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Atonement Analysis
Step 1

In order to understand more thoroughly the teaching on the atonement from God expressed in Col 2:6-15, I am now going to do a theological study of the topic of “atonement”.

Step 2

Using the concordance available at www.ibs.org/niv/wordsearch with International Bible Study, I have short listed the following good references to the word “atonement” from different books in the TNIV Bible which cover different aspects of the topic of “atonement”:  

From the O.T.

1. Exodus 30:16

Receive the atonement money from the Israelites and use it for the service of the tent of meeting. It will be a memorial for the Israelites before the LORD, making atonement for your lives."

2. Leviticus 1:4

You are to lay your hand on the head of the burnt offering, and it will be accepted on your behalf to make atonement for you.

3. Leviticus 5:16-18

They must make restitution for what they have failed to do in regard to the holy things, pay an additional penalty of a fifth of its value and give it all to the priest. The priest will make atonement for them with the ram as a guilt offering, and they will be forgiven.

They are to bring to the priest as a guilt offering a ram from the flock, one without defect and of the proper value. In this way the priest will make atonement for them for the wrong they have committed unintentionally, and they will be forgiven.

4. Lev 14:53

Then he is to release the live bird in the open fields outside the town. In this way he will make atonement for the house, and it will be clean."

5. Lev 16:1-2

The LORD spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron who died when they approached the LORD.

The LORD said to Moses: "Tell your brother Aaron that he is not to come whenever he chooses into the Most Holy Place behind the curtain in front of the atonement cover on the ark, or else he will die. For I will appear in the cloud over the atonement cover.

6. Lev 16:10

But the goat chosen by lot as the scapegoat shall be presented alive before the LORD to be used for making atonement by sending it into the wilderness as a scapegoat.

7. Lev 16:13-15

He is to put the incense on the fire before the LORD, and the smoke of the incense will conceal the atonement cover above the Testimony, so that he will not die.

He is to take some of the bull's blood and with his finger sprinkle it on the front of the atonement cover; then he shall sprinkle some of it with his finger seven times before the atonement cover.

"He shall then slaughter the goat for the sin offering for the people and take its blood behind the curtain and do with it as he did with the bull's blood: He shall sprinkle it on the atonement cover and in front of it.

8. Lev 16:27

The bull and the goat for the sin offerings, whose blood was brought into the Most Holy Place to make atonement, must be taken outside the camp; their hides, flesh and intestines are to be burned up.

9. Lev 17:11

For the life of a creature is in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it is the blood that makes atonement for one's life. [ Or atonement by the life in the blood]

10. Numbers 8:12

"Then the Levites are to lay their hands on the heads of the bulls, using one for a sin offering to the LORD and the other for a burnt offering, to make atonement for the Levites.

11. Number 16:46-47

Then Moses said to Aaron, "Take your censer and put incense in it, along with burning coals from the altar, and hurry to the assembly to make atonement for them. Wrath has come out from the LORD; the plague has started."

So Aaron did as Moses said, and ran into the midst of the assembly. The plague had already started among the people, but Aaron offered the incense and made atonement for them.

12. Numbers 31:50

So we have brought as an offering to the LORD the gold articles each of us acquired—armlets, bracelets, signet rings, earrings and necklaces—to make atonement for ourselves before the LORD."

13. Numbers 35:33

" 'Do not pollute the land where you are. Bloodshed pollutes the land, and atonement cannot be made for the land on which blood has been shed, except by the blood of the one who shed it.

From the N.T.

14. Romans 3:25

God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, [ The Greek for sacrifice of atonement refers to the atonement cover on the ark of the covenant (see Lev. 16:15,16).] through the shedding of his blood—to be received by faith. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished

15. Romans 5:11

Not only is this so, but we also boast in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.

16. 2 Cor 5:18-19

All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. He shall then slaughter the goat for the sin offering for the people and take its blood behind the curtain and do with it as he did with the bull's blood: He shall sprinkle it on the atonement cover and in front of it.

I have selected 6 good references from above to do close-up observations. I analyzed the relevant information before and after the “atonement” verses and came up with the following observations that may help me understand more of the biblical teaching on atonement:

	Bible Passages
	Observations

	Lev 5:14-19
	1. The atonement is for the wrong they have committed unintentionally;

2. The penalty for a certain violation carries a certain value;

3. The animal offered should be free of any defect. 

	Lev 16:1-34
	1. The priests may be killed by the mere presence of the Lord;

2. To avoid being killed, the priest needs to follow instructions including making a sin offering;

3. A complete sin offering needs 2 goats; one for the Lord for sin offering and the other for the scapegoat to be sent into the desert for making atonement;

4.  The priest should sprinkle the blood of the first goat on the atonement cover;

5. The body of the first goat must be burned outside the camp;

6. The priest transferred their sins onto the second goat’s head;


	Lev 17:1-15
	1. Israelites are not allowed to eat blood;
2. God says, “Life is in the blood.”;
3. Blood is for making atonement;



	Num 35:1-33
	1. The priest cannot accept a ransom for the life of a murderer;

