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Stefan Schreiber


Introduction


This volume presents innovative perspectives on familiar theological themes in the writings of Paul. It explores the interpretation of the Jewish Torah, the significance of Jesus’ death, and Paul’s critical engagement with political power. Furthermore, it offers insights into the reception history of Paul, particularly in Acts 28, where he is portrayed at the conclusion of his ministry in Rome as a preacher to the Jews. In addressing these themes, the volume aims to contribute meaningfully to ongoing scholarly discussions within the “Paul within Judaism” framework.

The seven chapters of this volume focus on Paul as the earliest known author to reflect on the emerging conviction of his time that Jesus is God’s messiah, and to apply this belief to the lives of Christ-followers. A guiding insight of this study is the recognition that Paul, even as a follower of Christ, remained a Jew. His Jewish identity constitutes the foundational framework for his theological and practical engagement with the significance of Christ. At the same time, Paul’s belonging to Christ raises the question of how this new relationship reconfigures his Jewish identity. For Paul, this Christ-affiliation leads to a distinctive transformation of Israel’s understanding of God—and, inseparably connected to it, a renewed interpretation of the Torah. The seven chapters that follow trace how Paul articulates these processes of transformation across central aspects of his theology.

This volume combines two main elements: a newly written, in-depth study of Torah hermeneutics in the letter to the Romans, and a selection of earlier essays, most of which are published here in English for the first time. These contributions examine the understanding of the Torah in Galatians, the interpretation of Jesus’ death as a “gift of reconciliation” in Romans 3:25, and a political reading of Romans 13:1–7—a passage that has, regrettably, gained renewed relevance in today’s political climate. The volume concludes with a study of the reception history of Paul, focusing on his appearance before the Roman Jews in Acts 28:16–31.

 

The first part of the volume engages the Pauline theme of reconciliation with God, accomplished in Christ, with particular emphasis on the interpretation of Jesus’ death as ἱλαστήριον (hilastērion) in Romans 3:25Rom3:25. At the heart of this section is an investigation into the meaning of the term ἱλαστήριον and its background in the history of religions. The progression of my exegetical reflections on this theme is captured in the three essays that I composed over the course of several years, now presented as Chapters 1 through 3 of this volume.

The first essay (“God’s Votive Offering”) offers foundational semantic, syntactic, and theological analyses, arguing that ἱλαστήριον should not—contrary to the prevailing interpretation—be understood in light of the Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16Lev16, but rather against the background of the ancient practice of votive offerings. It is crucial to emphasize that such offerings were also known and practiced within Jewish tradition, and thus the concept invoked by Paul is neither foreign nor “non-Jewish” to him or his audience. The second essay (“Thinking Further”) engages with critical objections to this thesis, providing an epigraphic expansion and a more nuanced semantic clarification of ἱλαστήριον as a gift or offering of reconciliation. The third essay (“Christ as hilastērion in Romans 3:25Rom3:25”) presents a concise restatement of the thesis, originally developed as part of a scholarly exchange on the topic.

A lasting strength of this thesis, in my view, is that Paul articulates the core idea of reconciliation not at the expense of his Jewish tradition, nor in contradiction to Leviticus 16Lev16. On the contrary, it affirms Paul’s enduring Jewish identity, even in his role as an apostle of Christ. His formulation in Romans 3:25 thereby avoids any charge of anti-Jewish polemic. Instead, the metaphor he employs reveals a key dimension of Paul’s conception of God: whereas in the religious world of antiquity it was generally the human being who made offerings to achieve reconciliation and sustenance with the gods, Paul proclaims that it is God who takes the initiative—offering reconciliation, a restored relationship with himself, as a gift in Christ.

My thesis has received both support and criticism over the course of the discussion—an ongoing debate that I already engage with in Chapters 2 and 3 and that continues to this day. Much hinges on the question of whether the text makes any audible reference at all to the use of ἱλαστήριον in Leviticus 16Lev16 and related passages, or whether interpreters deliberately seek to understand Paul against the background of Old Testament cultic sacrifices. In the latter case, it must be assumed that Paul effectively replaces, with a single stroke, the diverse practice of sin offerings in the Jerusalem Temple through the event of Christ, without explicitly stating or even beginning to justify this claim. My thesis renders this assumption unnecessary.

In recent scholarship, several exegetes have argued that the text of Romans 3:25Rom3:25 does not, in fact, allude to Leviticus 16Lev16. For example, Adela Yarbro Collins engages with my thesis in a published contribution and, following a detailed analysis, reaches the conclusion: “Since there are no signals in the text to direct the readers to the Septuagint’s usage of ἱλαστήριον in relation to the ark of the covenant or to sin offerings of Lev 4 and 16, it seems likely that the addressees of Romans would have understood the term ἱλαστήριον in the context of the practice of votive offerings, which, as part of daily life, were no doubt known both to them and to Paul.”1 See also the discussion in William Campbell, who draws on the work of Yarbro Collins but does not engage with my own contributions. Proceeding from the (in my view untenable) assumption that Romans is addressed exclusively to a Gentile audience, Campbell argues that Paul in Romans 3:25 does not establish any lexical connection to Leviticus 16. Accordingly, he concludes that “it seems best to look to the context of the Greco-Roman world for analogies and explanations.” However, Campbell’s perspective may be overly narrow when, citing a Greek honorific inscription from Metropolis, he considers the possibility “that Paul deliberately chose to explain the role of Christ as bringer of (re)conciliation in contrast to the role ascribed publicly to the Caesar.”2

 

The second part of this volume turns to Paul’s interpretation of the Torah. At the core of Paul’s perspective is the eschatological saving act of the God of Israel in Christ, which opens the way for the inclusion of the Gentiles into a redemptive relationship with God. This conviction necessitates far-reaching modifications to traditional expressions of Jewish identity, particularly in their role of distinguishing Israel from the nations. These implications profoundly shape Paul’s interpretation of the Torah. The application of the Torah—especially in the letter to the Galatians—is examined in the study “Violators of the Law and the Curse of the Law” (Chapter 4), which compares the understanding of the Torah in the early Jewish Psalms of Solomon with that found in Galatians, bringing the distinct contours of each into sharper relief. At the heart of this section is a new study on how Paul understands and applies the Torah in the letter to the Romans after his calling to Christ (Chapter 5: “Paul’s Hermeneutics of the Torah in Romans”). While much exegetical scholarship has traditionally posited that Paul abolishes the Torah, proclaims freedom from the law, or views it as fulfilled in Christ, this text-centered chapter argues for a Christ-centered application of the Torah. For Paul—as a Jew—the Torah remains valid yet is now interpreted through a hermeneutical lens shaped by his encounter with Christ. Frequently debated passages in Romans—such as the often anthropologically interpreted chapter Romans 7—thus receive fresh theological significance.

 

The third part of the volume may be described as offering a political perspective. It examines the practical implications of the emerging conviction and the transformed social structure of the Christ-following communities, using their relationship to the Imperium Romanum—the dominant political system of the time—as a focal point. When the lordship of the exalted Christ is viewed against the historical backdrop of Roman imperial propaganda and modes of power, it emerges as a counter-image to the prevailing political order. This conviction of belonging to Christ enables the communities to maintain an inner distance from political authorities and structures, while simultaneously reinforcing their collective identity and hope for salvation. Paul’s now widely discussed political statement in Romans 13:1–7Rom13:1–7, which continues to provoke divergent interpretations, stands at the center of the chapter “Imperium Romanum and Roman Communities” (Chapter 6). At first glance, this passage may seem remote from Paul’s Christology or Torah interpretation. Yet it illustrates precisely how Paul conceptualizes the position of the Christ-following communities in Rome in relation to the political realities of their time—through the lens of the exalted Christ, who reigns above all earthly rulers. Drawing on a sociological theoretical framework, the analysis shows how Paul, on the one hand, takes the realpolitik of Roman power structures seriously, while on the other, he creates space for communal Christian life within the urban fabric of Rome—shaped as it was by Roman norms and values—by fostering the development of a protected internal sphere.

 

The fourth and final part of this volume offers an example of Pauline reception history from the perspective of the second and third generations of early Christianity—specifically through the lens of the Acts of the Apostles. In his account of the early Christian movement, the author Luke repeatedly emphasizes Paul’s identity as a Jew. Throughout the narrative, and culminating in the final scene of the book, Paul delivers extended speeches, primarily before Jewish audiences, to demonstrate that his message about Christ is fully aligned with God’s will, consistent with Jewish identity, and legitimized by God’s long-anticipated plan of salvation and eschatological fulfillment. This comes into particularly sharp focus in Acts 28:16–31Acts28:16–31, the passage examined in Chapter 7: “The Final Word of a Major Apologia.” The study underscores that the Jews in Rome are the primary addressees of Luke’s portrayal of Paul. In this final scene, Paul reactivates the critical words of the prophet Isaiah to Israel, applying them to the Jews in Rome—not in order to exclude them from salvation history, but to hold them accountable to their enduring role within it. The final word of Paul in Acts is, significantly, a word addressed to the Jews.

Chapter 1


God’s Votive Offering: A New Reading of Jesus’ Death in Romans 3:25**


The strangeness of New Testament texts is perhaps nowhere more apparent than in discussions of the “atoning death of Jesus.” The conceptual framework of this historical model is largely alien to modern sensibilities: notions such as the “servant of God,” atonement within the temple cult, and martyrdom as an atoning act of “dying for”1 are far removed from contemporary experience. Within church communities, however, the atoning death of Jesus has become a familiar and integral part of theological reflection. What was once strange has become familiar—a well-established element in a system of religious meaning. Yet this interpretive framework remains largely foreign, even incomprehensible to broader secular society. And that may be beneficial. It serves as a reminder that we are dealing with ancient texts—religious writings embedded in particular cultural and ritual contexts. These texts do not claim to offer timeless answers or universally valid truths, but instead speak to the specific, everyday realities of particular communities. As some may rightly suspect, their relevance may well be confined to those historical and religious contexts. The earliest Christian—and indeed Jewish—witness to an interpretation of Jesus’ death is the Apostle Paul. Yet the meaning he assigns to the notion of “atoning death” remains the subject of considerable scholarly debate.



