Israel at risk to be 

cut off in covenant curse (Lev. 15:31; Num. 19:13).  This defilement of Tabernacle 

includes the Holy Place and altar as well (Lev. 16:16, 18; Num. 19:20).  For example, 
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the high-handed unrepentant sin, such as refusing to purify oneself after touching a 

dead body defiles both Tabernacle and Holy Place (Num. 19:13, 20).  Jacob Milgrom 

develops the theme that this uncleanness defiles the tabernacle in three stages.
16

    First, 

the individual’s inadvertent misdemeanor or severe physical impurity defiles the 

courtyard altar.   This altar is cleansed by daubing its   horns with the blood of the 

purification offering (Lev. 4:25, 30; 9:9).  The LXX occasionally refers to this altar as 

the place of propitiation (ἱλαστήριον; Ezek. 43:14, 17, 20; Am. 9:1).  Secondly, the 

inadvertent misdemeanor of the high Priest or the entire community pollutes the Shrine.  

This area is cleansed by the high priest placing the purification offering blood on the 

inner altar and before the veil that divides the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies (Lev. 

4:5-7, 16-18).  Finally, high handed, unrepentant sin not only pollutes the outer altar 

and penetrates the veil to the Holy Place, the Holy Ark, the throne of God (Lev. 16:16; 

Num. 19:20; Isa. 37:16).  Usually, the LXX refers to the mercy seat as the place of 

propitiation, alluded to on the Day of Atonement (ἱλαστήριον; Ex. 25:17–22; 31:7; 

35:12; 38:6–9; Lev. 16:2, 13–15; Num. 7:89; Heb. 9:5).  Since the high-handed, 

rebellious sinner is barred from bringing a purification offering (Num. 15:27-31), the 

uncleanness wrought by his offense must wait the cleansing of the Sanctuary on the 

Day of Atonement.  This Day of Atonement cleansing consists of two steps: the 

purification offering and the scape-goat.  First, the purification offering cleanses the 

Tent, the outer altar and the people with atonement (Lev. 16:16-19, 30).  This is 

motivated by an abiding fear of Temple pollution and divine curse, as evident by the 

frequency of the purification offering in the public cult.  Rabbi Simeon notices this 

concern and recognizes that Tabernacle cleansing even developed into a monthly 

recovery to further protect Israel from the build up over the year: 

 

 More grievous is imparting pollution to the sanctuary and its sancta than all 

 other transgressions in the Torah.  All other transgressions that are listed in the 

 Torah are atoned for with a single goat, but imparting pollution to the sanctuary 

 and its sancta is atoned for through thirty-two goats (Lev. 23:19; Num. 28–29).  

 All other transgressions in the Torah are atoned for one time in the year (Yom 

 Kippur), but imparting pollution to the sanctuary and its sancta is atoned for 

 every month (Num. 28:15), as it is written: ‘Surely because you have polluted 

 my sanctuary with all your detestable things and abominations that you did, 

 more grievous than all of them was imparting impurity to the sanctuary.
17

 

 

Thus all the sin and uncleaness of the Most Holy place and that of the people is 

cleansed on the Day of Atonement with the purification offering blood.  Likewise the 

scape-goat has all the national iniquities confessed on to its head so that when it is lead 

out into a solitary land it bears Israel’s iniquities away (Lev. 16:21–22).  Both the 

purification offering and the scape-goat contribute to the Day of Atonement, 

accomplishing atonement or propitiation (�֥ ּפ� ��: Lev. 16:6–34; LXX: ἱλασµοῦ: Lev. 

25:9).    In this way the nation of Israel was able to continue on for another year in 

                                                 
16

 Jacob Milgrom, Numbers, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 

pp. 445–6; Leviticus 1–16, pp. 256–261. 
17
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Mosaic Covenantal relationship of peace with Yahweh because their corporate unclean 
condition had been atoned for at the yearly Day of Atonement. 
 
Excursis: Righteousness in O.T. and LXX

18
 

 

 The Hebrew O.T. primarily expresses 
+ ,-. 
//s �dk as “righteousness” and the “faithfulness to an 

acceptable order.”  God epitomizes such a condition in His dealings with others (Gen. 18:22–28; Job 

8:3; Pss. 4:2; 97:2, 6; Jer. 23:6).  Such a condition of righteousness describes people’s lifestyle (Gen. 

18:19; 38:26; especially the Qal. preterite in Job).  The statement, “reckoned to him as righteousness” is 

a declaration of acceptance within the covenant arrangement within which a person lives (Gen. 15:6; 

Lev. 7:18; Pss. 15, 24; Ezek. 18).
19

  When it is used longingly in the future it takes on the meaning of 

“vindication” (e.g., Ps. 71:15–24; especially Qal future in Job).  The appropriate order by which human 

righteousness is usually judged is that of the Mosaic Covenant (especially Ps. 119, e.g., 106, 142–4).  As 

such legal justification must reflect the condition of righteous lived in accordance with the Law (Lev. 

19:15; Deut. 1:16; 16:18–20; 25:1; 1 Kgs. 8:32; 2 Chr. 6:23).  By extension righteousness includes 

fairness with the use of weights (Lev. 19:36; Deut. 25:15).  Any attempts to justify oneself or others 

wrongly is a cause by which Israel suffered under Mosaic Covenant curse (Ezek. 16:51–52; Pr. 17:15).  

God grants the description of righteousness for those who operate within the context of faith in the 

covenant (e.g., Gen. 15:6).  With righteousness identifying the faithful in covenant, Mosaic Covenant 

sacrifice fits within this righteousness (Deut. 33:19; Ps. 4:6).  Even a marginal reading on Daniel 8:14 

describes 
+ ,-. 
/ as “cleansing” the sanctuary.  Ultimately, the Messianic Servant will justify many in His 

guilt offering (Isa. 53:11) and rule the Kingdom in righteousness (Isa. 9:6; 11:4–5; Dan. 9:24).   

 The LXX presentation of δίκαιος and δικαιοσύνην means “faithfulness to the acceptable order.”  

For example, God is faithful in dealing with injustice (LXX: Gen. 18:19, 23-26; 19:19; Ex. 15:13; Deut. 

32:4; Jd. 5:11; 1 Kgs. 12:7; Ps. 9:4–8) and faithful in following through His promise and covenant 

(LXX: Gen. 32:10; Deut. 9:4–6).  Likewise, in these contexts the righteous are defined as acceptable 

within an order.  The Mosaic Covenant is that premier order for Israel within which righteousness 

indicates appropriateness for covenantal blessing (LXX: Ex. 23:7-8; Deut. 4:8; Josh. 24:14; 1 Kgs. 2:2–

3; 2 Kgs. 22:21–25; Pss. 7:8–17;118:40, 62, 105–6, 142–4, 160, 172; Isa. 1:26; 41:2).
20

  This covenantal 

appropriateness by obedience to the covenantal commands is especially expressed by δικαιώµα, 

“command” (e.g., LXX: Ex. 15:25–26; Deut. 4:1; Ps. 118).  This means that Israelites are righteous when 

they live faithfully within the Mosaic covenant and its sacrifices (Ps. 4:1–5).  Additionally, the Servant 

of the Lord will vindicate confessing Israel in His purification offering.  Furthermore, the king is to 

work toward retaining such fairness within his reign (LXX: Deut. 33:21; 2 Kgs. 8:15; 3 Kgs. 3:6–9).  

The verb δικαιοώ primarily translates 
+ ,-. 
/ as “righteous” or “vindicate.”  Within the special legal situation, 

a court decision must be made to reflect the character of the person as he compares with the Law (Lev. 

19:15; Deut. 16:18–20; 25:1).  So, δικαιοώ describes that people “are righteous” (LXX: Gen. 38:26; Pss. 

50:4; 142:2) and legally “acquits” people consistent with their actions (LXX: Ex. 23:7; Deut. 25:1; 2 

Sam. 15:4).  Therefore God counts it as a sin to legally acquit the wicked (Isa. 5:23).  Though by 

contrast, gross sin may make someone “appear righteous” (Jer. 3:11; Ezek. 16:51).  Using the verb 

(δικαιοώ), God “vindicates” those who are righteous in action (1 Kgs. 8:32; 2 Chr. 6:23; Ps. 18:9).
21

  By 

extension people are to have fair dealings with each other, such as the use of just weights (Lev. 19:36; 

                                                 
18

 This orientation to righteousness as “appropriate in Mosaic Covenant”: 1) continues in the synoptics as 

evident by the excursis that develops that theme following the beatitudes, in the chapter, “Jesus a Kingdom 

Oriented Jew,” 2) continues mystically in second Temple Judaism as a foretaste of eschatological judgment 

from God (developed in a few pages), and 3) Paul develops more extensively as mystically already for the 

appropriate and retains a not yet expression of eschatological judgment (later in this chapter). 
19

 1 Macc. 2:52; Gerhard von Rad, “Faith Reckoned as Righteousness,” in The Problem of the Hexateuch and 
Other Essays, trans. E. W. Trueman Dicken (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), pp. 125–30; Robert Jewett, 

Romans (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), pp. 311–312. 
20

 E.g., Tob. 12.9; 14.11; Wis. 1.15; Ps. Sol. 2.34; 3.4–8; 15.6; CD 4.8; 1QS 5.7–11; 1QH 7.12.  
21

 Sir. 7.5; 10.29; 13.22; 18.22; Pss. Sol. 2.15; 3.3, 5; 4.9; 8.7, 23, 26; 9.2. 
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Deut. 25:15).  In similar manner the concept of righteousness as framed through the Psalms and 

Proverbs usually then reflects appropriate character within a wisdom order of “fairness.”  Ultimately the 

Messianic reign reflects this character of righteous rule (Isa. 9:7; 11:5),
22

 and vindicates Israel (Isa. 

45:25). 

 

Isaiah’s Suffering Servant as Atonement and Second Temple Jewish Expectations 

 

 Differing interpretations of the suffering of the Servant in Isaiah 53 are reflected in 

the translations.  David A. Sapp and Otto Betz present convincing cases for the following 

development: (1) MT-The Servant’s afflictions and death are portrayed as vicariously 

atoning, (2) the LXX tones down the Servant’s suffering (he does not die, but is divinely 

rescued), almost to the point of being representative atoning, (3) while Targum Jonathan to 

the Prophets transposes suffering from the Servant/Messiah to Israel’s enemies.
23

  This 

reinterpretation makes Israel’s enemies become the sacrifice of atonement.  There is 

perhaps an “Isaac Typology” (based on Genesis 22:1–14) that lies behind Isaiah 53, and its 

influence is to be seen in the Inter-testamental period and also throughout the New 

Testament where the motif of suffering and death in an atoning and vicarious sense 

emerges.
24

  Sometimes adherents of a pre-Christian origin of the suffering Messiah appeal 

                                                 
22

 E.g., Ps. Sol. 17.32. 
23

 For numbers 1 and 2 see David Sapp, “The LXX, 1QIsa, and MT Versions of Isaiah 53 and the Christian 

Doctrine of Atonement” in Jesus and the Suffering Servant, Isaiah 53 and Christian Origins, edited by 

William Bellinger (London: SPCK, 1959), pp. 170–92; while Otto Betz treats the Targum, “Jesus and Isaiah 

53, in Jesus and the Suffering Servant, pp. 70–87, p. 73. 
24

 For an explanation of and an apologetic for this “Isaac Typology,” see J. Edwin Wood, “Isaac Typology in 

the New Testament,” NTS 14 (July 1968): 583–589; Robert J. Daly, “The Soteriological Significant of the 

Sacrifice of Isaac,” CBQ 39 (January 1977): 45–75; Marie-Louise Gubler, Die Frühesten Deutungen des 
Todes Jesu: Eine motifgeschichtliche Darstellung aufrung der neuen exegetischen Forschung, Orbis Biblicus 
et Orientalis 15 (Freiburg Schweiz: Universtatsverlag, 1977), pp. 336–375. Roy A. Rosenberg, “Jesus, Isaac 

and the Suffering Servant,” JBL 84 (1965): 381–88; Riesenfeld, Jesus Transfiguré, pp. 86–96; Herman L. 