2. Murderers must be put to death;

3. Bloodshed pollutes the land; one can only make atonement for that land with the blood of the wrong doer.  

	Romans 3:21-26
	1. Paul made no distinction between the Jews and the gentiles;
2. Paul asserted all have sinned without drawing attention to different values of sins;

3. Paul didn’t differentiate between intentional and unintentional sins;

4. God presented Jesus as a sacrifice of atonement/ atonement cover;

5. We benefited freely through faith in His blood. 

	2 Cor 5:18-21
	1. The Greek word 2643 has been translated into “atonement” in Romans 3:25 and now is translated into “reconciliation”;

2. We can be reconciled to God because of Christ;

3. God gave us the ministry of reconciliation (like a priest);

4. The ministry is for the whole world;

5. God made Jesus who had no sin (no defect) to be sin (taken up sin) for us;

6. we may become God’s righteousness;
7. the Key words for the ministry of reconciliation include: message, ambassadors, appeal, and implore.
 


Third Step

I then compared my O.T. findings and N.T. findings and found the following changes pertaining to the doctrine of “atonement” between the Testaments:

	Old Testament
	New Testament

	Animal atonement focused on unintentional sins
	Christ’s atonement is for all sins  

	Animal sacrifices had to be done time and time again
	Christ was sacrificed for sins only one time

	Animals of no defect were used.
	Christ who had no sin was killed for us.

	The atonement ordinances were mainly for Jews.
	Christ’s atonement is for everybody.

	Animals’ blood was sprinkled to complete the atonement  
	Faith in Christ’s blood is needed to be saved

	The Israelites had to pay for the atonement
	The free atonement is to be received by faith

	Only Aaron and his descendants could serve as priests 
	All believers are ambassadors of reconciliation

	Priest’s work focused on processing offerings  
	Ambassadors’ work focuses on making appeal, imploring, preaching message of faith 


Step Four

I consulted 2 references works and made the following notes which help me understand more of the teaching on atonement as well as be aware of the limitations we are faced with in this topic:

(1) The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, edited by Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, Abingdon Press, Nashville 2006

1. The meaning of “atonement” in original Hebrew is the “resolution of estrangement between two parties whose relationship has been interrupted or broken by sin or other infraction”;
2. The use of the word “atonement” in the O.T. mostly centered on “expiation” (cleansing people from the blemish of sin) though  the word is also used to refer to other processes;

3. The biblical texts concerning sacrifice never unveil the inner logic of these ritual acts. We know these acts can restore right relationship with God but we do not know clearly how this is so.

4. The laying of hands on the animal’s heads and the sprinkling or smearing of blood on the people are probably processes of “identification” or “representation”.

5. In the N. T., the writers tended to attach meanings to Jesus’ atoning death based on 5 spheres of public life: the court of law (justification), the world of commerce (redemption), personal relationship (reconciliation), worship (sacrifice), and the battleground (triumph).   

6. It is important to understand that the significance of Jesus’ death could not be represented fully by any one concept or theory or metaphor.

(2) Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, edited by Leland Ryken, James C Wilhoit, Tremper Longman, InterVarsity Press, Illinois 1998.

1. Evidence from different books of the Bible suggests that the practice of killing animals to make atonement had been there ever since Adam and Eve sinned against God. It also tells us that the problem of sin before the Holy God is a chief concern.
2. The sprinkling of blood on top of the ark symbolizes the divine side of atonement (propitiatory understandings: appeasement of divine wrath); while the laying of hands on a goat to transfer sins before sending it away represents the human side of atonement (expiatory views: freeing people of sin and its defilement).

3. Though the images of Christ’s atonement work are present in many N.T. books, the book of Hebrews provides more thorough interpretation of Christ redemptive work than any other books. It is worth noting that in this book the author frequently employs images of suffering surrounding the atoning work of Christ to impress upon the imaginations of Christians the great cost of salvation.   
Interpreting Colossians 2:6-15

We know that the problem of sin had been the chief concern in God’s dealing with the Jews and hence God had detailed instructions for them to follow so as to educate them on these issues. We know now all those rules and regulations were supposed to lead them to Christ who would eternally make atonement for their sins through his death. However, after practicing those traditions for so many years, they would tend to find ways and meanings to linger around them. That’s why Paul said, “See to it that no one takes you captive through …… which depends on human tradition …… rather than on Christ.” (Col 2:8) When Paul said, “When you were dead in your sins” (Col 2:13), the Jews should not have difficulty understanding it because their minds were full of images of “killing animals to make atonement to save their lives” and “stoning to death those who committed major sins”. For those who believed, the word of Paul was truly good news: they did not have to do sin offerings over and over again because God “forgave all our sins”; and they could put aside the lengthy ordinances because God “canceled the written code”; In this passage, Paul focused on the legal achievements of Christ’s atoning death only probably because he was targeting certain heretical notions. If one is interested in getting a more comprehensive understanding of Christ’s atonement work (reconciliation, cleansing etc.), one needs to study other books especially the book of Hebrews where many comparisons were made between O.T. traditions and the fulfillments done by Christ.               