1. The Atoning Death of Jesus According to Paul: A Critical Examination



While Ulrich Wilckens, in his commentary on Romans, asserts that “the cultic concept of atonement is consistently the horizon under which the death of Christ is understood in its salvific significance in the New Testament,”1 more recent scholarship approaches the matter with greater caution and nuance. In his recent book on Paul, Udo Schnelle introduces the section “The Death of Jesus Christ as an Act of Atonement”2 by observing: “The concept of atonement within the context of temple and sacrifice is not one of the foundational Pauline theological motifs. Paul refers to it only once, albeit in a central passage,”3 and he points to Romans 3:25Rom3:25, 26a. Similarly, Cilliers Breytenbach, in a study on reconciliation in Paul’s letters, concludes: “Apart from this one passage, Paul does without the terms ‘atonement’ and ‘to atone’ when he explains the gospel he preaches to the communities.”4 Yet Rom 3:25 remains central, and for Jan Willem van Henten, it is entirely clear from Paul’s perspective “that God regarded Jesus’ death as a propitiating expiation.”5 This raises significant questions: Who needs to be appeased here? Who, precisely, performs the act of atonement? It is worth more closely examining the wording of Rom 3:25 and considering it within the conceptual and experiential context of its time.



2. The Text: Romans 3:21–26



While Paul has already established in the preceding section that both Gentiles and Jews are sinners in need of God’s grace (Rom 1:18–3:20Rom1:18–3:20), he now elaborates on his central message concerning the righteousness of God—a theme first introduced at the conclusion of the epistolary proem (1:16–17Rom1:16–17). What follows is my own translation of Romans 3:21–26Rom3:21–26:


21But now without the law the righteousness of God is revealed, being witnessed by the law and the prophets, 22but the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.

For there is no difference, 23because all sinned and fall short of the glory of God; 24(they are) declared righteous as a gift by his grace through the redemption that is in the Christ Jesus:

25whom God erected (publicly) as a ἱλαστήριον through [the] faith in his blood 
to reveal his righteousness because of the remission of the previous offenses 26in the patience of God,

to reveal his righteousness in the present time, (namely) that he is righteous and declares righteous the one who has faith in Jesus.



The argumentative structure of this brief passage is clear. Verses 21 and 22a present the thesis: God’s righteousness is revealed apart from the Torah, through faith in Jesus Christ. In verses 22b–26, Paul provides the justification for this claim. First, in verses 22b–24, he once again states the prerequisite: sinful humanity is in need of grace as a gift. Then, in verses 25 and 26, he offers the proof: God’s righteousness is made manifest in Jesus Christ.

Common (German) translations of ἱλαστήριον in verse 25Rom3:25 are: 


Catholic Einheitsübersetzung (1980): “Ihn hat Gott dazu bestimmt, Sühne zu leisten mit seinem Blut, Sühne, wirksam durch Glauben” (“God has appointed him to make atonement with his blood, atonement, effective through faith”).

Protestant Luther-Revision (1984): “Den hat Gott für den Glauben hingestellt als Sühne in seinem Blut …” (“God has set him forth for faith as an atonement in his blood …”).

New Revised Standard Version (NRSV, 1989): “whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood.”

New International Version (NIV, 1979, 2011): “God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his blood.”



A common feature unites these four translations: they destroy the structure of the Greek sentence by drawing ‘atonement’ and ‘blood’ together and then placing ‘faith’ in relation to them. The Greek text, however, relates ‘faith’ directly to ἱλαστήριον and then adds the term ‘blood’.

Udo Schnelle has described the supposed statement of atonement in Rom 3:25Rom3:25–26aRom3:26 as an exception. He explains this exception by suggesting that Paul is drawing on an established early Christian baptismal tradition.1 The majority of interpreters recognize a pre-Pauline tradition here.2 However, the arguments in favor of this view are weak. Most of the vocabulary used in this passage can also be found elsewhere in Paul’s writings,3 and the strangeness of Paul’s concept of an atoning death only becomes apparent if such a concept is really intended—something that is currently under scrutiny. The fact that ἱλαστήριον is a Pauline hapax legomenon merely demonstrates that Paul is writing in a distinctive way, tailored to the situation at hand. Therefore, it is more reasonable to assume a genuinely Pauline formulation in which Paul evokes a familiar motif by means of the term ἱλαστήριον. But which motif is he invoking?4



3. Two Common Interpretations





3.1 The “Place of Atonement” According to Leviticus 16



The marginal apparatus of the widely used Nestle-Aland edition clearly points to the Old Testament reference of the statement as “Lev 16:13–15Lev16:13–15,” thereby suggesting a specific interpretation.

In this sense, a significant number of interpreters understand the term ἱλαστήριον as a translation of the Hebrew כַּפֹּֽרֶת, which, according to Exod 25:17–22Exod25:17–22,1 is a central cultic object of the first temple: a golden plate with two winged cherubim on its sides, placed on top of the Ark of the Covenant. It symbolizes the throne of YHWH and is the place of his presence and revelation.2 According to Lev 16Lev16, a blood ritual is performed at this כַּפֹּֽרֶת every year on the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur). The LXX of Lev 16 renders כַּפֹּֽרֶת as ἱλαστήριον. First, the priest Aaron is to cover the כַּפֹּֽרֶת/ἱλαστήριον with a kind of incense so that he “does not die” (v. 13Lev16:13); the smoke serves to protect his life and symbolizes the presence of YHWH. Then, he takes some of the blood from the young bull (which he previously slaughtered for his own sin, v. 11Lev16:11) and sprinkles it with his finger once on the east side of the כַּפֹּֽרֶת/ἱλαστήριον and seven times in front of it (v. 14Lev16:14). He then slaughters a goat “for the sin for the people” and performs the same ritual with its blood (v. 15Lev16:15). The sacrificial rite serves to purify the priest, his household, and all of Israel from sin (cf. v. 17).3

Based on Leviticus 16, one can attempt a typological interpretation of the ἱλαστήριον in Rom 3:25Rom3:25, viewing Jesus as the “place of atonement.” As Jürgen Roloff puts it: “God has caused Jesus to take the place of the kapporæt hidden in the temple and the atoning ritual associated with it, who, through ‘his blood,’ that is, through his self-giving of life, brings about atonement.”4

Peter Stuhlmacher expresses a similar view: “In place of the ritual of atonement in the temple, which had to be repeated annually and was hidden from the eyes of God’s people, comes the atonement that God himself publicly achieved once and for all through Jesus’ cross.”5 This implies “a radical criticism of the cult of atonement in the Jerusalem Temple: Jesus’ atoning death on the cross, willed by God, supersedes the cult of atonement on Mount Zion.”6 Stuhlmacher goes on to conclude: Christ on the cross is (!) “the God who mercifully meets the people of God, and the servant of God who suffers on behalf of the sinners, true God and true man in one form and in one place.”7 This anachronism highlights the flexibility of the term ἱλαστήριον, which Stuhlmacher exploits theologically. However, Stuhlmacher overlooks Paul’s specific concern with Judaism in the letter to the Romans, which, as we know, is written shortly before Paul’s journey to Jerusalem. I will return to this last point below.

Two monographs on the subject—Martin Gaukesbrink’s dissertation (1999) and Thomas Knöppler’s habilitation thesis (2001)—both support the typological interpretation.8 At least Knöppler frankly acknowledges that “unambiguity” here “is ultimately not possible”.9 Both works are rooted in the concept of “atonement.” Knöppler interprets the typology in such a way that the eschatological Yom Kippur is realized in the death of Jesus Christ, rendering the annual observance of Yom Kippur obsolete.10 However, this interpretation leads to an antithesis that risks anti-Jewish devaluation and distortion, ignoring the fact that Yom Kippur could already be celebrated in the diaspora without the need for a cultic practice during the time of Paul. In contrast, Daniel Stökl Ben Ezra does not interpret the text as a replacement of the temple cult but rather as a supplement: God establishes “an additional eschatological Yom Kippur,” whose “spiritual blood rite” affects both Jews and Gentiles in faith.11 However, one might ask: does the eschatological Yom Kippur not, in effect, replace the old Yom Kippur? And is the impact of Jesus’ violent death not diminished if it is merely “spiritualized”? Are such assumptions conceivable for Paul?

A closer examination reveals significant objections to the typological interpretation. (1) First of all, the key assumption that ἱλαστήριον in Rom 3:25Rom3:25 clearly refers to כַּפֹּֽרֶת in Lev 16Lev16 is problematic. The lexical evidence from the Septuagint suggests a much broader range of meanings: for instance, in Exod 25:22Exod25:22, the ἱλαστήριον serves a different role;12 in this passage, YHWH tells Moses: “There I will make myself known to you, and I will speak to you from above the ἱλαστήριον… about all that I will command you for the sons of Israel.” Notably, there is no mention of atonement; instead, the ἱλαστήριον is the place where God’s presence is made manifest, the site of God’s revelation through his word. This idea is echoed in Num 7:89Num7:89, which uses similar wording. Furthermore, Lev 16:2Lev16:2 indicates that God appears in a cloud over the ἱλαστήριον (which is the reason that access to it must be restricted).

In Ezek 43, where YHWH prophesies a new temple to the prophet, the term refers to a different cultic space. In this case, the Septuagint translates the Hebrew הָעֲזָרָה as ἱλαστήριον. The specific measurements for the altar of burnt offering (θυσιαστήριον) include both an upper and a lower ἱλαστήριον (μέγα/μικρόν); the exact descriptions suggest that the altar had distinct sections or enclosures (v. 14Ezek43:14, 17Ezek43:17). These enclosures, along with other parts of the altar, are to be sprinkled with blood for the atonement of the altar (v. 20Ezek43:20). Here, ἱλαστήριον refers to a different cultic area than in Lev 16 and is also connected to a rite of atoning with blood, but it is not exposed in the same way.