Strack and Paul Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud und Midrash, 6 Bände (München: 

C. H. Beck’sche Verlagsbuchlandlung, 1922–1961) III: 746; Geza Vermes, Scripture and Tradition in 
Judaism: Haggadic Studies in Studia Post-Biblica (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1961), pp. 193–97; 217–27; H. J. 

Schoeps, Paul: The Theology of the Apostle in the Light of Jewish Religious History, trans. Harold Knight 

(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1961), pp. 141–49. An important issue that emerges from the concerns of 

chapters two and three of this study is whether or not pre-Christian Judaism expected a suffering Messiah. 

Those who say yes include Oscar Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament (Philadelphia: 

Westminster, 1963), pp. 55–56, 60; Eduard Lohse, Märtyrer und Gottesknecht: Untersuchungen zur 
urchristlichen Verkündigung vom sühntod Jesu Christi. Forschungen zur Religion und Literature des Alten 
und Neuen Testaments, 49 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1955, 1963), pp. 104 ff. Jeremias, “παῖς  

θεοῦ.” The last-mentioned author summarizes the evidence for the Messianic interpretation of the Isaianic 

servant in Palestinian Judaism: (1) this interpretation was confined to Isaiah 42:1ff.; 43:10; 49:1–2 and 6–7; 

and 52:13ff.; (2) in relation to Isaiah 42:1ff. and 52:13ff., the Messianic understanding is “constant from pre-

Christian times;” (3) the Messianic interpretation of the passion sayings of Isaiah 53 can be traced back at 

least with a high degree of probability to the pre-Christian period though not with the same certainty (παῖς  

θεοῦ).  Those who do not think pre-Christian Judaism gives evidence of a suffering Messiah expectation 

include: Hooker, Jesus and the Servant: The Influence of the Servant Concept of Deutero-Isaiah in the New 
Testament (London: SPCK, 1959), pp. 56–67; Strack-Bellerbeck, II:273–74; Jacques E. Menard, “Pais Theou 

as a Messianic Title in the Book of Acts,” CBQ 19 (1957): 83–92; especially pp. 84-85; Richard N. 

Longenecker, The Christology of Early Jewish Christianity Studies in Biblical Theology (London: SCM 

Press, 1970), p. 105; Joseph Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke X–XXIV, AB 28a (N.Y.: Doubleday, 

1985), pp. 156–66. The latter summarizes the evidence for this view: The notion of a suffering messiah is not 

found in the O.T. or in any texts of pre-Christian Judaism. Str-B (2.273–299) says that the “Old Synagogue” 
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to three texts thought to be important exceptions to the rule: 4 Ezra 7:28–30; Targum of 
Isaiah 53; and the “Pierced Messiah” text in the DSS (4Q285). The first mentions the death 

of the Messiah as the climax of the temporal messianic Kingdom. However, it is important 

to note that there the Messiah does not suffer; rather, after having lived long and well for 

four hundred years, he simply dies with the rest of humanity. His death, therefore, has no 

apparent theological significance.  Likewise, the Aramaic translation (Targum) of Isaiah 53 

is not evidence for the concept of a suffering Messiah when it transposed (probably in 

reaction to Christianity) the afflictions of the suffering servant of Isaiah 53 from the 

Messiah to Israel or the surrounding Gentile nations.  Moreover, both texts are dated after 

the birth of Christ and cannot be used as testimony for pre-Christian Jewish messianic 

understanding. With regard to the Pierced Messiah Text, it cannot for grammatical reasons 

be invoked to support the idea of a suffering Messiah.
25

  Thus that text should read, “The 

leader of the community [the Prince of the Congregation] will kill him [the leader of the 

Kittim].”  N. T. Wright’s comments represent a fair-minded solution to the issue: 

  
 There was not such a thing as a straightforward pre-Christian Jewish belief in an 

Isaianic ‘servant of YHWH’ who, perhaps as Messiah, would suffer and die to 
make atonement for Israel or for the world. But there was something else, which 
literally dozens of texts attest: a large-scale and widespread belief, to which Isaiah 
40–55 made a substantial contribution, that Israel’s present state of suffering was 
somehow held within the ongoing divine purpose; that in due time this period of 
woe would come to an end, with divine wrath falling instead on the pagan nations 
that had oppressed Israel (and perhaps on renegades within Israel herself); that the 
explanation for the present state of affairs had to do with Israel’s own sin, for which 
either she, or in some cases her righteous representatives, was or were being 
punished; and that this suffering and punishment would therefore, somehow, hasten 
the moment when Israel’s tribulation would be complete, when she would finally 
have been purified from her sin so that her exile could be undone at last. There was, 
in other words, a belief, hammered out not in abstract debate but in and through 
poverty, exile, torture and martyrdom, that Israel’s sufferings might be, not merely 
a state from which she would, in YHWH’s good time, be redeemed, but 
paradoxically, under certain circumstances and in certain senses, part of the means 
by which that redemption would be affected.

26
  

                                                                                                                                                    
knew of “a suffering Messiah, for of whom no death was determined, i.e. the Messiah ben David” and a 

“dying Messiah, of whom no suffering was mentioned,” i.e. the Messiah ben Joseph (ibid. 273–274). Yet 

when it cites the passages from Rabbinic literature (ibid 282–291) that speak of the suffering Messiah ben 

David, they are all drawn from late texts, which scarcely show that the expectations of such a figure existed 

among Palestinian Jews in or prior to the time of Jesus. The same has to be said of the texts about the dying 

Messiah ben Joseph (ibid 292–299). Str-B rightly rejects the implication found at times in Christian 

commentators that Mark 8:31; Matt 16:21 refer to a “suffering Messiah,” and the latter is not a “messianic” 

title without further ado. Where in pre-Christian Judaism does one find a “Son of Man” as an agent of 

Yahweh anointed for the salvation, deliverance of his people? True, in Tg. Jonathan the “servant” of Isaiah 

52:13 is identified as “the Messiah”: “See, my servant, the Messiah, shall prosper; he will be exalted, great, 

very mighty,” and 53:10c is made to read, “They will look upon the kingdom of their Messiah, many sons 

and daughters will be theirs.” Yet no use of “Messiah” is made in the crucial verse, 53:12. It is not surprising 

that the “Servant” of Isaiah 52–53 was eventually identified with a messiah in the Jewish tradition; but it still 

remains to be shown that this identification existed in pre-Christian Judaism or in Judaism contemporary with 

the NT (Luke X–XXIV, pp. 156–66). 
25

 Lawrence Shiffman, Reclaiming the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their True Meaning for Judaism and Christianity. 

Anchor Bible Reference Library (N.Y.: Doubleday, 1995), p. 346. 
26

 N. T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, p. 591. 
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 Let us then return to the MT and unpack what is meant by the “Servant of Yahweh” 

from the servant songs.  The term “servant” is used several ways throughout Isaiah but in 

the four servant songs it refers to a spiritually instructed individual in the midst of a sinful 

and blind nation (Isa. 40:2; 42:1, 19; 53:9).  This servant as an individual trusts Yahweh 

throughout discouragement and suffering for others sins, of which he is innocent (Isa. 42:1; 

49:4; 53:4–6, 9–11).   Whereas, Israel corporately is spiritually deaf and dumb, doubting 

Yahweh in discouragement and suffering for their own sins (Isa. 40:2, 27; 42:19).  This 

concept of servant is one who is chosen for a special ministry by God.  Regal description 

“prohibits an understanding of ‘servant’ as slave or lackey, but determines its meaning as 

‘trusted envoy’ or ‘confidential representative.’”
27

   

 In summary form, the servant songs convey a good overview of the Servant’s role.  

As a humble prophet Yahweh’s Servant will bring salvation and the proper order to the 

earth (Isa. 42:1–4).  Yahweh, through the new covenant, guarantees His Servant’s mission 

for accomplishing salvation (Isa. 42:5–9).  The Servant, called by Yahweh, rejected by His 

own people, will bring salvation to the Gentiles and at the proper time restore Israel to the 

land and to Yahweh (Isa. 49:1–13).  The righteous Servant declares that by His being 

rejected while trusting Yahweh, He learned to comfort the weary (Isa. 50:4–9).  Yahweh 

applies the lessons from His Servant’s experience to others by reminding believers to live 

by faith, while unbelievers are warned about judgment (Isa. 50:10–11).  Yahweh promises 

to exalt His Servant because He voluntarily died in the place of guilty people to satisfy 

God’s wrath and save them (Isa. 52:12–13).  Israel responds in a confession of their sin and 

belief in the Servant’s atoning death (Isa. 53:1–9; Zech. 12:10–11).  Israel’s confession 

probably takes place as the Servant is honored in Kingdom.  This confession fits the pattern 

of the Servant offering Himself as a purification and guilt offering.  Because of the 

effectiveness of the Servant’s guilt offering, the Servant will be blessed with a continuing 

inheritance (Isa. 53:10–12).  

 The Servant atones for many nations and Israel in their sin.  In His marred 

appearance He is identified as “He will sprinkle many nations” (Isa. 52:14–15; Dּ֙ו��F/yzh).  

Such a concept of corporate sprinkling indicates the establishment of a covenant and the 

atonement forgiveness which accompanies this relationship (Ex. 24:8; Heb. 9:13; 1 Pet. 

1:2).  To effect this atonement forgiveness, the Servant is cursed by God (Isa. 53:4–6).  

This concept of divine curse would become an instance in the life of the Servant where He 

would take upon Himself the cup of God’s wrath (which is in the context) or become like 

the scape-goat at the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:20–22; Isa. 51:17, 22; 53:4).  The sins of 

the people are confessed upon the scape-goat to bear them away into the wilderness.  This 

“bearing” of the people’s sin is what the Servant accomplishes (Isa. 53:4, 10).  The 
Servant’s death is to deal with our corporate iniquities, that is to bring atonement and 
peace with God.  These are what one expect as benefits from a guilt offering (Isa. 53:10: 

G֙ 
 shm; though the LXX identifies it as a purification offering, LXX: δῶτε περὶ’/ַא+

ἁµαρτίας).  There is no object taken, so no reparations are required, only Israel’s 

conscious confession of their sin, which is in fact the voice of Isaiah 53 (e.g., “Who has 

believed our message?...”).  Isaiah presents this confession of corporate Israel as in the 

                                                 
27

 Prescott Williams, “The Poems About Incomparable Yahweh’s Servant in Isaiah 40–55,” Southwestern 
Journal of Theology 11(1968): 75. 
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future Kingdom era (Isa. 52:7–10; 54:1–17).  Presumably, individual Israelites could 

confess their sin earlier than that expression of Kingdom and have the atonement benefits 

of the Servant applied to them.  John Oswalt describes this substitutionary sacrifice from 

Isaiah 53:4–6, 10–12. 