Amos 9:1Amos9:1, in the Septuagint, remains ambiguous: the prophet is instructed to strike the ἱλαστήριον, causing the temple courtyard to shake—a symbol of judgement that, admittedly, does not fit well with the topography. This likely results from a translation error, as the Hebrew text refers to a “capital of a column”.13

Conclusion: From a lexicographical perspective, the meaning of ἱλαστήριον in the Septuagint is unclear.14 The term refers to two distinct cultic spaces: within the physical temple, it can denote both the locus of God’s presence and, at times, to the site where an atonement ritual can be performed. Thus, it should not be regarded merely as a “place of atonement”;15 rather, the specific function of the place must be defined in each context.16 For greater clarity, Paul should have been more precise in his usage.

A study of the Letter to the Hebrews and the writings of Philo of Alexandria provides greater clarity on the matter. Hebrews 9:5Heb9:5 demonstrates familiarity with the ἱλαστήριον in the (first) temple and, in verse 7Heb9:7, refers to the annual blood offering. Here, unlike in Romans, the reference to the temple is unambiguous and explicit. While the notion of Christ’s bloody offering is also present, it is not associated with the ἱλαστήριον itself. Rather, it is typologically contrasted with the temple sacrifices (9:12–14Heb9:12–14). Philo, on the other hand, discusses the ἱλαστήριον in connection with Exodus 25Exod25, but he makes this reference explicitly clear and even explains its meaning as the cover placed upon the Ark of the Covenant.17 Moreover, Philo integrates allegorical interpretations of the ἱλαστήριον—inspired by its etymology18—without any reference to an atoning sacrifice. Thus, the term ἱλαστήριον alone is insufficient to determine a clear semantic reference.

(2) A further objection to the Leviticus 16Lev16 interpretation of Romans 3:25Rom3:25 arises from considerations of Paul’s rhetorical approach. Paul employs the rhetorical figure of a metaphor to evoke a context familiar to his audience, which is crucial for engaging their imagination. However, the ἱλαστήριον was part of the first temple19 and was lost along with the ark when the temple was destroyed in 586 BCE. It is not mentioned in the descriptions of the Day of Atonement in Josephus (A.J. 3.240–243A.J. 3.240–243) or in the Mishnah (Yoma VMishnahYoma V). As a result, it has been preserved only in literature and no longer plays a role in the lived experience of the time.20 Furthermore, even in the literary formulation of Lev 16Lev16, a range of different rituals necessary for atonement is implied, of which only a portion is represented by the ἱλαστήριον.21 The concept is further complicated by the fact that, on the “Lev 16 reading”, Jesus must to be understood both as the giver of the sacrificial blood and as the place where it is sprinkled.22

(3) Finally, one might wonder why Paul doesn’t include more explicit references to Yom Kippur, the temple sacrifice, the scapegoat, or the altar of sacrifice, if he truly intends to speak of atonement.23 On the contrary, in Rom 3:21Rom3:21, Paul presents God’s righteousness χωρὶς νόμου, which points to an event outside the Torah. If one accepts this statement as a hermeneutical key to Rom 3:25Rom3:25, a reference to Lev 16 (obviously part of the Torah!) in Rom 3:25 would be excluded.24





3.2 “Expiatory Sacrifice” in the Context of the Martyr Tradition



Due to these difficulties an alternative explanation, presented in the recent commentaries on Romans by Klaus Haacker and Eduard Lohse, proves more compelling. According to Lohse, “the contemporary Jewish martyr tradition offers the closest parallels,” suggesting that the “sense of an expiatory sacrifice” is present here.1 Lohse cites 4 Macc 17:21–224 Macc17:21–22 as evidence: the martyrs mentioned in this passage obtained

that the tyrant was punished, and our fatherland purified, for they became a kind of compensation for the sins of the people. Through the blood of those pious ones and their expiatory death (τοῦ ἱλαστηρίου θανάτου), divine providence saved Israel, which was previously heavily afflicted. (my translation, following Klauck, 4. Makkabäerbuch, ad loc.)


The vicarious death of the righteous brings expiation for the sins of the people—a sacrifice that God has accepted.2 The concept of the martyr’s self-sacrifice as an atoning offering is already found in Dan 3:40Dan3:40, where Azariah, speaking from the furnace, says: “As burnt offerings of rams and bulls, as thousands of fat lambs, so let our sacrifice be acceptable to you today and make atonement for us before you.”3 However, the term ἱλαστήριον does not appear in this context. According to Lohse, early Christian proclamation employed this terminology to express the salvific significance of Christ’s death. Lohse also develops a typology here:

While the martyrs, through their death, could only achieve divine salvation for a limited time, Christ’s death occurred once and for all, because God himself gave him as an atoning sacrifice.4


He continues:

Atonement was not brought about through human initiative, but God himself, in his unfathomable mercy, gave Christ up, set him up publicly as atonement, and in this very act, demonstrated his righteousness as his faithfulness to the covenant.5


Lohse draws our attention to the fact that God is the primary agent in this act, and that this action serves to demonstrate his righteousness. The problem with Lohse’s interpretation, however, lies in the fact that the crucial terminology of ἱλαστήριον—and everything hinges on this term—is not present in the texts on martyrdom referred by Lohse.

Although he presents the Greek text of 4 Macc 17:224 Macc17:22—based on the Septuagint edition of Alfred Rahlfs—as τοῦ ἱλαστηρίου τοῦ θανάτου (reading ἱλαστήριον as a noun), Hans Josef Klauck has correctly pointed out in his German edition of 4 Maccabees that this reading is less well attested, and the more reliable reading would be τοῦ ἱλαστηρίου θανάτου, which reflects the adjectival use.6 Therefore, the noun ἱλαστήριον is not employed at all in the thematic context of ‘martyrdom and atonement.’ Moreover, the adjectival usage in 4 Maccabees is to be dated clearly later than Paul, toward the end of the first century.7 Unless one presupposes earlier textual layers, it is scarcely plausible that Paul is making a direct allusion to this term.

Jan Willem van Henten defines the terminology more broadly, particularly within the motif triad of atonement/grace – faith/faithfulness – blood; he argues that this framework was adopted from the early Jewish martyr tradition.8 Regarding 2 Macc 7:37–382 Macc7:37–38, he states: “So the combination of intercessory prayer and martyrdom should bring about the atonement.”9 Again, this schema plays no role in Rom 3:25Rom3:25. Moreover, in the case of martyrdom, the focus is on the martyrs’ decision to remain steadfast, uphold their convictions, and die—a sacrifice which then is honored by God. In contrast, Paul emphasizes God’s action in Jesus, where God is the grammatical and theological subject of the event. The death of the martyrs is deeply tied to the specific context—the preservation of Jewish identity in the face of persecution—10 while Paul potentially presents a broader, universal-eschatological perspective.11

Haacker takes the discussion a step further by asking, from a reception-historical perspective, how the “sacrifice of human lives” might have been understood within the Roman sphere of influence.12 He notes that the “veneration of heroes who sacrificed their lives for the Roman people” is well attested (p. 91). Both Seneca (Ep. 76.25SenecaEp. 76.25; 67.9SenecaEp. 67.9) and Josephus (B.J. 5.419B.J. 5.419) mention this, with Cato serving as a prominent example (Lukan 2.312–313Lukan2.312–313).13 Horace famously captures the sentiment with the phrase dulce et decorum est pro patria mori (Carm. 3.2.13HoraceCarm. 3.2.13). Such sacrifices of life “were not only interpreted retrospectively in religious terms, but in some cases, they were also performed in traditional ceremonies as an ‘act of consecration’ (devotio)” (p. 91). According to Haacker, Rom 3:25Rom3:25 reflects Paul’s attempt to “interpret the gospel ad homines Romanos” (p. 91). While the inclusion of the Roman worldview is certainly instructive, the key question is whether the model of political martyrdom, as exemplified by heroic sacrifice, is appropriate here. Paul does not speak of it in such terms, and the term ἱλαστήριον does not belong to this model. If Paul intends to refer to a “sacrifice of life,” this would be in need of further clarification. Furthermore, the objection remains that, in Paul’s view, it is not humans who act, but God.





3.3 Methodological Reflection



Both approaches discussed so far have proven unsatisfactory, failing to address the core of Paul’s statement.1 One important aspect that seems to have been overlooked in this discussion is the metaphorical nature of Paul’s language.2 The term ἱλαστήριον evokes a particular image or experience, which is then transferred (as the source of the image, or Bildspender) into the specific context of Paul’s speech (as the recipient of the image, or Bildempfänger).3 In order to “see” (at least in broad outline) even today the content of this image, which is central to understanding the metaphor—or, more precisely, the extra-textual body of knowledge that is brought to the text as an “inference”—we must approach it from a socio-historical and religious-historical perspective, considering both Paul’s experiences and those of his recipients. Today, with the insights of the sociology of knowledge, reception aesthetics, and reader-response criticism,4 we are increasingly aware of the role of the recipients in interpreting a text. This understanding must be integrated into exegesis. This opens up, with regard to the audience of Romans, a “different world”—not that of elite literary production, which likely had limited influence here, but rather the world of everyday life, the vita cottidiana, which shaped the thinking and worldview of broader social groups and thus becomes an important precondition for understanding. This world is reflected, among other things, in the omnipresent medium of inscriptions.





4. An Alternative: the Votive Offering



A glimpse into this world becomes possible when we look back a century in the history of research. In 1903, Adolf Deißmann published a lexical study in the then fourth volume of the “Zeitschrift für die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft,” in which he compiled contemporary evidence for the term ἱλαστήριον outside the Septuagint.1 There are not many examples, and so I can present them briefly; all date from the early Roman imperial period.

(1) InscriptionInscriptionsKos 81 from the Greek island of Kos (Augustan age)


ὁ δᾶμος ὑπὲρ τᾶς Αὐτοκράτορος Καίσαρος θεοῦ υἱοῦ Σεβαστοῦ σωτηρίας θεοῖς ἱλαστήριον2

The people (offer) a ἱλαστήριον to the gods for the saving deeds of the emperor Caesar, son of God, Augustus.



The inscription was likely part of a statue dedicated as a gift to the gods for the emperor. This is classified as a ‘consecration gift’, ‘votive gift’ or ‘votive offering,’ which is precisely the sense of ἱλαστήριον in this context: the people offer the gods a votive gift as thanks for the emperor’s favors. As would have been otherwise inconceivable in antiquity, this religious act carries a political intent.

(2) InscriptionInscriptionsKos 347 from Kos, on the foundation of a column (Roman Imperial period)


[ὁ δᾶμος ὁ Ἁλεντίων ……. Σε]βας[τ]ῷ Διῒ Σ[τ]ρατίῳ ἱλαστήριον δαμαρχεῦντος Γαΐου Νωρβανοῦ Μοσχίωνο[ς φι]λοκαίσαρος3

The people of Haleis ……. a ἱλαστήριον to Augustus, Zeus, military leader through the mayor Gaius Norbanus Moschion, the emperor’s friend. 



Once again, the votive offering is referred to as ἱλαστήριον, and once again the political context is decisive (cf. “the emperor’s friend”). The addressee is the Emperor Augustus himself.

(3) Dio Chrysostom, Or. 11.121Dio ChrysostomOr. 11.121 (we now step onto Roman soil, as Dio stayed in Rome from around the mid-60s to the mid-80s of the 1st century)


καταλείψειν γὰρ αὐτοὺς ἀνάθημα κάλλιστον καὶ μέγιστον τῇ Ἀθηνᾷ καὶ ἐπιγράψειν· ἱλαστήριον Ἀχαιοὶ τῇ Ἀθηνᾷ τῇ Ἰλιάδι

For they (i.e., the Greeks) leave them behind a very beautiful and large votive offering for Athena with the inscription: The Achaians (give) a ἱλαστήριον to Athena Iliad.



It is interesting to note that the terms ἀνάθημα—the common Greek word for ‘votive gift’—in the description and ἱλαστήριον in the inscription are used in parallel. This further reinforces ἱλαστήριον as the technical term for ‘votive offering.’ As in the previous examples, this votive offering is also placed in a political context, serving to bestow “honor” (τιμή) on the state to whose deity it is dedicated (ibid.).

(4) Josephus, A.J. 16.182A.J. 16.182 (written in Rome)4

Herod the Great had David’s tomb opened and robbed, but when two of his bodyguards were killed by flames of fire, “he hurried out in great fear and erected τοῦ δέους ἱλαστήριον μνῆμα of white stone at the entrance at great cost.”


Deißmann interpretes ἱλαστήριον as both a substantive and predicate noun, with the genitive τοῦ δέους understood as a genitivus auctoris: “he erected a monument as a votive offering prompted by his fear”. Thus, ἱλαστήριον is also regarded as a ‘votive offering’ in Jewish-Hellenistic usage. – In addition to Deißmann’s analysis, further evidence can be provided:5

(5) The Lindian Temple ChronicleInscriptionsLindos II, col. B VIII6

This is an inscription stele that was discovered in 1904 during excavations in the city of Lindos on Rhodes, being dated to the year 99 BCE.7 It lists a catalogue of dedications that were placed in the temple.


[Τήλ]εφος φιάλαν χρυσόμφαλον, ἐφ᾿ ἇς ἐπεγέ[γρ]απτο· Τήλεφος Ἀθάναι ἱλατή[ρι]ον (sic!), ὡς ὁ Λύκιος Ἀπόλλων εἶπε.

Telephos (gave) a drinking bowl with a golden center, on which it was written: Telephos to Athana (as) a votive offering, as the Lycian Apollo said.



To propitiate the Lindian goddess Athana, a drinking bowl is given here as a votive offering. The inscription provides the key details: donor, recipient, function, and occasion. The orthographic variation ἱλατήριον should not be overemphasized, as spelling errors and deviations are more common in inscriptions.

Overall, the usage of the term is clear. All five of the cited instances use ἱλαστήριον in the sense of “votive offering.”

This general Hellenistic usage of the term may also help plausibly explain its application in the Septuagint as a more specific designation:8 for particular cultic places or objects that are “consecrated” to God. Philo (Mos. 2.95Mos.2.95) appears to reflect this process: he seems aware that ἱλαστήριον in the surrounding context means ‘consecration gift’ or ‘votive offering,’ as he first conveys a concrete image of the ark’s cover (ἐπίθεμα ὡσανεὶ πῶμα, “a cover like a lid”) before introducing the term. He must clarify its application.9

Deißmann himself falls short of his own observations when he suggests possible meanings for Rom 3:25Rom3:25 such as “gift of reconciliation or atonement” or “means of reconciliation or atonement.”10 It is far more likely that the technical term ‘votive offering’ should be considered and tested in this context.



5. But What is a Votive Offering?



In antiquity, votive offerings were common forms of interaction with the divine world, driven by the needs and concerns of the people. Individuals would turn to a deity for specific matters such as illness, the desire for children, love, a dangerous sea voyage, or crossing mountains. In gratitude for divine assistance or as a prepayment for future support—often within the context of a vow (votum)—people would give votive offerings to the deity.1 Religious scholar Jörg Rüpke describes the basic structure of this religious practice: “The vow is a request to a deity for a specific service; in exchange for the fulfillment of the service, the petitioner promises a specific counter-performance.”2 This practice may be based on the idea that illness and hardship signified a disrupted relationship with the gods, possibly understood as forms of divine punishment. Ancient religious thought acknowledged the possibility of divine wrath,3 and the individual sought to restore a harmonious relationship with the deity, which, in turn, would facilitate the fulfillment of their wish. It may often be appropriate to speak of “reconciliation” here, though it originates on the part of the human being.4 The desired restoration of the relationship with the deity is often symbolized materially through votive offerings. However, not everyone would have necessarily conceived this exchange in such theological terms.

The primary Greek term for this practice, as specified in numerous inscriptions, is ἀνάθημα. Other terms, frequently attested in inscriptions, include χαριστήριον and εὐχαριστήριον, along with δῶρον, and more rarely ἱλαστήριον. In Latin, the corresponding terms are donum and donarium, while the act of dedication is referred to as consecratio or dedicatio.5

In private matters, a wide variety of votive offerings are preserved, including bronze and clay figures, wooden and clay tablets, statues (such as stelae and monuments), paintings, vessels, tripods, and similar items. In many cases, inscriptions provide clarity, detailing either the assistance given by the deity or the specific need it addressed. Frequent iconographic elements in such offerings include anatomical models representing the site of affliction, figures of children expressing particular petitions, and images of the votary portrayed in acts of supplication or sacrifice, occasionally shown in the presence of a healing god. Additionally, also images illustrating specific scenarios, such as shipwrecks or individual events, were found.6

Votive offerings are a widespread phenomenon, often mass-produced in series according to specific types.7 As Rüpke notes, they are “testimonies of a common individual religious practice that has found little reflection in literary sources.”8 In Rome, for instance, excavations conducted between 1885 and 1887 along the Tiber revealed numerous body votives, which can be explained in connection to the Asclepius cult on Tiber Island.9 These votives primarily consist of terracotta representations of (parts of) human bodies, providing a glimpse into local religious practices (Lokalkolorit). (Even today, the Ospedale dei Fatebenefratelli stands in the same location, continuing this topographical tradition).

The public aspect of these offerings is undoubtedly intentional. As Rüpke further observes,

the documentation in the form of votive offerings extends the audience beyond the immediate moment, more and more through the use of writing. Votive inscriptions, which make up a significant portion of epigraphic material alongside funerary inscriptions, were frequently found alongside larger donated objects, such as altars or statues.10


This practice ensures that the petition remains in the memory of both humans and gods, giving permanence to the divine favor and its effectiveness.11

Votive offerings take on larger dimensions in the public sphere, encompassing temples, altars, cult images, plots of land, and more. The dedication of these offerings is a public legal act. In ancient experience, religious and political dimensions often intersected, which means that public votive offerings also carried political symbolism. For instance, when the Roman emperor erected a statue in a Greek sanctuary, it signified an elevation in the city’s status, often linked to certain privileges (beneficia). When a city gives a votive offering for the emperor, it demonstrated its loyalty, thereby reinforcing the political system. It is likely no coincidence that the Capitol in Rome was a favored location for the placement of votive offerings (cf. Livy 6.29.8Livy6.29.8). In state cults, public vota (vows) play a key role at the beginning of the year, during the inauguration of emperors, or at the start of wars. These vota, in turn, had to be fulfilled through votive offerings. Thus, votive offerings were of great significance even at the highest political levels and carried substantial public visibility.

It is important to note that the practice of votive offerings also found a place in Jewish culture, as evidenced by a few (though rare) references to the Jerusalem Temple,12 as well as the mention in 2 En. 45:2 of lamps being given as votive offerings for synagogues.13 The structure of a votive offering can be seen reflected in the narrative of Judith: Judith prays to God for help (Jdt 9), and after receiving divine favor and successfully carrying out her act of salvation, Judith dedicates the household items of Holofernes and the mosquito net from his bed as a publicly visible ἀνάθημα to the temple (Jdt 16:19).



6. The Metaphor of the Votive Offering in Paul



In light of the limitations of the classical interpretation of Romans 3:25Rom3:25 in connection with Leviticus 16Lev16, and taking into account evidence from Hellenistic inscriptions and Jewish literary sources, my thesis is that Paul intentionally alludes to the diverse practice of votive offerings through the use of the term ἱλαστήριον in Romans 3:25.