 

 It is here and in vv. 10–12 that the issue of the substitutionary suffering of the 

 Servant, and thus his capacity to deliver his people, comes to the fore.  He does 

 not suffer merely as a result of the people, but in the people.  He suffers for them, 

 and because of that, they do not need to experience the results of their sins.
28

 

 

As has been shown, the servant’s substitutionary sacrifice is informed especially by the 

language of the cult, not a penal situation (especially Lev. 5:1, 17; 10:17; 16:22; 17:16; 

20:19 and Num. 9:13; 14:34). 

 In Isaiah 53:5 the “piercing,” “crushing,” “chastening” and “scourging,” are each 

metaphors of the death of the Servant, along with “slaughter” and “cut off” of Isaiah 53:7–

8.  We should not focus on the “pierce” and “scourge” as though they were specifically 

descriptive of Roman scourging and spear piercing on a cross for neither was Rome 

present, nor was this means of death being used in Isaiah’s eighth century B.C.  For 

example, “scourging” (�֖	� 
� LM � �M/bh �brtw) of Isaiah 53:5 simply means “stripe” or “blow” or 

“strike” as in Genesis 4:23.  So the word has no conscious allusion to Roman scourging.  

Likewise, we should not ignore the middle terms, especially “crushing” which is repeated 

again when this is identified as a guilt offering (Isa. 53:5: �֖ 
ּכ L- ,�/mrk’, 10: �֙	� ּכ,  dk’).  So I/ּג�

take these terms as simply metaphors of the Servant’s death.    

 The N.T. refers to Isaiah 53 directly in several places but the amazing thing is that 

none of these references develop the atonement which Isaiah’s Servant undertakes.  For 

example, Matthew 8:17 describes that the miracles accomplished by Christ as His carrying 

our infirmities (quoting Isa. 53:4).  1 Peter 2:22 indicates the silence that Jesus maintained 

before his accusers as a mimetic atonement pattern for the Christians to follow (quoting Isa. 

53:9).  Luke 22:37 identifies (through Isaiah 53:12) that Jesus was to be classified with 

criminals.  Acts 8:32–35 quotes some of the physical surroundings (like identified with the 

wicked and rich in His death) to recognize the Servant’s death as Jesus’ death (quoting Isa. 

53:7–8).  Paul makes two direct citations following the LXX and being rather dissimilar to 

the MT.
29

  Isaiah 52:15b is quoted in Romans 15:21 and Isaiah 53:1a is quoted in Romans 

10:16.  Neither quote has Christological, nor sacrificial value.  Of these passages, only 1 

Peter adds in the context that Jesus “bore our sins in His body on the cross,” with imagery 

of the Christians having strayed like sheep (1 Pet. 2:24–25 probably alluding to Isa. 53:4–6, 

10).  So at least Peter probably recognized that Isaiah 53 describes Christ’s atonement.  

However, with no actual clear statement for vicarious atonement, the synoptic and Acts 

pattern identifies more with mimetic atonement.    

                                                 
28

 John Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah 40–66 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), p. 385, cf. pp. 386–87, 401; for a 

discussion on a range of interpretations of Isaiah 53 cf. Pate and Kennard, Deliverance Now and Not Yet, pp. 

92–96. 
29

 Pate and Kennard discuss other possible allusions Paul may have made to Isaiah 52–53 (Deliverance Now 
and Not Yet, pp. 173–176).  Some of these claimed allusions (such as Romans 4:25 “justification” as 

reflecting Isaiah 53:11 “justify” only work on the level of Vulgate or English text, neither the MT nor the 

LXX have any similarity in phrase or theology to that of Paul.  
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1 Enoch and  Some Qumran Texts 
 

Mainstream Israel and Qumran saw that God atoned for Israel to recover them as 

they complied with the Mosaic Covenant, with which He had elected them.
30

  Such Mosaic 

Covenant compliance entailed the appropriate Levitical sacrifices.
31

  When the Messiah of 

Aaron appears (or Melchizedek) they expected He will atone for their iniquity with cereal 

offering and purification offering, especially on the Day of Atonement.
32

 

In 1 Enoch and some Qumran texts, the teaching about the Isaianiac Suffering 

Servant combine
33

 with Merkabah
34

 mysticism.  1 Enoch joins mainstream Judaism in 

announcing the afflictions of the righteous are to be seen as mimetic atonement, especially 

at the culmination of the Messianic woes.
35

  In this context, the Son of Man as Messiah
36

 

employs a representative role of suffering on behalf of the elect.
37

  That is, the heavenly 

Son of Man appropriates to himself the afflictions of the elect so that the elect on earth may 

enjoy in heaven the glory of the Enochian Son of Man.  This glory already exists in 

heaven
38

 but the elects’ public resurrection will vindicate them before the wicked.
39

 

 In the Qumran scrolls the Teacher of Righteousness viewed himself as Isaiah’s 

Suffering Servant.
40

  Thus to be associated with him is to experience divine forgiveness.
41

  

The Qumran covenanter’s identified the Teacher of Righteousness with Melchizedek, who 

was expected to atone for the Qumran covenanter’s sins,
42

 which equated with deliverance 

of the righteous from the age of the Messianic woes into Kingdom.
43

  After the Teacher of 

Righteousness died, his followers recalculated that deliverance to occur at the end of forty 

years would entail their mimetic suffering to fill up what was lacking from the Teacher’s 

                                                 
30

 E.g., CD 4.8–10; 19.33–34. 
31

 4Q414 col. 7 frag. 29–32; 11Q19 col. 11–35. 
32

 Charter of a Jewish Sectarian Association text 7, 1.19; 11Q13 2.7–8. 
33

 Cf. Pate and Kennard (Deliverance Now and Not Yet, pp. 75–77) follow George Nickelsburg (Resurrection, 
Immortality, and Eternal Life in Intertestamrntal Judaism [Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972], pp. 

71–72) in connecting these imageries in contrast to E. Sjöberg’s (Der Menschensohn im ältiopischen 
Henochbuch [Lund: C. W. K. Gleerup, 1946], pp. 116–139) contentions. 
34

 Or Jewish divine chariot presentations of a real divine Temple in heaven, simultaneous to that of God 

inhabiting the Temple on earth.  That is, both the heavenly and earthly Temples are real and different things 

may be occurring in these different realities.  For example, the heavenly Temple is normally thought to be 

where God’s presence dwells (e.g., Isa. 6:4) but the amazing thing is that with the cleansed Tabernacle God 

dwells on earth, with the ark of the covenant serving as His throne (e.g., Ex. 40:34–38).  However, the 

uncleaness of the earthly Temple dislodges the divine presence from the earthly temple, while it remains in 

the heavenly Temple (e.g., Ezek. 1:4–28; 11:22–25).  The different conditions of the pure heavenly Temple 

and the occasionally unclean earthly Temple show that they are both real in this multidimensional Hebraic 

framework rather than the idealism of the earthly shadows, that a Platonism would portray.      
35

 E.g., 1 En. 43.4; 47.1–2; 48.6; 103.9–104.8. 
36

 1 En. 46.1–7; 48.2–10; 52.4. 
37

 1 En. 39.6; 48.1–4; 51.4–5; 61.4; 62.14) 
38

 1 En. 39.4–5; 41.2 much like Rom. 8:28–30; Col. 3:1–4. 
39

 1 En. 62.14–16. 
40

 1QH 15.8–27 and 16.4–17.36. 
41

 Especially 1QH 15.18. 
42

 11Q Melch. 6–8. 
43

 11Q Melch. 9–25. 
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sufferings.
44

  However, after the forty years came and went with no rescue, the Qumran 

covenanters reinterpreted their deliverance mystically to mean that they were caught up to 

heaven in the worship setting with and because of the Teacher of Righteousness’ vicarious 

atonement.
45

 

  Within this context of Qumran terms like “justification” have an eschatological 

meaning of “divinely approved in covenant” rather than views more familiar within 

evangelicalism.
46

   For example, N. T. Wright summarizes this eschatological emphasis 

from Qumran as follows: 

 

 Justification in this setting, then is not a matter of how someone enters the 
 community of the true people of God, but of how you tell who belongs to that 
 community, not least in the period of time before the eschatological event itself, 

 when the matter will become public knowledge.
47

 

  

Thus justification in second Temple Judaism has more of an ecclesiological (within the 

covenant community of Israel) and eschatological meaning than an initial salvation 

meaning.  The keeping of God’s gracious Law was the covenant obligation to remain 

within the gracious divine blessing of being reckoned as righteous.
48

  Qumran’s Community 
Rule conveys this sentiment of covenant nomism as graciously applied by God in His 

justification of the covenant community. 

 

 As for me, my justification is with God.  In God’s hand are perfection of my way 

 and the uprightness of my heart.  He will wipe away my transgression through his 

 righteousness…From the source of his righteousness is my justification, and from 

 his marvelous mysteries is the light in my heart…As for me, I belong to wicked 

 humankind, to the company of ungodly flesh…For humanity has no way, and 

 humanity is unable to establish their steps since justification is with God and 

 perfection of way is out of his hand…As for me, if I stumble, the mercies of God 

 shall be my everlasting salvation.  If I stagger because of the sin of flesh, my 

 justification shall be by the righteousness of God which endures forever…He will 

 draw me by his grace, and by his mercy he will bring my justification…Through his 

 righteousness he will cleanse me of the uncleanness of humankind and of the sins of 

 humankind, that I may confess to God his righteousness, and his majesty to the 

 Most High.
49

 

 

                                                 
44

 The Teacher of Righteousness probably understood himself to be on the verge of exaltation in Jerusalem 

(1QH 14.28–36; 15.24–28).  However, the Damascus Document suggests that the Teacher of Righteousness 

died before he could deliver of his promises (CD 19.34–35; 20.13–16).  Deliverance was recalculated to be 

forty years later (CD  20.13–16; 11Q Melch.; 1QS  8.1–16). 
45

 1QH 11.19–38; 15.26–36. 
46

 One example is how 4QMMT develops the term righteousness, especially frag. 14, col. 2, text: 2.3 

“justification by works;” cf. 1QS 5.21; 6.18; 2 Bar. 57.2. 
47

 N. T. Wright, What Saint Paul Really Said, p. 119. 
48

 4QMMT 30–31; 4 Macc.; Sir.; Baruch. 
49

 Community Rule or 1QS 11. 
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As mentioned before, Qumran added that this righteousness was also brought about by 

“faith in the Teacher of Righteousness.”
50

  On the basis of God’s justification through 

covenant nomism and the Teacher of Righteousness, the Qumran community became 

called the “sons of righteousness” or the “elect of righteousness.”
51

 

 

Hebrews’ Development of Jesus’ Atonement 

 

The atonement of Christ in Hebrews appropriates the imagery of Jewish 

purification and guilt offering as found in covenant cleansing and the Day of 

Atonement.  Jesus Jewish atonement in Hebrews is: 1) definite
52

 or “direct application” 

to the community of the followers of Christ rendering the corporate community clean.  