This interpretation aligns with the verb προέθετο, which in the middle voice means “to deposit publicly” (in such a way that the actor is personally involved). By using this verb, Paul evokes a familiar and concrete practice for the listeners of his letter. However, whereas in this common practice it is always the human who offers something to appease the deity,1 with Paul, it is precisely the other way around: God erected a votive offering for the people—and specifically, he does so publicly, for all to see.2 This reversal precisely mirrors what Paul says about God’s righteousness, which brings about “justification” of the person. In verse 26Rom3:26, Paul states: “that he (God) is righteous and declares righteous the one who has faith in Jesus.”

Paul’s metaphor evokes a simple yet striking image: God sets up a votive offering for the human being. However, in the reversal of the usual practice (in the new relationship between the giver and receiver of the image), this image simultaneously becomes a paradox, an enormity, and nearly blasphemous. (To use contemporary imagery: It is as if I sit in church and God lights a candle for me!) Yet it is precisely this provocative act that disrupts the ancient concept of divine wrath. In the event of Jesus Christ, God redefines the relationship with humanity. The tension within the metaphor is resolved through a radical reimagining of God’s nature.

Paul aims to deepen the understanding of this image. To do so, he first introduces the apposition “through faith.” Its positioning before the syntagma “in his blood” is grammatically striking, thus emphasizing a key point. With this, Paul highlights how this image is perceived and accepted: without faith, the true significance of Jesus’ death remains unseen; his significance as God’s votive offering remains hidden.3 Faith thus functions as the means of access available to both Jews and Gentiles, thereby— consciously or not—undermining the ethnic boundary that had defined Jewish identity.

The second apposition, “in his blood,” metonymically refers to the violent death of Jesus (cf. 5:9–10Rom5:9–10). Therefore, God’s votive offering is the murdered Jesus of Nazareth; it is not about objects, but about a human being. This is a matter of life and death, a “bloody serious” reality that everyone can see.4 The Christ, the Messiah, is the representative of God, and so God himself is depicted in this death. The death of Jesus represents God’s action on behalf of humanity. In Rom 5:5–8Rom5:5–8, Paul expresses this connection in different terms:

The love of God has been poured into our hearts through the holy Spirit, who has been given to us. For Christ died when we were still weak, at right that time, for (us) the ungodly. Rarely will anyone die for a righteous person; though for what is good, someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his love for us in that Christ died for us while we were still sinners.5


Whoever gives their life gives everything.6 Paul’s sole way of expressing God’s motivation for humanity here is through ἀγάπη, love.7 The ultimate intensification of the bond between two individuals becomes a metaphor for God’s affection, vividly demonstrated in the death of Jesus.

Why Paul uses the rare term ἱλαστήριον instead of the more common ἀνάθημα can only be speculated. It is possible that ἱλαστήριον was more familiar in the common language than we can recognize today. Etymologically, it may hint at God’s inclination:8 God turns to humanity on his own initiative in a new way, initiating a relationship with them based on “affection.” Paul may have also been trying to avoid potential misunderstanding, as the term ἀνάθεμα (with epsilon!), which is phonetically—and in the Hellenistic sense, also conceptually—very similar to ἀνάθημα, is used in the Septuagint and the New Testament to refer to an object of a curse or the curse itself.9 This negative connotation would not apply to Rom 3:25Rom3:25.

The justification by God serves as the overarching framework of understanding, or as the theme, in Rom 3:21Rom3:21. In verse 24Rom3:24, Paul employs the metaphor of ἀπολύτρωσις, a term with a broad semantic range. In the Hellenistic context, it denotes the redemption of slaves and prisoners of war,10 while in the Old Testament, it refers to the liberation of Israel from Egypt and from slavery (Exod 6:6Exod6:6; 15:13Exod15:13; Deut 7:8Deut7:8; 9:26Deut9:26; et al.), or, similarly, from exile (Isa 43:14Isa43:14; 44:22–24Isa44:22–24; et al.). This refers to grace given as a gift (δωρεάν, Rom 3:24Rom3:24).11 This liberation occurs “in Christ Jesus,”12 a theme that is further elaborated—again metaphorically—in 3:25Rom3:25 in more detail, where Paul explains that God publicly set him up as a votive offering. Paul then frames this event functionally, describing it twice as the “revealing” (ἔνδειξις) of God’s righteousness (thus completing the circle to verse 21): In his righteousness, God forgives sins or offenses (v. 25) and declares the individual righteous already in the present time (v. 26Rom3:26). On his own initiative, God establishes a new foundation for the relationship with humanity. This is God’s righteousness.13 The death of Jesus reveals the righteousness of God. It is about what can be seen of God in this Jesus! Therefore, the death of Jesus stands as an effective sign of God’s saving action.14



7. Results



This study has aimed to demonstrate both the lexical plausibility and the religious-historical and socio-historical significance of interpreting the term ἱλαστήριον in Romans 3:25Rom3:25 as a votive offering. From this perspective, several key insights emerge:

(1) Paul articulates the significance of Jesus’ death through the unusual and provocative metaphor of a votive offering. In doing so, he draws upon the vividness of a well-known ritual practice: God, in a complete reversal of the expected human-divine relationship, gives on his own initiative everything for the sake of humanity—in the death of his representative. The metaphor of the votive offering, while likely powerful and intelligible in Paul’s time, has largely lost its resonance in contemporary contexts. Its full impact can now only be grasped through historical understanding; it resists timeless abstraction and does not lend itself easily to systematic theological frameworks. Because it is embedded in a specific cultural and historical moment, fresh translations and reinterpretations are required in every new context. Nonetheless, what endures beyond the historical specificity is the fundamental theological structure: God’s unconditional turning toward humanity through the giving of his representative. The soteriological message remains entirely theo-logically grounded.

(2) Paul does not interpret Jesus’ death in terms of ‘atoning death’ or ‘sacrifice’. These categories appear to play no central role in Pauline theology at all. Consequently, translations that employ terms such as “atonement” (German “Sühne”) are misleading and theologically inappropriate. Especially, Paul is not mounting a critique of the Jewish practice of Yom Kippur.1 Only indirectly are all cultic practices of atonement and sacrifice ultimately pushed to their limits—and thereby rendered absurd. Likewise, any (possible) allusion to Yom Kippur contained in the term ἱλαστήριον remains merely implicit. This subtle ambiguity preserves space for intra-Jewish theological dialogue—a space Paul consciously engages in his letter to the Romans.

(3) Paul’s argument is grounded in the concept of representation and is, in this sense, profoundly personal: in Christ, one encounters God. The idea of representation is already embedded in the title “Christ” (χριστός), as suggested by the word order “in Christ Jesus” in 3:24Rom3:24: Traditionally, the anointed one is understood as God’s representative.2 This provides the crucial link between the death of Jesus and the salvific action of God. However, this theological nuance is easily lost when Christ is understood merely as a proper name rather than as a title.3 A comparable idea is expressed differently in 2 Cor 5:192 Cor5:19: “For God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and he placed among us the word of reconciliation.”

What, then, is Jesus’ role in this divine event? Abstractly stated: he assumes the function of the representative. Paul articulates this idea again in Rom 5:19Rom5:19, where he speaks of Jesus’ “obedience” in terms of an immediate, personal relationship with God.

An instructive parallel can be found in the Jesus tradition: in Mark 2:5Mark2:5, Jesus simply pronounces the forgiveness of sins to the paralytic lowered through the roof—without any accompanying ritual. This stands in stark contrast to his teacher John, who administers a water rite, and even more so to the temple’s sacrificial system. Here, forgiveness is presented as the eschatological act of God himself (cf. Mic 7:19Mic7:19; Isa 33:22Isa33:22, 24Isa33:24)!

(4) From a formal perspective, it is striking how thoroughly the entire passage of Rom 3:21–26Rom3:21–26 is shaped by metaphorical language. Metaphor, with its experiential resonance and inherent openness, emerges as an appropriate theological mode of expression—particularly when seeking to ascribe meaning to the historical event of Jesus’ execution from the standpoint of faith (pistis). God’s action is revealed beyond abstract logic and fixed truth. For us, Pauline imagery contains the openness to articulate the overcoming of estrangement from God through our own images—as an event that takes place in a human being and can therefore be responded to with human categories. It becomes the task of contemporary theology, then, to cultivate a metaphorical vocabulary of comparable depth and expressive power, one that is attuned to the symbolic world and existential concerns of our own time and culture.
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Chapter 2


Thinking Further: God’s Reconciling Votive Offering in Romans 3:25*


Abstract: In response to criticisms of my proposal to understand the term ἱλαστήριον in Rom 3:25 as “votive offering,” both theologically and lexicographically, this article develops my thesis a step further. Hence, it first discusses the various problems with the widely held interpretation that the term refers to the “mercy seat” of Lev 16 LXX and describes the death of Jesus as the establishment of a new place of atonement. Furthermore, the philological possibility of translating ἱλαστήριον as “votive offering” or, more precisely, as “gift of reconciliation” is elaborated on in detail. Finally, the article discusses the application of the ancient practice of votive offerings to Rom 3:25, directing attention to its possible reception by the listeners and to the theological significance of this process.