However, this atonement is applied: 2) indefinitely
53

 or “available but not immediately 

applied” on an individual basis with regard to forgiveness, and 3) definitely with regard 

to a cleansed conscience.  Two things should be immediately apparent: 1) I think 

Hebrews has crafted a view of atonement between the limited atonement of Calvinism
54

 

(or individual definite atonement) and the individual unlimited atonement views of 

Arminianism
55

, Wesleyanism
56

, and Amyraldianism
57

, and 2) Hebrews concept of 

salvation is primarily communal after the Jewish covenantal atonement pattern rather 

than the Western reformation concept of salvation (which is primarily individual 

oriented).  The atonement sacrifice in Hebrews should be understood as definitely 

accomplished by Christ for the New Covenant community.  Hebrews applies this New 

Covenant in two ways.  The first application of Hebrew’s New Covenant atonement 

identifies that it is the community that is everlastingly forgiven.  However, individuals 

who identify with this community are obligated to continue to believe in the supremacy 

of Christ to enter into the rest (or Christ’s Kingdom) and the forgiveness that this New 

Covenant relationship provides, thus reflecting an indefinite aspect of the atonement for 

the individual.  This sets up a two ways soteriological strategy of faith in Christ, in 

contrast to their temptation to depart from the New Covenant benefits.  Furthermore, 

the other feature that Hebrews focuses upon with regard to the New Covenant is that of 

                                                 
50

 1QpHab 8.1–3 on Hab. 2:4. 
51

 1QS 9, 14; 1QH 2, 13.  
52

“Definite” is a technical term indicating “direct application to” the individual for whom Jesus died and 

normally identified with limited atonement in the wake of the Dortian Calvinistic reaction to Arminianism. 
53

 “Indefinite” is a technical term indicating “available for but not immediately applied” to the individual for 

whom Jesus died and normally identified with a form of unlimited atonement which is advocated by 

Arminians, Weslyans, or Amryaldians.  That is, either the human choice or God’s additional grace is needed 

to apply Jesus death for the individual’s sins. 
54

 That is, with definite atonement to the individual in salvation. 
55

 Briefly, Jesus death is a substitute for sinners in the sense that it is available for the sinners to believe and 

then have it applied by God to remedy their sin condition. 
56

 Briefly, Jesus death is a substitute for sinners in the sense that it is available for the sinners, which sinners 

are elevated by God’s prevenient grace so that they might believe and then afterward have it applied by God 

to remedy their sin condition. 
57

 Briefly, Jesus death is a substitute for sinners in the sense that it is available for the sinners to have the 

divine efficatious grace applied to them, which evidences itself in believing, and then this sinner has Christ’s 

atonement applied by God to remedy their sin condition. 
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an individually definite application of Christ’s atonement as a cleansed conscience 

somewhat like Jonathan Edwards’ religious affection.
58

  

In contrast to the traditional individual reformation soteriology of the Reformed, 

Lutheran or Arminian traditions, Hebrews paints within a communally covenantal 

background.  We need to be careful applying modern constructs like individualism on a 

text.  A better strategy is to notice the constructs available in the historical-cultural 

context and allow them to evidence something of the range of the possible views.  That 

is, we should prefer those constructs that the text itself floats as the models it identifies 

as its own foundation for the teaching it develops.  And of course in this, any clear 

statement in the text takes priority over the reader’s inclinations of the possible and the 

likely.    

 The context of Hebrews is rather clearly that of Jewish followers of Jesus who 

are in need to think through the covenantal frameworks that govern them.  This 

covenantal framework brings a corporate emphasis to covenant and atonement.  The 

Mosaic Covenant’s appropriation of suzerainty treaty even more emphasizes a 

corporate emphasis because in the Biblical text the vassal is the corporate nation rather 

than an individual king.  The book of Hebrews frames its discussion by this Mosaic 

Covenant and builds its teaching on the New Covenant in part against the Mosaic and in 

part as extending the Mosaic Covenant.  One of the aspects that continues from Mosaic 

to New Covenant is a corporate covenantal perspective that sets up an exclusive
59

 two-

ways view of salvation. 

 This commitment to the Law as a corporate commitment continued among many 

Jewish sects which embraced Jesus as Messiah.  The perspective is evident in the 

Biblical text in how Matthew,
60

 James
61

 and some in the book of Acts practice their 

Jewish-Christianity.
62

  This passion for the Mosaic Covenant among Jewish sects which 

embrace Jesus as their Messiah continued for centuries.
63

   

 The New Covenant also emphasizes the corporateness for the nation Israel.  The 

New Covenant is presented to be with the people and nation Israel; “‘Behold days are 

coming’ declares Yahweh, ‘when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel 

and with the house of Judah.’” (Jer. 31:31; also quoted in Heb. 8:8).  While this 

sentiment was especially reflected in the sectarian communities like the Essenes, that 

their eschatological hope was in the New Covenant,
64

 this New Covenant hope was 

                                                 
58

 Jonathan Edwards, Religious Affections (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959). 
59

 “Exclusive” means that this New Covenant salvation with Christ is the only means of salvation. 
60

 Especially at focus is Matt. 5:17–48 and 19:16–22; cf. my chapter “Mosaic Teacher of the Law;” Anthony 

Saldarini Matthew’s Christian-Jewish Community (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1994) and Doug 

Kennard, “The Way to Kingdom Salvation: Synoptics and the Law” a paper presented at ETS Mid-West 

regional meeting in  March, 1992.  
61

 Especially at focus is James 1:25 and 2:8–26; cf. Doug Kennard, “The Law in James” a paper presented at 

ETS Mid-West regional meeting in  March, 1993. 
62

 Especially at focus is Acts 10:14–16, 28; 11:2–3; 15:1–29; 18:18 and 21:20–26; cf. my chapter “Luke and 

the Law;” Doug Kennard, “Paul and the Law,” a paper presented at ETS Mid-West regional meeting in  

March, 1996 and “The Law in James,” a paper presented at ETS Mid–West regional meeting in March, 1993. 
63

 A. F. J. Klijn, “The Study of Jewish Christianity,” NTS 20(1973–74): 419–31; J. E. Taylor, “The 

Phenomenon of Early Jewish Christianity: Reality or Scholarly Invention,” Vigilae Christianae 44(1990): 

313–34 and Jesus Maria Velasco and Leopold Sabourin, “Jewish Christianity of the First Centuries,” Biblical 
Theology Bulletin 6(1976): 5–26. 
64

 CD 6.19; 8:21; 20:12; 1QpHab. 2.3f. 
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much more broadly based than that in Israel.  For example, the whole of the people of 

Israel was understood to be re-gathered by God into their land again (e.g., Isa. 49:6; Jer. 

31:27–28).
65

  Jeremiah says that the New Covenant includes God enabling this 

corporate Israel to internalize the Law; “this is the covenant which I will make with the 

house of Israel after those days, ‘I will put My Law within them, and on their heart I 

will write it; and I will be their God and they will be My people’” (Jer. 31:33).  The 

singular of ּֽ֙תֹוָרִתי/trh �y (My Law) in Jeremiah 31:33 promises that the people Israel 

would have an internal transformation of responsiveness for obeying the corporate 

covenant, the Law of Moses.  The Jews in the wake of their re-gathering in the land 

from the Babylonian captivity saw the passion for the Law as a realization of the New 

Covenant in which God was giving them a “new heart” and a “new spirit.”
66

  The LXX 

altered the singular of ּֽ֙תֹוָרִתי/trh �y (My Law) in Jeremiah 31:33 (LXX: 38:33 or 34 

depending upon the version) to a plural νόµους (My laws), which rendered corporate 

Israel’s obedience to God into a broader based obedience than to just the Mosaic Covenant.  

This LXX form of Jeremiah is the one quoted by Hebrews 8:10 and 10:16.  

 This New Covenant was a whole community transformation; “they shall not 

teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, ‘know Yahweh,’ 

for they shall all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,’ declares 

Yahweh” (Jer. 31:34 [LXX: 38:34 or 35 depending upon version] also quoted in Heb. 

8:11).  The forgiveness to be found in this New Covenant is also understood to be 

corporate as well; “I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more” 

(Jer. 31:34 [LXX: 38:34 or 35 depending upon version] also quoted in Heb. 8:12; 

10:17).  The individualism of our day often assumes an individually applied 

forgiveness, but the plural pronouns through this text and the corporate contextual 

emphasis better fits into the ancient oriental corporate construct of the group as being 
re-gathered and forgiven as a corporate entity. 

 This New Covenant corporate forgiveness is developed by Hebrews as mirroring 
the corporate atonement of the Day of Atonement (Heb. 9:7, 11).  The pattern by which 

Hebrews extends Christ’s New Covenant atonement is built upon that of corporate 

Israel at the Day of Atonement.  In this way the nation of Israel is able to continue on 
for another year in Mosaic Covenantal relationship with Yahweh because their 
corporate unclean condition had been atoned for at the yearly Day of Atonement.  
Hebrews 9:7 acknowledges this process and develops that the high priest enters the 

Holy of Holies once a year with the blood of the atonement, “which he offers for 

himself and for the ignorance of the people.”  Such a phrase (τῶν τοῦ λαοῦ 
ἀγνοημάτων) retains this corporate emphasis (of the people’s ignorance or sin) from the 

Mosaic description of the Day of Atonement.  So, the people and Tabernacle are cleansed 

to continue in the relationship with Yahweh for another year, however, the New Covenant 

promise of a perfected conscience does not get accomplished by the Day of Atonement 

(Heb. 9:9). 

                                                 
65

 Ben Sir. 35.11; 48:10; Bar. 4:37; 5:5; 2 Macc.1:27; 2:18; Jub. 1:15; Ps. Sol. 11:2; 17:28–31, 50; 8:34; 1QM 

2.2, 7; 3.13; 5.1; 11QT 8.14–16; 57.5; Philo, Rewards 164. 
66

 As in Jeremiah 31:31–34 and Ezek. 36:24–37:28 so too in: Jub. 1:22–25; 1Q3 4, 5; 1QH 4, 5, 18; 4Q Shir 
Shalb. 
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 The New Covenant corporate atonement of Christ is also developed by Hebrews as 

mirroring the corporate atonement practice that Moses applied to initiate the Mosaic 

Covenant cleansing in the first place (Heb. 9:19–21).  All the different Tabernacle 

implements and the people are sprinkled with blood
67

 to initially cleanse them and to serve 

as the beginning of this Mosaic Covenant.  The statement which Hebrews 9:20 reports 

Moses as saying (“This is the blood of the covenant which God commanded you”) is a 

shortened form of the Exodus 24:8 statement recorded of Moses’ response (Behold the 

blood of the covenant, which Yahweh has made with you in accordance with all these 

words”) to Israel’s complete submission in obedience (“All Yahweh’s spoken word we will 

do, and we will be obedient”).
68

  Both the shortened and longer forms are clearly applied to 

the group as Israel and thus have a corporate role of binding Israel to this Mosaic Covenant 

and now that they are cleansed this atonement includes them as a group into the fearful 

experience with the glory of God (Ex. 24:9–18).  Hebrews conflates this initiation of 

Mosaic Covenant (Ex. 24) with the experience of Moses cleansing the tabernacle parts (Ex. 

40:9) after they have been seen by Moses in the heavenly Tabernacle, and constructed by 

the Spirit empowered craftsmen.  So this later corporate event of Tabernacle initiation and 

cleansing is seen by Hebrews as an extension of the divine binding of the corporate 

community in covenant.  Such a covenantal beginning entails that the heavenly Tabernacle 

undergo cleansing with Jesus’ blood much like the high priest does in the Day of 

Atonement (Heb. 9:23–24). 

 Hebrews presents Christ as a new and different (Melchizedekian) high priest Who 

has also entered a Tabernacle to atone after these two patterns of Day of Atonement and 

initial covenantal cleansing (Heb. 9:11–28).  The initial cleansing by Moses served to 

support the initiation of a covenant by blood, of which Christ’s New Covenant is initiated 

with His sacrifice.  Which also fits with a brief discussion of a will and testament in which 

Hebrews explains that Christ must die or this covenant can not take effect (Heb. 9:15–17).  

While the Day of Atonement pattern served to develop the priestly role with the Tabernacle 

and thus set up the inadequacies of repeated atonement of the Mosaic Covenant as 

compared to Christ’s once for all New Covenant atonement.  Christ is polemical of both 

Mosaic Covenant patterns, because Christ brings a better sacrifice
69

 and offers it in a better 

place,
70

 a heavenly Tabernacle.   

                                                 
67

 This is an opportunity for Hebrews to discuss that blood is the dominant means of cleansing in the Mosaic 

Covenant (Heb. 9:22), however Christian tradition often reads this as the only way to cleanse, and thus 

emphasizes further the need for Christ’s death.  Hebrews is however very explicit with the use of σχεδὸν that 

“one may almost say, that all things are cleansed with blood.”  There are other Mosaic means of cleansing 

including time, cleaning, removing the material, destruction of the object and a baptism in the mikvot or ritual 

baths as developed by Leviticus 13–15.  Additionally, the poor could bring a sacrifice of grain without blood 

and be cleansed by atonement (Lev. 5:11).  There is even an odd instance in which Israel is atoned for by 

bringing gold instead of animal sacrifice (Num. 31:50).  However, the usual way of cleansing is through 

animal sacrifice and that is what this verse says. 
68

 The ים ר of Exodus 24:8 alludes to the (all the words) ;ָּכל־ַהְּדָבִר֖  of Exodus 24:7, which further (word) ִּדֶּב֥

supports that this is a covenant monism as developed in the chapter on Jesus as the “Mosaic Teacher of the 

Law.” 
69

 Christ’s death is a better sacrifice but Christian tradition often overstates this by reinterpreting Hebrews 

10:4  “For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins” to mean no forgiveness is 

possible at all on account of such animal sacrifices, and thus the absolute need for Christ’s death or all Jews 

before Christ remain unforgiven.  This common view ignores the clear statement of the Biblical text that in 

the divine provision of the animal sacrifices atonement and forgiveness is in fact declared to be realized (e.g., 
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 Hebrews applies the New Covenant in two ways: perfected conscience and 

everlasting forgiveness.  These two issues are where the text re-quotes aspects of the 

Jeremiah 31 quote again (Heb. 8:10, 12; and 10:16, 17) and thus shows the selection and 

emphasis of these two applications of the New Covenant is what Hebrews is highlighting 

about this subject.   

 Because I have already established the Mosaic Covenant framework at some length, 

I now focus on Hebrews New Covenant atonement in this pattern.  As mentioned before, 

the Day of Atonement (Heb. 9:7–9) and the initiation of the Mosaic Covenant (Heb. 9:18–

22) are developed as the framework through which Christ’s New Covenant atonement is to 

be viewed (Heb. 9:11–14, 23–28).  Both these Mosaic Covenant frameworks bring a 
corporateness of atonement and belonging, which shows that on the individual level the 

individual is a beneficiary of this Mosaic Covenant atonement by continuing in the 

covenant way with faithfulness and loyalty.  This Mosaic Covenant pattern would mean 

that Christ’s atonement after this pattern would be an indefinite atonement for individuals 

and yet definite atonement for the community of the New Covenant.  This definiteness for 

the New Covenant community is apparent in such statements as Christ “obtained 

everlasting redemption” and He died “once to bear the sins of the many” (Heb. 9:12, 26, 

28; 10:10, 12).  That is, Christ’s death has accomplished the atonement for the group.  So it 

is now time to turn to the issue of how this atonement is applied and to whom.  Throughout 

these allusions of Christ’s atonement after the Mosaic pattern the corporateness of 

atonement is implied, and occasionally stated as in “the many” (Heb. 9:28).  From this 

corporate pattern (inherited out of their Mosaic Covenant heritage and development in the 

context) and perhaps the indefiniteness of “the many,” there is indefiniteness with regard to 

individuals in this New Covenant forgiveness.   

                                                                                                                                                    
Lev. 1:4; 4:20, 26, 31, 35; 5:6, 10, 13, 16, 18…).  So that if animal sacrifices can forgive sin in God’s Mosaic 

Covenant framework the phrase “take away sins” needs to be interpreted in light of its place in the argument 

of the Hebrews context.  The point being made about the New Covenant sacrifice is that Christ sacrifice 

occurs once and that settles the matter for all time (Heb. 9:28; 10: 12).  In contrast to this complete atonement 

even for the future sins the Mosaic Covenant sacrifices continue to need to be done on a yearly basis (alluding 

to the Day of Atonement again) and thus never finally “take away sins.”  That is forgiveness for the past sins 

wonderfully accomplished by God through the Mosaic Covenant sacrifices don’t settle the future issue 

regarding sins, like Christ’s sacrifice does.  So, Christ provides a greater sacrifice than the Mosaic means 

even if they both provide past forgiveness. 
70

 Often the better place of heaven is developed through a Platonic framework but this is foreign to the text.  

In Platonism the heavenly forms are the only reality, with the earthly objects being merely a shadow of this 

reality imposed upon our senses through the recollection of our souls’ pre-incarnate life among those 

heavenly forms.  In a Platonism if the truth is present in the heavenly then it is present in the earthly as well, 

because the earthly is a mere shadow of the heavenly.  Here in Hebrews 9:23–25 both the heavenly 

Tabernacle and the earthly copies of the heavenly Tabernacle are real as evidenced by the Hebraic pattern of 

Merkabah mysticism.  That is, both the heavenly and earthly Temples are real and different things may be 

occurring in these different realities.  For example, the heavenly Temple is normally thought to be where 

God’s presence dwells (e.g., Isa. 6:4) but the amazing thing is that with the cleansed Tabernacle God dwells 

on earth, with the ark of the covenant serving as His throne (e.g., Ex. 40:34–38).  However, the uncleaness of 

the earthly Temple dislodges the divine presence from the earthly Temple, while it remains in the heavenly 

Temple (e.g., Ezek. 1:4–28; 11:22–25).  The different conditions of the pure heavenly Temple and the 

occasionally unclean earthly Temple show that they are both real in this multidimensional Hebraic framework 

rather than the idealism of the earthly shadows, that a Platonism would portray.      
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 In such a covenantal structure one would expect a two ways strategy to ensue, and 

that is what occurs in especially the warning sections of the book.
71

  Therefore, the readers 

should heed Jesus miraculously attested great salvation and obediently press on into the rest 

by continuing to trust God (Heb. 2:3–4; 3:8, 11–13, 15, 19; 4:2–4, 11; 11:1–12:13).  This is 

also said in the negative, “do not harden your heart” as when Israel provoked God in the 

wilderness, for such rebellion and disbelief brings judgment, as when Israelites died on the 

wilderness journey (Heb. 3:8, 13, 15–19; 4:5–7; 6:6; 10:26–31).  The issue is not obtaining 

the gospel message in the first place, but rather maintaining a loyal relationship to Jesus as 

the Christ and His New Covenant instead of returning to merely Judaism with its Mosaic 

Covenant (Heb. 7:1–10:31).  So the Jewish framework of atonement brings a Jewish 

perspective on life that requires continuing in faith in Christ, which is an exclusive 

soteriological strategy.  For those who continue in this faith, forgiveness is their benefit 

along with the kingdom rest.   For those who do not continue, identify themselves to be 

unbelievers and rebels much like Israel did in the wilderness.  That is, the issue is not a 

conversion point or a moment of faith, it is continuing in faith.  Remember that Hebrews’ 

construct of faith frames faith in the future for benefits that have not been realized yet for 

those who are the believers, which further supports this two ways strategy (Heb. 11:1–39).  

Thus the Jewish followers of Jesus are called to continue in future looking faith, for that is 

the way that they as individuals each realize the corporate New Covenant benefit of 

everlasting forgiveness.  

The other New Covenant application is the perfected conscience.  The warning 

charge to the readers rings out “don’t harden your hearts” (Heb. 3:8, 11, 15; 5:5).  In light 

of this call and Israel’s failure to obey this call, the Law is seen to be impotent. The 

inability of the Law to perfect a person’s conscience is the basis for the Mosaic Covenant 

being set aside or annulled (Heb. 7:18–19).  Since this perfection is not through the Mosaic 

Covenant and the Levitical priesthood then the law is changed from the Mosaic Covenant 

to the New Covenant.  Likewise, the Mosaic Covenant’s cleansing of the flesh left it 

impotent to cleanse the conscience (Heb. 9:13–14).  Part of the problem is that the Mosaic 

Covenant repeatedly reminds the sinner with the need to sacrifice, so the consciousness of 

sins remains before the individual.  However, Christ perfects those who are sanctified or set 

apart in the New Covenant (Heb. 10:14).  This sanctification alludes to those sanctified by 

Christ’s atonement (Heb. 10:10).  Again this sanctification should be seen through the 

contextual lens of the Mosaic Covenant which is the condition for sanctification to set apart 

Israel (in the flesh) as holy (Heb. 9:13; e.g., Ex. 19:14).  Thus for the Mosaic Covenant the 

cleansing of the people identifies them as appropriately in the covenantal community in the 

first place (Ex. 19:14) and repeatedly when they are being recovered from uncleanness 

(Lev. 12–16).  However, in the New Covenant an internal cleansing is realized of the heart, 

which Hebrews identifies as the cleansing of the conscience (Heb. 8:10; 9:14; 10:2, 16).  

This is also stated as the perfecting of conscience (Heb. 10:1–2) in contrast to the lack of 

perfecting of conscience from the Mosaic Covenant (Heb. 9:9).  This cleansing or 

perfecting of conscience is done to the follower of Jesus as part of Jesus New Covenant 

atonement cleansing.  So this perfection is a definite work of Christ for those within the 

New Covenant.  It serves to balance the human responsibility side of continuing to be 

faithful with this divine work which is noticeable in the mind of the believer.  It is then like 
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 Doug Kennard “Warnings in the Book of Hebrews: The Two Ways Tradition,” paper presented at ETS 
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an Edwardsian religious affection
72

 and thus provides reassurance to the cleansed in 

conscience that they are among the community of everlastingly forgiven.  Perhaps this 

cleansed conscience is part of the way that we believers already enter rest (responsively 

believing instead of hardened in heart), even though the dominant expression of rest is still 

future and would be identified with Christ’s kingdom (Heb. 1:8–13; 3:14; 4:1–11).  

Additionally, this cleansed conscience also provides the basis of a New Covenant 

command to draw near to God and His cleansed community with a future looking faith 

(that is, hope) because God is Himself faithful (Heb. 10:22–25).  The fact that the cleansed 

conscience becomes a basis for appeal to continue in the faith, may softly hint at this 

cleansed conscience as Hebrews analog to the new birth (in John and Peter) or that of 

becoming a new man (in Paul).  That is, it looks like the cleansed conscience is Hebrews 

regeneration metaphor.  As such it fits rather well as an Edwardsian religious affection, 

evidencing where authentic salvation is being realized and thus provides assurance for this 

salvation. 

In summary, in Hebrews, Christ’s New Covenant atonement is definite vicarious 

atonement for the community of Jesus followers in a two ways strategy which provides: 1) 

everlasting forgiveness as an indefinite blessing to those in the community who continue in 

the faith, and 2) cleansed conscience as a definite blessing corroborating their faith. 