Several years ago, I proposed a new interpretation of the complex term ἱλαστήριον in Romans 3:25Rom3:25 as signifying a “votive offering.”1 With this designation, Paul offers a theological interpretation of Jesus’ death. The passage is of considerable significance, as within the context of Rom 3:21–31Rom3:21–31 it articulates the foundation of human salvation or redemption—classically Lutheran: “justification by faith”—in terms of the “atoning death” of Jesus. It thus constitutes a core text of Pauline theology. Interpreters who have been influenced by biblical theology commonly link Paul’s use of ἱλαστήριον in Rom 3:25 to the early Jewish context of Yom Kippur and the blood ritual described in Lev 16:11–17Lev16:11–17 LXX, which served to purify the priest, his household, and all of Israel within the Jerusalem Temple. Indeed, the majority of ancient attestations of ἱλαστήριον appear in this context. All 21 occurrences in the Pentateuch refer to the kapporæt—the “cover plate” or, as it is frequently translated, the “place of atonement” (German Sühnestätte) or “mercy seat” on the Ark of the Covenant in the First Temple.2 However, only Lev 16:11–17 LXX describes the Yom Kippur blood ritual itself. When Paul refers to Jesus as ἱλαστήριον in Romans 3:25, then, according to this interpretation, Jesus assumes the function of the Yom Kippur blood rite: he takes the place of the atonement site or ritual and, in his death, provides, once and for all, atonement for all human transgressions. J. Roloff interprets this typologically: “God has caused Jesus to take the place of the kapporæt hidden in the temple and the atoning ritual associated with it, who, through ‘his blood,’ that is, through his self-giving of life, brings about atonement.” W. Kraus articulates this in cultic-metaphorical terms: “The appointment as ἱλαστήριον involves the ‘consecration’ of the place of atonement, divine presence, and revelation”; “Jesus, through the offering of his life, was inaugurated as ἱλαστήριον—as the place where God is encountered.”3

This interpretation of Romans 3:25Rom3:25 gains plausibility not least from its basis in biblical theology, which allows it to be situated within the broader framework of Pauline scriptural exegesis. The reference to Leviticus 16Lev16 LXX enables far-reaching conclusions regarding the new relationship of Christians to the cultic practices of the Jerusalem Temple and their replacement through Christ. Thus, the interpretation of ἱλαστήριον entails fundamental hermeneutical decisions for understanding Pauline theology.

It is therefore unsurprising that my proposal for an alternate reading—based on socio-religious practices within Greco-Roman culture—has been met with significant criticism. W. Kraus questions both the strength of the evidence I have presented and the theological coherence that emerges from my interpretation.4 More recently, A. Weiß has disputed the philological viability of translating ἱλαστήριον as a votive offering in Greco-Roman sources.5 By reexamining both the philological issues surrounding the term ἱλαστήριον and the hermeneutical indicators directed toward the reader in Rom 3:21–26Rom3:21–26, I seek to reassess and further develop my thesis.



1. The Starting Point: Challenges in Deriving ἱλαστήριον from Leviticus 16 LXX



The genesis of my earlier thesis was the set of difficulties associated with interpreting ἱλαστήριον against the backdrop of the blood ritual on Yom Kippur as described in Lev 16:11–17Lev16:11–17 LXX.1 Even within the Tanakh, the reference to ἱλαστήριον is not unequivocal: in Num 7:89Num7:89, the “cover plate” serves a different function—as the site of divine revelation; in Ezek 43Ezek43, the term designates a different cultic location—a step of the eschatological burnt offering altar; and in Amos 9:1Amos9:1, the reference remains ambiguous (a pillar capital? a cultic site?). The metaphor presupposed in Rom 3:25Rom3:25 is striking: Jesus appears both as the sacrificial offering (“in his blood”) and as the specific locus of that offering. What is missing is a tangible image that could facilitate the reception of the metaphor: the First Temple was destroyed in 586 BCE, and since then the Ark of the Covenant, along with its cover plate, were lost.

A further significant problem arises from the fact that the evidence for this (assumed) allusion to Lev 16Lev16 LXX in Rom 3:25Rom3:25 is confined to the single term ἱλαστήριον, thereby introducing a striking degree of ambiguity: it remains uncertain whether ἱλαστήριον refers to the designated object (the “cover plate”), the rites and functions of Yom Kippur, or the entire temple cult. Furthermore, it is questionable whether the original audience in Rome would have possessed precise knowledge of which ritual—the blood rite at the ἱλαστήριον, the burning of the sacrificial material, or the scapegoat ceremony—corresponded to which function (cleansing, forgiveness of sins, and the specific nature of those sins). It also remains unclear whether the text intends a typological or cultic-metaphorical application of Lev 16 to Jesus’ death, a positive correspondence to the model, or the replacement of Yom Kippur by Christ.2

The reception context of the addressees of the letter to the Romans is crucial here. The letter was not addressed to temple priests in Jerusalem, nor to Pharisaic scribes but rather to communities in Rome, which were predominantly composed of Gentile Christ-followers alongside Jewish Christ-followers. For at least the Gentile believers, it is unlikely that the term ἱλαστήριον, without further explanation, would have immediately evoked Yom Kippur and its associated functions. A cultic ritual centered on the Jerusalem Temple would have been unknown to them and their lived experience.

A reference to Yom Kippur in Rom 3:25Rom3:25 would likely have posed difficulties even for those acquainted with the Yom Kippur tradition as conveyed in Lev 16Lev16 LXX. The implications of such a transfer onto the death of Jesus would be unavoidable: Jesus’ death would signify the abrogation of Yom Kippur—that is, the Christologically grounded nullification of this ritual—or at the very least, a profound relativization of its function. This stands in stark tension with the high regard in which Yom Kippur was held within Judaism.3 Precisely because Paul is writing as a Jewish author, the audience would scarcely have expected him to leave such a far-reaching consequence as the abolition of Yom Kippur as a mere implication, as if only mentioning it in passing without explicit justification. Regardless of the contested question as to whether Rom 3:25 incorporates an early Christian tradition, readers would anticipate from an author like Paul—whose thought is deeply rooted in the theological framework of early Judaism—a thorough and explicit reflection on the relationship between Jesus’ death and Yom Kippur. Within the broader context of the letter to the Romans, the audience encounters Paul as a careful interpreter who develops his novel reading and application of the Torah from the vantage point of the Christ event, beginning in Rom 2:12Rom2:12 and culminating in the Torah-hermeneutical principle set forth in 13:8–10Rom13:8–10.4 It is, therefore, highly unlikely that he would have offered no explanation of his terminological allusion, thus leaving room for misunderstanding. This is especially true when considering the purpose of Romans: to provide a comprehensive, measured, and well-reasoned presentation of the Pauline gospel aimed at gaining the Roman congregations’ support for Paul and his planned mission to Spain. The recipients would hardly suspect that Paul would jeopardize his mission through an implicit and casual dismissal of Yom Kippur.



2. A Semantic Alternative: ἱλαστήριον as Votive Offering



Given the challenges associated with the conventional interpretation of ἱλαστήριον against the backdrop of Lev 16Lev16 LXX, it is worth considering semantic alternatives that would have been accessible to the recipients within their Roman cultural context. Relevant evidence can be found in several instances within the epigraphic and literary record of antiquity. The examples I originally cited have since been expanded upon by A. Weiß, who adds three inscriptions, bringing the total to eight attestations—six epigraphic and two literary—from the two centuries surrounding the turn of the era, in which the noun is used outside the Septuagint and independent of the context of Yom Kippur.1

Weiß initially observes that, in the case of the inscriptions, “a non-specific rendering of hilasterion as ‘votive offering’ is possible,” but subsequently raises reservations and ultimately dismisses my interpretation as “philologically untenable.”2

It is well established that the meaning of a lexeme depends on the context of its usage—this is especially true for a polysemous term like ἱλαστήριον. The semantic features or components of a lexeme can be elucidated through the analysis of its syntagmatic relationships as well as by comparing it with words that stand in paradigmatic relation to it.3 In the case of the inscriptions, which constitute the majority of attestations, the syntagmatic patterns surrounding ἱλαστήριον can be summarized as follows: a human agent is identified as the giver or dedicant of the ἱλαστήριον, while the addressee is a deity, and there is usually a beneficiary specified by a “for” construction. A verb is typically absent—an unsurprising feature in inscriptions—but can be supplied contextually, usually with “to give” or “to dedicate.” For instance, an inscription from the island of Kos (translated into English) reads:

The people (gave/dedicated) for the welfare of the emperor Caesar, son of a god, Augustus, to the gods a ἱλαστήριον.4


The text genre of the inscription makes it clear that the lexeme designates an object identified as such and that this object serves as an offering to the gods, associated with a specific intention or petition on the part of the donor. This aligns broadly with the widespread ancient practice of dedicating votive offerings: when an individual approached a deity with a particular concern—whether personal or political—they would offer a gift either in gratitude for divine assistance already received or as a gesture in anticipation of hoped-for support.5

Of particular interest are the passages in which Weiß develops his own translation as Sühnemal (“atonement memorial”). These instances require a nuanced analysis of the semantic evidence and thereby contribute to a more precise understanding of the lexeme ἱλαστήριον.



2.1 The Temple Chronicle from Lindos (99 BCE)1



The inscription stele from LindosInscriptionsLindos VIII (B 48–53) contains, in Part A, a decree issued by the people concerning the production of the stele, which serves to document the significance of the temple of Lindian Athena. Particular emphasis is placed on the special votive offerings (ἀναθέματα) that were erected in honor of the goddess (A 3, 4, 7).

Part B opens with the heading τοίδε ἀνέθηκαν τᾶι Ἀθάναι, which recalls the previously mentioned ἀναθέματα and may be translated as: “The following dedicated (votive offerings) to Athena.” This heading introduces a detailed list of votive offerings made by prominent figures from myth and history, typically accompanied by quotations of the inscriptions associated with the offerings. The arrangement of Parts A and B on the stele thus places all the listed offerings under the overarching term ἀνάθεμα, without requiring the term to be repeated in each entry.

The passage of particular relevance here (B 48–53) refers to a votive gift from Telephos—a bowl with a golden boss—which is described in the accompanying inscription as a ἱλατή[ρι]ον (B 49).2 The term thus clearly denotes a votive offering. Its appearance in the inscription associated with the bowl places ἱλαστήριον in a paradigmatic relationship with ἀνάθεμα. This suggests a fundamental synonymy between the two terms and situates both within the same semantic field of “votive offering.” However—as Weiß rightly notes—the variation in terminology points to a more specific nuance in the meaning of ἱλαστήριον in comparison to the more general term ἀνάθεμα, thereby going beyond mere synonymy.