 

Paul and Atonement 

 

 Paul does not describe the process of Jesus sacrifice as completely as Hebrews but 

the cross of Christ stands at the heart of Paul’s theology.  Paul places his emphasis on the 

effects of Jesus’ sacrificial death as vicarious atonement.  Here Christ’s blood becomes a 

metaphor for His sacrificial death (Rom. 3:25; 1 Cor. 11:2, 5).  For example, Romans 3:25 

identifies that Jesus death is a propitiation (ἱλαστήριον).
73

  This choice of word from the 
LXX identifies such propitiation with the mercy seat and the atonement accomplished there 
at the Day of Atonement (since ἱλαστήριον is primarily used in the LXX to refer to the 

mercy seat of the Ark of the Covenant).  Such propitiation is not then primarily the 

appeasing of God
74

 but as in the purification sacrifice and the Day of Atonement, the 

condition of uncleanness and sinner is removed so that the believing community (and 

individual believers within) might continue in a peaceful and blessed relationship with 

God.
75

  Perhaps like the Day of Atonement, propitiation is a returning to covenant blessing 

in relationship with God.   

 Paul describes “Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed” (1 Cor. 5:7).
76

  

James Dunn describes this as a blending of Passover and Lord’s Supper, following Ezekiel 

in identifying Passover with atonement. 

                                                 
72

 Jonathan Edwards Religious Affections. 
73

 In John propitiation (ἱλασµός) is described as referring to Jesus Himself but it is tied to his ministries of 

advocacy and providing life (1 Jn. 2:2; 4:10).  So I have discussed this propitiation role within the section of 

Jesus’ advocacy in the chapter on “Jesus as Priest.” 
74

 Neither in the Anselmic sense of satisfying honor in a chivarilous context (Why the God-Man?), nor 
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 James Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), pp. 214–215. 
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This is rather striking, since the Passover lamb was not strictly speaking a 

sacrifice.
77

  However, the Passover is already associated with atonement in Ezek. 

45:18-22.  And this link was probably already forged in the double association of 

the Last Supper with the Passover and with Jesus’ blood poured out for many.
78

  

 

This description permits those who will be judged to undergo curse of God but retrieves the 

faithful within the continuation of the blessings of God.  Dunn’s interpretation is possible 

but atonement is not the emphasis of this passage.  That is, Paul applies Christ as Passover  

as an exhortation to communally clean our lives so that we are focused on sincerity and 

truth in a new order, rather than the old immoral one we have lived.  Christ as Passover 

metaphor carries a new “unleavened” purity into our lives in contrast to our “leavened” 

past life of sin. 

Jesus delivered Himself as a substitute for (ὑπὲρ) our sins to deliver us from this 

present evil age according to the will of God (Gal. 1:4).  As substitute Jesus life is not paid 

to anyone, He merely dies as the sacrificial exchange, like the previous chapter 

acknowledged when Jewish soldiers died in battle redeeming the threatened.
79

  Christ 

redeemed us from the curse of the Law by becoming a substitute curse for (ὑπὲρ) us (Gal. 

3:13; Tit. 2:14).  That is, Jesus takes the Deuteronomic curse upon Himself.  This is a move 

of mysticism that has Jesus historically suffer the Messianic woes on behalf of those who 

deserve them.
80

  This means that we believers are already mystically removed from the 

eschatological experience of these Messianic woes, even though we continue to live and 

suffer in this life.
81

  In this, Jesus death accomplishes redemption (Rom. 3:24), and is 

available to all, including Gentiles (1 Tim. 2:5–7).  Such redemption entails the freeing of a 

slave from his previous dominance by others and often the continuing obligation to the one 

who provided for the slave’s freedom (e.g., 1 Cor. 6:19–20; 7:22–23).  However, Paul 

explains this redemption in two steps.  The redemption which has already taken place is 

that of forgiveness (Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:14).  This includes redemption of “those who are 

under the Law, that we may receive the adoption as sons” (Gal. 4:5).  However, there is a 

future redemption that is yet to occur when the Christian’s body is glorified and Christ 

reigns in Kingdom (Lk. 21:28; Rom. 8:23; Eph. 1:14; 4:30).  Such a concept of redemption 

has ramifications for living as the Redeemer would have us live.   
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 Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection mystically crucifies and resurrects new-

Christians.  Romans 6:4–14 is a prolonged discussion of mystically dying and rising with 

Christ.  This mystical union of the Christian with Christ effects a mystical death of the old 

man as the Christian is mystically united with Christ.  Such a mystical union is an 

ontological, if not physical and relational, union between worshipper and Christ.  This 

death of old man and resurrection of new man is the analog in Paul for what John and Peter 

refer to as “born again.”  However, it has been argued convincingly by S. Kim that this old 

man/new man transformation reflects the radical break in allegiance (from Jewish hatred 

for Christians to loyalty to Christ) that Saul had at his Damascus road resurrection 

encounter.
82

  That is, the non-Christian old man with all his relationships bathed in sin is no 

more for it has been crucified with Christ as pictured in the burial in baptism (Rom. 6:3–4).  

Now the rising from the baptismal water pictures a real mystical change of life with Christ.  

That is, the new life of the new man, with all his relationships (which now also involve 

Christ) has changed the new Christian sufficiently so that he might walk in newness of life 

(Rom. 6:4–8; 2 Cor. 5:17).  Wayne Meeks argues that that this death and resurrection might 

also be tied to baptism through the practice of de-clothing for baptism.
83

  This sentiment 

might be contained in the imagery of “stripping away of the body of flesh” to then re-cloth 

by “putting on Christ,” the new man (Col. 2:11–12; 3:9–10).  Paul describes this 

crucifixion with Christ as so effective in mystically bringing about the Christian’s death 

that Paul says “it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me” (2 Cor. 5:14–15; Gal. 

2:20).  The resurrection side of this mystical condition is explained in the chapter on Jesus’ 

resurrection.  Christ mystically infuses such an abundant gift of righteousness so that 

righteousness reigns (βασιλεύσουσιν) in the life of the one in Christ rather than the 

Adamic reign (ἐβασίλευσεν) of death in mankind (Rom. 5:17).  Such a concept of reign 

(βασιλευέτω) has to do with lived qualities such as not letting sin dominate your life or 

allowing God’s generosity to produce righteous life choices that lead to the outcome of 

everlasting life (Rom. 5:21; 6:12, 19, 22, τὸ δὲ τέλος ζωὴν αἰώνιον).  Righteousness is 

then to reign in the new man.  Because becoming a Christian is such a radical metaphysical 

and relational change, Paul speaks of this in terms of death (Rom. 6:4–11).  In such a 

condition of death, the dead do not continue to sin (Rom. 6:7).  Furthermore, Jesus death 

mystically unites the Christian so that we should consider what is in fact the case, we are 

dead to sin and alive to God (Rom. 6:11–14).  This new mystical perspective should 

motivate us to choose to present the members of our soulish body to righteous service loyal 

to God rather than the unrighteousness that so characterized them as non-Christian (Rom. 

6:6–13; Eph. 4:21–24; Col. 3:1–4, 9–10).  The outcome of a life that habitually chooses sin 

re-entangles the individual with further sin until a judgment of damning death occurs 

(Rom. 6:19–21; 8:13).  However, our present mystical resurrected life now in the soulish 

body is a mystical uniting with the resurrected Lord through newness of the Holy Spirit 

(Rom. 7:4–6).  This change is at least a metaphysical change in a person’s spirit dimension.  
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Where a person’s spirit had been dead it now has life fostered by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:6, 

10).  This new life brings with it a vibrant righteousness that the Holy Spirit fosters in the 

Christian’s life (Rom. 8:4–6, 10).  This aliveness of one’s spirit is an expression of the New 

Covenant work of the Holy Spirit bringing the age to come into our lives as the promise of 

resurrection of our bodies (Rom. 8:11; Eph. 1:13–14).  In this, the Spirit is the guarantor of 

growth.  Such growth is apparent since the Christian has his mind set upon the things of the 

Spirit rather than the things of the flesh (Rom. 8:4–5).  In this, our choice to side with the 

Spirit for righteousness identifies us for resurrection, sonship and co-inheritance with 

Christ (Rom. 8:12–17).  

 Albert Schweitzer proposed a doctrine of mystical dying and rising with Christ to 

explain the problem which the resurrection of Jesus had created for traditional Jewish 

eschatology.  So that we have already begun to experience Kingdom to the extent that we 

have mystically died and raised with and in Christ.
84

  Currently the suffering that a 

Christian experiences is part of this sense of being caught between eras, having died and 

mystically raised, without having bodily resurrected.  Judaism, John, and Paul understood 

mystic revelation to involve the seer’s experience in heaven of end-time things yet to occur 

on earth (Dan. 2–7; 2 Cor. 12:1–10; Eph. 1:3–2:7; Rev. 1:19; 4:1–22:17).
85

  This mystical 

experience was viewed as projecting the visionary from the present into the future.  

Conversely, mystical experience could also be interpreted as moving the seer from the 

present into the past.  That is what Paul, in effect, declares in Romans 6:3–13 happens to 

the believers baptized into Christ, though living in the present.  Their baptism unites them 

to the cross of Christ in the past.  In this manner, the eschatological death and resurrection 

of Jesus is not repeated or gainsayed.  The believer now lives mystically in a post-

resurrection manner already in Kingdom but also continues to live in our soulish body as 

well.  However we have begun toward Kingdom in the second Adam, Christ.  Schweitzer 

developed that: 

 

But it is by His coming in the flesh and His dying and rising again that He first 

becomes man, from whom a new humanity can go forth.  Since the humanity 

destined to Messianic glory, which takes its rise from Him, follows as the second 

humanity after the humanity which proceeds from Adam, Paul speaks of Him as the 

second Adam.
86

 

 

This mystical participation (through Christian baptism in Christ’s dying and rising) grafts 

the believer into the corporeity of Christ such that “he looses his creatively individual 

existence and his natural personality.  Henceforth he is only a form of manifestation of the 

personality of Jesus Christ, which dominates that corporeity.”
87

  Schweitzer envisions that 

this Pauline mysticism is a real and physical union. 
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 What is in view in the Pauline mysticism is an actual physical union between Christ 

 and the Elect is proved by the fact that “being in Christ” corresponds to and, as a 

 state of existence, takes the place of the physical “being in the flesh.”
88

 

 

Most of N.T. scholarship thinks that the physicality of Schweitzer’s mysticism is 

overplayed and probably replaces it with the ministry of the Holy Spirit.
89

  However, if we 

recognize that the term “body” (σῶµα) also greatly emphasizes relationship and not merely 

physicality I think we would be closer to the emphasis of Paul’s concept of “the body of 

Christ.”  Perhaps also Schweitzer is a bit extreme on the loss of personality within the 

believer’s union with Christ, but there is some sort of fusion going on to describe the 

believer as a new man.   

 Wilhelm Bousset proposed a communal model of mysticism that facilitates 

believers gathered in worship to be mystically absorbed into Christ and thereby become 

partakers of His death and resurrection.
90

  Bousset saw that the death and resurrection 

which are attributed to Christ represent the historicism and fusion of two Hellenistic myths, 

the dying and rising of the god and the descent and ascent of the Primal Man.  Applying 

these traditions, Bousset writes: 

 

One will not be able to avoid the impression that here is given the spiritual 

atmosphere within which the Pauline dying-with Christ and rising-with-Christ is 

located…The parallel again becomes quite close when we set the Pauline “in Adam 

die, in Christ be made alive” over against the falling and rising with the divine hero 

in Hellenistic piety…The pious person experiences in mystical fellowship the same 

thing which the divine hero previously and fundamentally has experienced in 

exemplary power.  The experience of the believers is only the consequence, 

victoriously being worked out, of the one given beginning.
91

 

 

Elsewhere, Marv Pate and I have critiqued Bousset’s view as: 1) recovering a helpful 

communal focus, 2) not appreciating the depth of Christian suffering, 3) too dependant 

upon a late somewhat dissimilar Hellinistic model and 4) not appreciating the possible 

earlier Jewish apocalyptic contribution to these issues.
92

 

 The current trend among scholarly exegesis identifies this Pauline mysticism with 

Jewish merkabah (divine throne/chariot) mysticism.
93

  The ecstatic ascent to heaven by the 
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righteous as participating in the age to come, which has already dawned in heaven, but not 

yet descended to earth (e.g., Ezek. 1:15–26; Rom. 6:3–14; Eph. 1:1–2:7).
94

  The worshipper 

encounters the glory of God by being raised into His presence (Ezek. 1:15–26; Eph. 1:3, 6, 

12, 14, 18, 20–22).
95

  Both the Pauline and second Temple sources appreciate that this form 

of mysticism occurs within the community of believers rather than for an individual mystic.  

Such a view employs the notion of corporate personality, where a representative figure 

does a deed and others align themselves in the benefits made available by mystically being 

identified within the representative, especially in Adam, Abraham, Moses or Christ (Mt. 

3:9; Lk. 3:8; Jn. 9:28; Rom. 4:1–16; 5:14–21; Gal. 3:6–18).
96

  The very same community of 

believers lives on in bodily form within the world.  In this way the community of believers 

and the individuals within it are both in the present age and the age to come simultaneously 

in different ways.  In community identification, position, obligation, and blessing we are 

already in the age to come.  Whereas, in our soulish bodies and the choices we sometimes 

make, it is apparent that we are not yet glorified as fully righteous, but retain a lingering 

effect of Adam.   

 Jesus death enables Jesus to be the Just and the Justifier (Rom. 3:26; also 1 Peter 

3:18 fits this Pauline language).  Jesus death is described as “delivered up” through
97

 the 

context of our transgressions, so that when His resurrection is seen with the death, 

justification is accomplished (Rom. 4:25; 5:9).  Those who follow Abraham in his pattern 

of faith are the beneficiaries of this righteous condition (Rom. 4:5–5:1).  For Christ has 

already done the difficult work of obedience unto death which enables Him to mystically 

raise a new humanity within the benefits of His righteousness.   

Such a concept of justification has developed a long way beyond the Biblical text in 

Christian theology.  The New Testament scholar N. T. Wright quotes the historical 

theologian Alister McGrath, both acknowledging and bemoaning the fact that 

“justification…has come to develop a meaning quite independent of its Pauline origins.”
98

  

N. T. Wright summarizes the view of justification from the context in which Paul writes as 

that of belonging and eschatological vindication.   

 

‘Justification’ in the first century was not about how someone might establish a 

 relationship with God.  It was about God’s eschatological definition, both future 

 and present, of who was in fact, a member of his people.  In Sanders’ terms, it was 

 not so much about ‘getting in’, or indeed about’ staying in’, as about ‘how you 
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 could tell who was in’.  In standard Christian theological language, it wasn’t so 

 much about soteriology as about ecclesiology; not so much about salvation as about 

 the church.
99

   

 

So in Paul the emphasis of justification conveys belonging and divine approval within the 

community.  This emphasis recognizes a communal mystical union surrounding and 

incorporating “justification” as a facet within it. 

Let’s try to return to this Pauline view. For Paul, the concept of justification is not 

primarily legal or forensic as Melanchthon initially framed for Protestant circles.
100

  Paul’s 

view is closer to that of Luther’s, namely, a more relational extrinsic imputation of Christ’s 

“alien righteousness” mystically reckoned to us, similar to an individual in covenant 

relationship to God.
101

  Luther describes it as “extrinsic,” in that it is real and mystical 

beyond one’s psychology.  Luther describes it as “alien righteousness” in that it is Christ’s 

relationship with the Father that is mystically extended in justification to include the 

believer in a New Covenant relationship with the Father.  Justification for Luther is a 

commercial exchange making Christ’s righteousness ours and our sin His on the pattern of 

the human marriage relationship and covenant.  This marriage relationship and covenant is 

a good analogy because a marriage relationship is far more than the legal certificate, for 

one’s whole being is changed.  Likewise, for Paul in the New Covenant, one’s whole being 

is changed by Christ.  Luther maintains a mystical quality in justification for there is a real 

presence of Christ within the believer, effecting his renovation and regeneration.
102

  

Luther’s real transformative presence of Christ is mystical in that it is unrecognizable 

within the believer’s life and yet it is true and the basis of the believer’s everlasting life.
103

  

The extrinsic idea of justification on the basis of Christ’s righteousness in His death was 

extended by Melanchthon through Erasmus’ concept of imputation to formulate a forensic 

declarative justification.
104

  That is, Luther’s concept was more relational and commercial, 

like an exchange in a marriage covenant. The word for imputation (ἐλλογεῖται) in Romans 

5:13 is more commercial like Luther’s sense.
105

  Paul elsewhere uses this term in this 

commercial manner for charging any loss suffered through Onesimus running away to 

Paul’s account (Philm. 18, ἐλλόγα).  So in Romans 5:13 Adam’s debt is charged to our 

account as humans and as believers within Christ’s new humanity, Christ’s righteousness is 

charged to our account.  Likewise in Luther’s sense such a union of two into one in 

marriage is mystical.  That is, the union of two into one is like the merkabah mystical union 

except that in Pauline and merkabah mysticism the whole community is united in Christ.  

Likewise, Luther’s intrinsic encounter with Christ through faith is also mystical on par with 

the merkabah mystics encounter with God on His throne/chariot.  Furthermore, I have 
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argued that such a mystical union with Christ should be primarily viewed through a 

community lens which such merkabah mysticism provides.  On this basis, Luther describes 

a believer who simultaneously is sinner and saint not just in position but also in fact.  It is 

here where I don’t believe that Luther appreciates the extent of the new life that a Christian 

possesses and the Reformed tradition identifies such life as having begun (and continues to 

be enabled by the Holy Spirit, as the guarantor of growth).  On this level Calvin’s 

insistence that recognizable regeneration can not be separated from justification makes an 

advance over Luther.
106

  Thus, the Christian life automatically extends from its beginning.  

In this, Jonathan Edwards extends this reformed notion through his concept of religious 

affections among a community or in an individual is indicative of the authentically 

justified, and thus evidencing those awakened through regeneration.
107

  Further 

development of the whole theme of justification would be beneficial but this discussion 

must be limited to only those aspects which explain Jesus as sacrifice. 

As mentioned above, after Pauline justification is mentioned in Romans 5 it is 

immediately explained in relational terms of peace and reconciliation, which are more 

covenantal than legal (Rom. 5:1, 10–11).  Such relational imagery, Luther had consistently 

used to describe the union of the believer and Christ, rather than Melanchthon’s forensic 

terminology.
108

  This reconciliation imagery presupposes a state of estrangement between 

God and mankind, as if Israel had neglected their purification offering and Day of 

Atonement (Rom. 1:18–3:20; 5:10; Eph. 2:16; Col. 1:21).  Breytenbach is correct in 

insisting that Jewish traditional atonement and reconciliation do not automatically belong 

together,
109

 for Israel and the individual Jewish unclean person need not become 

unreconciled to God for them to take advantage of the atonement means of recovery.  The 

closest these terms come is that both are O.T. metaphors for salvation.  For example, 

Yahweh offers Israel peace in a context in which His Servant provides atonement and 

Kingdom (Isa. 52:7; 53:5).  Paul extends this salvific connection, since it is the world that 

is being reconciled (Rom. 5:10; Eph. 2:16; Col. 1:21), in speaking of a New Covenant 

beginning.  So such reconciliation phraseology refers to either a beginning of a covenant 

relationship which will govern their well being or a recovery from a rebellious condition.  

As we have seen, the New Covenant is initiated in Christ’s death and implemented through 

the ministry of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 11:2, 5; 2 Cor. 3).  The idea that a death can bring 

about reconciliation is reminiscent of the martyr theology recovering rebellious Israel 

which was developed under mimetic atonement in the chapter on Jesus death (Rom. 5:7–

9).
110

  The thought in such martyr theology focuses on God being reconciled by the acts of 

the martyrs.
111

  Rather in Paul, God is involved in the act of reconciliation- “through 
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Christ” or mystically in the process of placing the community “in Christ” and ultimately 

the whole world “under Christ” (2 Cor. 5:18–19; also Eph. 1:22–23; Col. 1:20–22).  As 

James Dunn explains, “The image is not of God as an angry opponent having to be cajoled 

or entreated, but of God, the injured partner, actively seeking reconciliation.”
112

  For 

example, in 2 Corinthians 5:21, God the Father actively made Jesus who knew no sin to be 

sin on our behalf to accomplish this reconciliation in Jesus’ death (2 Cor. 5:14–21, 

especially the active verbs of v. 21; also Col. 1:20, 22).  In this context (2 Cor. 5:19), the 

alternative metaphor (to that of sacrifice) of “not counting their trespasses against them” 

becomes fruitful in portraying God as forgiving and choosing to ignore active hostility, 

which then becomes the very process by which believers become ambassadors to beseech 

others to be reconciled to God (2 Cor. 5:20).   

 On the issue of the definiteness of Christ’s atonement in Paul, I summarize the 

previous discussion as follows: 1) Christ’s atonement is definite concerning the past and 

the eschatological glorification aspects, however, 2) with regard to lived quality of life it is 

indefinite not because of any lack of enablement but because we actively must choose how 

we will live on the basis of being crucified with Christ.  For example, the propitiation and 

Passover lamb quality is definitely applied to the elect in: past redemption, mystical union 

in Christ, justification and reconciliation of the believer with God.  Likewise, the 

eschatological future aspects of the atonement are also definitely applied to the elect, such 

as: eschatological redemption and full harmony within the reconciled world.  The 

relationship and destiny of the elect is secure.  However, it is a daily responsibility for the 

believer to choose to recognize that we are mystically dead and alive in Christ.  Therefore, 

the on going responsibility to live righteously (as mystically crucified and resurrected) 

shows an indefinite aspect of the atonement even though it is grounded in Jesus’ sacrificial 

death.  

Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection became the core of Paul’s conception of the 

gospel as expressed through his letters (1 Cor. 2:2; 15:3). 

 

John’s Imagery of the “Lamb of God” and “Lifted up” Glorification 

 

 The Gospel of John records that John the Baptist identified Jesus as the “Lamb of 

God, who takes away the sin of the world” (Jn. 1:29, 36).  The book of Revelation indicates 

that this Lamb was slain in accomplishing His mission of salvation and is worthy to be 

worshipped in this accomplishment (Rev. 5:6–13; 7:9–14; 13:8; 15:3).  John describes the 

effect of Jesus death as providing cleansing for those who publicly confess their sin and 

identify with Jesus (1 Jn. 1:7, 9; 2:1–2).  These references make the allusion more generally 

to Jesus being a purification offering for the world, perhaps through a lens like that of 

Isaiah 53.  The Johannine propitiation impact of Jesus was discussed previously within the 

chapter of Jesus as Priest.  Jesus’ offering also enables His followers to overcome Satan, 

even in their martyrdom (Rev. 12:11).  However, the book of Revelation develops that the 

One known as the Lamb continues to act in very different ways as Judge, King, temple and 

light (Rev. 6:1, 16; 7:17; 14:4, 10; 17:14; 19:7–9; 21:9, 14, 22, 23, 27; 22:1, 3).  These have 

no relationship to the sacrificial imagery upon which the “Lamb of God” is based, they 

merely connect that this sacrificial Lamb is also the One who does these other roles also.  
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 Unlike the synoptics, John also develops that Jesus dies around the time that 

Passover lambs were being sacrificed, but he does not develop this topic theologically by 

any further comment (Jn. 18:28). 