The linguistic distinction between hypernym (superordinate term) and hyponym (subordinate term) helps clarify the relationship at hand. In antiquity, ἀνάθημα (or ἀνάθεμα, a spelling variant attested in the Hellenistic period) was the standard and widely employed term for “votive offering.”3 The Temple Chronicle of Lindos reveals that ἱλαστήριον, mentioned in the inscription of a single dedication, is a hyponym of ἀνάθημα, the term that introduces the entire catalogue of offerings. In other words, ἱλαστήριον represents a particular type of votive offering: ἀνάθημα functions as the general category, and ἱλαστήριον as a specific instance within it. Other attested hyponyms found in inscriptions include χαριστήριον, εὐχαριστήριον, and δῶρον. The semantic specification conveyed by the lexeme ἱλαστήριον derives from the meaning of its lexical family, represented by the verb ἱλάσκομαι, meaning “to reconcile, to render a deity inclined, favorable or gracious.”4 Accordingly, appropriate translations might include “gift of reconciliation”5 or “reconciling votive offering.”

Telephos is thus attempting, through the bowl he dedicates to Lindian Athena as a votive offering, to reconcile his relationship with the goddess and to thus (once again?) win or restore her favor. Beyond this implication, the inscription provides no further detail.

The hyponymic relationship between ἱλαστήριον and the overarching term ἀνάθημα is further confirmed by a second example discussed by Weiß:





2.2 Dio Chrysostom, Oration 11.121



In his Eleventh Oration, DioDio ChrysostomOr. 11.121 radically reinterprets the traditional Homeric account of Troy, presenting it in a critical and revisionist light that stands in stark contrast to Homer’s narrative. In section 11.121, he employs the terms under discussion— ἀνάθημα and ἱλαστήριον—in a syntactically parallel construction. The narrative context involves imagined peace negotiations between the Trojans and the Greeks (11.118–122), during which the Trojans demand restitution for the costs of the war and appropriate reparations. The Greeks, citing their lack of financial means, decline these demands. However, in order to fulfill a sense of “a certain justice,” they propose to leave behind for the goddess Athena “a very beautiful and large ἀνάθημα,” bearing the inscription: “As a ἱλαστήριον, the Achaeans (gave/dedicated this) to Trojan Athena” (11.121). According to Dio, this object was none other than the famous wooden horse.

In this brief scene, the semantic relationship between the two terms is clearly affirmed: ἀνάθημα functions as the general category, which is specified in the inscription as a ἱλαστήριον. If we apply the proposed translations—“reconciling votive offering” or “gift of reconciliation”1—the semantic nuance of reconciliation integrates seamlessly into the context of the peace negotiations. Since the Greeks are either unwilling or unable to provide material compensation for the Trojans’ wartime losses, reparation is transposed to the religious plane: it takes the form of reconciliation with Athena, the patron goddess of the Trojans. Through the offering of this precious votive offering, the demand for justice is symbolically fulfilled. The gesture conveys an acknowledgment of defeat, a disposition of penitence, and a genuine desire for reconciliation on the part of the Greeks.2 These intentions are communicated through their relationship with the goddess Athena. In this light, the function of the “reconciling votive offering” becomes evident: reconciliation with Trojan Athena serves to restore a sense of justice and, by extension, signifies reconciliation with the Trojans.





2.3 “Atoning Memorial” or “Reconciling Votive Offering”?



At this point, Weiß proposes the term Sühnemal (“atoning memorial”) as a German translation of ἱλαστήριον.1 However, this translation raises more problems than it resolves. To begin with, the theologically charged term Sühne (“atonement”) is highly ambiguous and prone to misunderstanding. Does it—as in Weiß’s interpretation—refer to an “atoning act” in the sense of “making restitution”? The semantic range of the term oscillates between reconciliation, restitution, and the (substitutionary) bearing or expiation of punishment. The German word Sühne originates in Germanic legal tradition, where it referred to the restoration of a disrupted social relationship. In theological discourse, it is frequently used with connotations of cultic sacrificial rites intended to effect atonement before God. While Sühne is firmly embedded in the systematic-theological language of description, its anchoring in the language of the ancient sources remains unclear. As such, the term lacks precision and is thus unsuitable for an accurate description.2 It therefore seems advisable to forgo this term in favor of more precise alternatives such as reconciliation, reparation, or cultic sacrifice.

The second component of the compound, Mal (“memorial”), is likewise problematic. It does not appear to be among the semantic features of ἱλαστήριον, as Josephus explicitly distinguishes it from μνῆμα, “memorial” or “monument,” in A.J. 16.182A.J. 16.182:

Herod the Great had the tomb of David opened and robbed, but when two of his bodyguards were killed by flames of fire, “he hurried out in great fear and, as a gift of reconciliation prompted by his terror (τοῦ δέους ἱλαστήριον), erected a memorial (μνῆμα) of white stone at the entrance, at great expense.”3


The term ἱλαστήριον designates the function of the monument, whereas μνῆμα refers to the concrete form of the ἱλαστήριον. Here again, the translation as “gift of reconciliation” or “reconciling votive offering” proves the most fitting: Herod has disturbed the peace of the deceased King David and now seeks reconciliation with the agitated realm of the dead by erecting a monument as an offering of reconciliation.

This review of the available sources—those outside the context of the Septuagint and Yom Kippur—reveals two key semantic features that carry the meaning of ἱλαστήριον:

(1) Votive offering:4 This feature emerges clearly from the context of its usage. Both inscriptions found on or referring to votive offerings, as well as the relevant literary attestations, indicate that the term consistently refers to votive gifts. Without exception, ἱλαστήριον is used in the context of offerings made as acts of devotion.

(2) Reconciliation: The fact that the much more common term for a votive offering, ἀνάθημα, is occasionally replaced by ἱλαστήριον points to a semantic specification derived from the verbal root ἱλάσκ-, which means “to reconcile” or “to render inclined or favorable.” The suffix -τηριον in classical Greek typically denotes a place where a particular function occurs—in this case, a site where reconciliation is effected or expressed—thus incorporating functional significance into the term itself.5

Translations are always linguistic approximations, as they can never fully capture the complexity of the original text. Nonetheless, the semantic features outlined above support “gift of reconciliation” or “reconciling votive offering” as plausible translation equivalents. In my view, this interpretation is not only philologically tenable but also faithful to its usage in the Greek texts. The semantic element of reconciliation also sheds light on the Septuagint’s application of ἱλαστήριον to concrete cultic objects or locations. In this usage, ἱλαστήριον—conceived as a “place of reconciliation” or “site of propitiation”—places the functional dimension of these cultic sites at the forefront.





3. The Application in Romans 3:25



The applicability of the concept of a votive offering to Romans 3:25Rom3:25 is, of course, not yet definitively settled by the preceding discussion. Nonetheless, the problems identified at the outset concerning the derivation of ἱλαστήριον from the Yom Kippur context of the Septuagint (Lev 16Lev16) render the pagan sense of “reconciling votive offering” a noteworthy alternative worthy of serious consideration.

We are accustomed to assuming that Paul grounds his theology primarily in Old Testament concepts and categories—an assumption that is certainly valid with regard to his understanding of God and the basic structures of his theological thought. Yet when it comes to the metaphors he employs, Paul frequently draws on the broader cultural encyclopedia of his Greco-Roman environment. For instance, he compares the law to a pedagogue, a figure from Greco-Roman education who supervised and guided the children of wealthy families (Gal 3:24Gal3:24); he interprets the proclamation of the gospel through the lens of an athletic competition (1 Thess 2:21 Thess2:2); and, in the immediate context of the passage under discussion, he describes in Rom 3:24Rom3:24 the effect of the Christ event using the notion of redemption, as it was known in antiquity in the context of ransoming prisoners of war and slaves.1



3.1 Cultural and Linguistic Accessibility



Both Philo and Heb 9:5Heb9:5 explicitly and unambiguously link ἱλαστήριον to Exod 25Exod25 and Lev 16Lev16 LXX within their respective contexts.1 Rom 3:25Rom3:25, by contrast, does not do so, and I see no indications within the text that would steer the reception toward the context of Yom Kippur. This applies also to the subsequent phrase “in his blood.” The expression διὰ [τῆς] πίστεως ἐν τῷ αὐτοῦ αἵματι does not refer to sacrificial blood in a cultic setting, but rather to the violent death of the human Jesus. If πίστις is translated, as is customary, as “faith,” the positioning between ἱλαστήριον and the phrase “in his blood” becomes awkward and difficult to integrate. Yet the Greek term πίστις encompasses a much broader semantic range: “trust, fidelity, reliability within relationships, conviction.”2 If the phrase is understood as “through faithfulness in his blood,” the overall statement gains coherence: the focus is on Jesus’ fidelity, which he maintains even in the face of a violent death. In this context, “blood” functions metonymically to represent that violent death.3

The context of Rom 3:21–26Rom3:21–26 contains subtle textual cues that support reading ἱλαστήριον as a “gift of reconciliation.” The passage opens in 3:21Rom3:21 with the declaration that God’s righteousness has been revealed “without the law” (χωρὶς νόμου), thereby directing attention to Christ as God’s representative—through whom God now enters into a direct and immediate relationship with humanity.4 This framing does not encourage the audience, just a few verses later, to locate the meaning of ἱλαστήριον within the Pentateuchal context of Yom Kippur. According to Rom 3:24Rom3:24, justification is granted “as a gift,” through God’s “grace,” in Christ Jesus. These formulations may have reminded Paul’s audience of a familiar cultural practice: that individuals sought to gain the favor or goodwill of a deity through gifts, specifically votive offerings. The nature of this process of declaring righteous is further expressed in 3:24 through the metaphor of “redemption in Christ Jesus,” which draws on the socio-political world of the listeners (and does not evoke cultic or sacrificial associations). Rom 3:25Rom3:25 then clarifies this redemption with the metaphor of Christ as ἱλαστήριον. A key piece of evidence for this interpretation lies in the verb προέθετο (“set forth”),5 which speaks of God publicly setting up or displaying the ἱλαστήριον —underscoring its visible and public character. This corresponds to the widespread practice in both the ancient pagan and Jewish6 worlds of setting up votive offerings in visible places. That ἱλαστήριον is a term drawn from everyday Greco-Roman language (attested in at least eight instances) is something the audience could well have perceived and understood in metaphorical terms.