 Normally in the N.T. the concept of “lifted up” (ὑψovw) is that of exaltation either 

of inappropriate pride or of the salvific rescue accomplished for the humble or of Jesus’ 

exaltation to the right hand of the Father in glory (Mt. 11:23; 23:13; Lk. 1:52; 10:15; 14:11; 

18:14; Acts 2:33; 5:31; 13:17; 2 Cor. 11:7; Jas. 4:10; 1 Pet. 5:6).  However, John identifies 

Jesus “lifting up” (ὑψωθῆναι) with His death (Jn. 3:14; 8:28; 12:32–34).  It is something 

that the Jews will do to Him (Jn. 8:28).  Such a “lifting up” makes Jesus the object of the 

believer’s faith, much like the bronze serpent “lifted up” on a pole was for the wilderness 

Israelite bit by a snake, so that in looking to the lifted up object of faith they may thereby 

obtain healing (Jn. 3:14–16).  In this “lifting up” the Jews will know that Jesus is the “I 

am” (Jn. 8:28).  Likewise this “lifting up” is necessary for Jesus to draw all men to Himself 

(Jn. 12:32–34).  John has fused the raising up movement of His death with that of 

glorification.  While the synoptic gospels and Acts describe His ascension to the divine 

throne room, with His Kingship and divinity as glorification (Mt. 19:28; 24:30; 25:31; Mk. 

10:37; 13:26; Lk. 9:26, 32; 21:27; 24:26; Acts 7:55), John identifies that His death is His 

hour of glorification (Jn. 7:39; 12:16, 23–24; 13:31; 16:14; 17:1, 5).  The death becomes a 

glorification in that like a seed it enables Jesus to bear much salvific fruit (Jn. 12:23–24).  

So lifting up and glorification come together in John’s theology of Jesus’ death because of 

the salvific gain we have from Him.    

 On the issue of definiteness in Johnnine salvation, the present tense of the verbs of 

obligation (such as believe) and the salvation benefits (such as everlasting life) and 

soteriological works (such as Jesus’ advocate role of propitiating)
113

 reframe the 

discussion.  My summary is that John holds a mystically definite atonement for all who 

believe.
114

  However, Christ’s atonement is available for the whole world, and thus in this 

way unlimited in availability.  However, one must believe for it to be applied for salvation, 

and thus soteriologically indefinite because others who have not believed yet in this 

context
115

 could believe in Christ in the future.  However, such salvation limits atonement 

to believers.  Like the discussion above this does not fit the traditional categories which is 

why I described it as a mystical definite atonement for all who believe. 

 

Echoes in the Arts 

 

 In the ancient art of Jesus as sacrifice the most compelling image is that of Jesus as 

the Lamb of God.  One of the best examples of such Lamb of God is the sixth century 

dome apse mosaic in the Church of San Vitale, Ravenna. 
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 However, in the genre of film there are very different images.  For example, Bryan 

Stone in Faith and Film: Theological Themes at the Cinema116
 describes the film Jesus of 

Montreal. 
 
Jesus of Montreal (1989), directed by Denys Arcand, tells the story of a young actor 

named Daniel Coulombe (played by Lothaire Bluteau) who has been given the 

assignment of updating a nearly defunct and poorly attended open-air passion play 

at a local Catholic shrine in Montreal.  The film traces Daniel’s efforts to research 

who Jesus was in historical context and then to assemble a theater troupe to create 

and perform a play about Jesus.  As Daniel goes about “calling” four other actors to 

join him and through repeated performances of the play, his life becomes an 

allegory of Christ’s, and he even begins actually to take characteristics of Christ. 

 Because Daniel’s version of the Passion play is so unorthodox, the church 

orders an end to the performances.  In defiance, the actors insist on performing the 

play a last time.  As Daniel is hanging on the cross in one of the last stations of the 

play, security guards interrupt, a scuffle ensues, and somehow the cross is toppled, 

crushing Daniel and knocking him out.  Daniel briefly regains consciousness and, 

though dazed, wanders the subways, preaching lines from the gospels to waiting 

passengers (an allusion to Christ’s descent into hell).  Daniel finally expires, and his 

body is rushed to the hospital and placed on an operating table with arms 
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outstretched in the shape of a cross.  In an attempt to construct an allegory of the 

resurrection the film culminates with Daniel’s heart and eyes being transplanted 

through organ donation and with the creation of a theater company in his memory.   

 

 In C. S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (now also a film as well) the 

witch presses Aslan with the deep magic that is owed for Edmund’s treachery in league 

with the witch’s cause.  “Fool,” said the witch with a savage smile that was almost a snarl, 

“do you really think your master can rob me of my rights by mere force?  He knows that 

unless I have blood as the Law says, all Narnia will be overturned and perish in fire and 

water.”
117

  Aslan sent them all away to make arrangement for his substitution in place of 

Edmund. 

 Later, in the darkness, as Aslan “walked out onto the top of the hill.  And Lucy and 

Susan, crouching in the bushes, looked after him and this is what they saw. 

 

  A great crowd of people were standing all round the Stone Table and though 

 the moon was shining many of them carried torches which burned with evil-looking 

 red flames and black smoke.  But such people!  Ogres with monstrous teeth, and 

 wolves, and bullheaded men; spirits of evil trees and poisonous plants; and other 

 creatures whom I won’t describe because if I did the grow-ups would probably not 

 let you read this book-cruels and hags and incubuses, wraiths, horrors, efreets, 

 spirites, Orknies, Wooses, and Ettins.  In fact, here were all those who were on the 

 Witch’s side and whom the Wolf had summoned at her command.  And right in the 

 middle, standing by the Table, was the Witch herself. 

  A howl and a gibber of dismay went up from the creatures when they first 

 saw the great Lion pacing toward them, and for a moment the Witch herself seemed 

 to be struck with fear.  Then she recovered herself and gave a wild, fierce laugh. 

  “The fool!” she cried.  “The fool has come.  Bind him fast.” 

  Lucy and Susan held their breaths waiting for Aslan’s roar and his spring 

 upon his enemies.  But it never came.  Four hags, grinning and leering, yet also (at 

 first) hanging back and half afraid of what they had to do, had approached him.  

 “Bind him, I say!” repeated the White Witch.  The hags made a dart at him and 

 shrieked with triumph when they found that he made no resistance at all.  Then 

 others-evil dwarfs and apes-rushed in to help them and between them they rolled 

 the huge Lion round on his back and tied all his four paws together, shouting and 

 cheering as if they had done something brave, though, had the Lion chosen, one of 

 those paws could have been the death of them all.  But he made no noise, even 

 when the enemies, straining and tugging, pulled the cords so tight that they cut into 

 his flesh.  Then they began to drag him toward the Stone Table. 

  “Stop!” said the Witch.  “Let him first be shaved.” 

  Another roar of mean laughter went up from her followers as an ogre with a 

 pair of shears came forward and squatted down by Aslan’s head.  Snip-snip-snip 

 went the shears and masses of curling gold began to fall to the ground.  Then the 

 Ogre stood back and the children, watching from their hiding place, could see the 

 face of Aslan looking all small and different without its mane.  The enemies also 

 saw the difference. 
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  “Why, he’s only a great cat after all!” cried one. 

  “Is that what we were afraid of?” said another. 

  And they surged round Aslan, jeering at him, saying things like “Puss, Puss!  

 Poor Pussy,” and “How many mice have you caught today, Cat?” and “Would you 

 like a saucer of milk, Pussums?” 

  “Oh, how can they?” said Lucy, tears streaming down her cheeks.  “The 

 brutes, the brutes!”  For now that the first shock was over, the shorn face of Aslan 

 looked to he braver, and more beautiful, and more patient than ever. 

  “Muzzle him!” said the Witch.  And even now, as they worked about his 

 face putting on the muzzle, one bite from his jaws would have cost two or three of 

 them their hands.  But he never moved.  And this seemed to enrage all that rabble.  

 Everyone was at him now.  Those who had been afraid to come near him even after 

 he was bound began to find their courage, and for a few minutes the two girls could 

 not even see him-so thickly was he surrounded by the whole crowd of creatures 

 kicking him, hitting him, spitting on him, jeering at him. 

  At last the rabble had had enough of this.  They began to drag the bound and 

 muzzled Lion to the Stone Table, some pulling and some pushing.  He was so huge 

 that even when they got him there it took all their efforts to hoist him onto the 

 surface of it.  Then there was more tying and tightening of cords. 

  “The cowards! The cowards!” sobbed Susan.  “Are they still afraid of him, 
 even now?” 

  When once Aslan had been tied (and tied so that he was really a mass of 

 cords) on the flat stone, a hush fell on the crowd.  Four hags, holding, four torches, 

 stood at the corners of the Table.  The Witch bared her arms as she had bared them 

 the previous night when it had been Edmund instead of Aslan.  Then she began to 

 whet her knife.  It looked to the children, when the gleam of the torchlight fell on it, 

 as if the knife were made of stone not steel, and it was of a strange and evil shape. 

  At last she drew near.  She stood by Aslan’s head.  Her face was working 

 and twitching with passion, but his looked up at the sky, still quiet, neither angry 

 nor afraid, but a little sad.  Then, just before she gave the blow, she stooped down 

 and said in a quivering voice, 

  “And now, who has won?  Fool, did you think that by all this you would 

 save the human traitor?  Now I will kill you instead of him as our pact was, and so 

 the Deep Magic will be appeased.  But when you are dead what will prevent me 

 from killing him as well?  And who will take him out of my hand then?  Understand 

 that you have given me Narnia forever you have lost your own life, and you have 

 not saved his.  In that knowledge, despair and die.” 

  The children did not see the actual moment of the killing.  They couldn’t 

 bear to look and had covered their eyes.
118

 

  Later, it became apparent that the Stone Table cracked “into two pieces by a 

 great crack that ran down it from end to end.”
119

   

  Later still Aslan explained what it means.  “It means,” said Aslan, “ that 

 though the Witch knew the Deep Magic, there is a magic deeper still which she did 

 not know.  Her knowledge goes back only to the dawn of Time.  But if she could 
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 have looked a little further back, into the stillness and the darkness before Time 

 dawned, she would have read a different incantation.  She would have known that 

 when a willing victim who had committed no treachery was killed in a traitor’s 

 stead, the Table would crack and Death itself would start working backward.
120

 

  After victory, as Aslan made Edmund a knight Lucy whispered to Susan, 

 “Does he know what Aslan did for him?  Does he know what the arrangement with 

 the Witch really was?” 

  “Hush!  No.  Of course not,” said Susan. 

  “Oughtn’t he to be told?” said Lucy. 

  “Oh, surely not,” said Susan.  “It would be too awful for him.  Think how 

 you’d feel if you were he.”
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