3.2 Theological Implications



Against the background of the preceding considerations, Rom 3:25–26Rom3:25–26 may be translated as follows:

Whom (Jesus Christ) God publicly set up as a gift of reconciliation (ἱλαστήριον) through faithfulness (διὰ [τῆς] πίστεως) in his blood
to demonstrate his righteousness because of the remission of sins previously committed during the patience of God, to demonstrate his righteousness in the present time […]


The metaphor of ἱλαστήριον, applied to the death of Jesus, is striking: it draws attention—and it does indeed provoke—because it represents a twofold disruption of the cultural knowledge of the audience.

(1) No longer is it human beings who offer votive gifts to a deity to fulfill a vow or to win divine favor. In a radical reversal, it is now God who, through the death of Jesus, presents a votive offering to reconcile with humanity. This message of reconciliation becomes clear through the use of the rare term ἱλαστήριον, rather than the more common ἀνάθημα.

(2) Whereas ἱλαστήριον typically refers to an object (this holds true even in the Septuagint), in this context it refers to the violent death of Jesus, the Christ. This gift of reconciliation is therefore not an object but an event—one in which God initiates a direct and immediate relationship with humanity, without the customary cultic mediation of priests, sacrificial materials, or ritual acts. It becomes evident that God does the utmost for humanity: his unique representative, the Christ (Messiah), gives his life in faithful obedience to his mission—faithful to God and to humanity alike. In this claim, one indeed reaches the very heart of Pauline theology.

The metaphor of the “reconciling votive offering” highlights the function of Jesus’ death: it is God himself who acts in this event, taking the initiative and effecting reconciliation with humanity. That is, God turns toward human beings in a direct and salvific way, reestablishing the relationship with them freely and without precondition. This is underscored by the continuation of the passage in Rom 3:25–26Rom3:25–26, which twice states the purpose of this act: “to demonstrate his (i.e., God’s) righteousness”—that is, his saving care,1 made visible and effective in the death of Jesus. The text immediately provides the rationale for this action, using the causal διά with the accusative: “because of the remission2 of sins previously committed during the patience of God […]”. God’s righteousness—understood here as saving, forgiving, and reconciling—is necessary because “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (3:23Rom3:23; cf. 1:18–3:20Rom1:18–3:20), meaning that their relationship with God has been fundamentally disrupted.

The death of Jesus is thus interpreted through the—then as now—unconventional metaphor of God setting up a reconciling votive offering for humanity, as a direct and unmediated expression of divine communion and thereby as a source of salvation. This statement is not to be understood as applying the Yom Kippur ritual to Jesus’ death, and even less as suggesting that Jesus’ death replaces that cultic practice. Such a view is not the focus of the text, which is addressed to communities living far from the Jerusalem Temple. What is decisive for them is that in Christ, God has turned toward them on his own initiative—irreversibly—offering his saving presence and opening a redemptive and liberating relationship with himself.

Paul further develops his interpretation of Jesus’ death—not in terms of sacrificial cult, but grounded in an immediate, “personal” relationship—in Rom 5:5–8Rom5:5–8, where he presents Jesus’ death on our behalf as an event arising from the love of God. In evoking the motif of dying for another out of love, Paul draws on another theme familiar within the Greco-Roman cultural world.3 No one has more to give than their own life; thus, dying for another is regarded as the highest and ultimate expression of love and commitment. According to Paul, it is in Jesus’ death that this greatest love of God for humanity becomes apparent and effective. With this, Paul in Rom 5:1Rom5:1 links peace with God for those who place their trust in him, and in 5:10–11Rom5:10–11, the metaphor of “reconciliation” (καταλλαγή) with God—applying to Jesus’ death the well-established motif from antiquity of reconciliation through peace treaties or agreements between political parties or nations (cf. 2 Cor 5:192 Cor5:19; Rom 11:15Rom11:15). In the death of Jesus, the “Son,” the comprehensive reconciliation of God with humanity takes place.

This reading of Rom 3:25Rom3:25—without reference to the Yom Kippur ritual—also helps explain why the feast of Yom Kippur continued to be held in high regard by the earliest Christians. Luke mentions it in Acts 27:9Acts27:9, using the term νηστεία (“fast”) and seems to take for granted that it was still observed by (Jewish) Christians.4






4. Conclusion



Achieving clarity or consensus on the derivation of the term ἱλαστήριον remains difficult. (Jewish-)Christians familiar with the Scriptures of Israel may have associated it with the “covering plate,” described in Lev 16Lev16 LXX as central to the Yom Kippur ritual. However, the interpretive challenges tied to this reading—and the notably divergent interpretations it has produced—are cause for reflection. For this reason, I consider it in the very least worthy of serious consideration to understand the term—on both philological and historical grounds—against the background of the contemporary practice of seeking reconciliation with a deity through a votive offering. This practice would have been readily familiar to the recipients in Rome through their everyday cultural experience. Exploring this interpretive framework opens the door to an alternative reading—one that is theologically coherent, persuasive within the context of Pauline theology, and that avoids many of the ambiguities inherent in the traditional interpretation. The potential gain of this approach lies in achieving greater clarity in Paul’s theological language and in identifying yet another example of his rich and innovative use of metaphor.
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Chapter 3


Christ as hilastērion in Romans 3:25: God’s Gift of Reconciliation*


In only one instance across his letters—Romans 3:25Rom3:25—does Paul use the term hilastērion to describe God’s salvific outreach to sinful humanity through Jesus Christ. He introduces the term without elaboration, leaving its religious-historical background and soteriological significance opaque to modern readers. Whether translated as ‘atonement memorial,’ ‘atonement site,’ ‘mercy seat,’ or ‘gift of reconciliation,’ the term is inextricably linked to the death of Jesus, which is portrayed as having a salvific effect. This association reflects conceptual patterns from the ancient world, where sacrificial death, substitutionary death, and the appeasement—or reconciliation—of an offended deity were integral components of the religious and cultural imagination.



1. Interpretation in Light of the Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16



The origin and meaning of hilastērion remain a matter of scholarly debate. A widely accepted interpretation—rooted in biblical theology—begins with the observation, that in the Pentateuch of the Septuagint, where a large part of the ancient evidence is found with 21 occurrences, hilastērion serves as the Greek rendering of the Hebrew kapporæt.1 According to Exodus 25:17–22Exod25:17–22, the kapporæt refers to a cultic object within the First Temple: a golden cover plate flanked by two winged cherubim, placed atop the Ark of the Covenant.2 It functioned as a “covering plate,” or, more theologically, as the place of atonement—the site within the inner sanctuary where God’s presence was revealed and reconciliation enacted. Leviticus 16:11–17Lev16:11–17 LXX specifically offers a detailed description of the blood ritual to be performed on the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) in the Jerusalem Temple. This rite served to purify the (high) priest, his household, and the entire people of Israel. The priest (Aaron) would slaughter a goat “for the sin of the people,” sprinkle its blood once upon the side of the hilastērion and seven times in front of it, thereby effecting cultic purification (Lev 16:15Lev16:15).

Read against this backdrop, Romans 3:25Rom3:25 presents Jesus as the hilastērion, assuming the role of the Yom Kippur blood ritual. In doing so, he replaces both the physical site of atonement and the ritual itself. This lends itself to a typological interpretation: “God has allowed Jesus to take the place of the hidden kapporæt in the Temple and of the atonement ritual associated with it. Through ‘his blood’—that is, through the giving of his life—he has effected atonement.”3 Expressed in cultic-metaphorical terms: “The designation of Jesus as hilastērion entails the consecration of the place where atonement, divine presence, and revelation occur”; “Through the self-giving of his life, Jesus was inaugurated as the hilastērion—the locus where God is encountered.”4

This interpretation, however, presents both conceptual and substantive challenges for its reception. The referent of hilastērion in the Tanakh is somewhat ambiguous: in Num 7:89Num7:89, the “cover plate” functions instead as a site of divine revelation; in Ezek 43Ezek43, the term designates a different cultic object—a step of the eschatological burnt offering altar; and in Amos 9:1Amos9:1, the reference remains obscure (perhaps a pillar capital, or some cultic structure?). What is lacking is a concrete visual reference for the hilastērion metaphor, since, with the destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE, the Ark of the Covenant—and with it, the cover plate—was lost. The metaphor in Romans 3:25Rom3:25 further complicates reception, as Jesus is portrayed both as the sacrificial offering (“in his blood”) and simultaneously as the locus of that sacrifice. Because Paul employs the term hilastērion without further explanation, it remains unclear whether the allusion to Lev 16Lev16 refers specifically to the cover plate, to the rites and functions of Yom Kippur, or to the Temple cult in its entirety.5 This ambiguity becomes particularly problematic when the text is interpreted as suggesting that Christ replaces Yom Kippur. These uncertainties prompt a provisional reflection on the horizon of reception shared by the original recipients of the letter to the Romans.



2. The Horizon of Reception of the Addressees in Rome



Understanding Rom 3:25Rom3:25 hinges on the cultural assumptions of the Roman Christ-followers to whom the letter is addressed. These were not temple priests in Jerusalem or Pharisaic scribes, but Christ communities in Rome, largely composed of Gentile Christ-followers (Rom 1:5–6Rom1:5–6, 13Rom1:13; 11:13Rom11:13, 17Rom11:17; 15:15–16Rom15:15–16, 18Rom15:18). It is doubtful whether, upon hearing the term hilastērion without further explanation, they would have readily connected it to Yom Kippur and its associated functions, or whether they had a precise understanding of which rite—be it the blood ritual on the hilastērion, the burning of sacrificial materials, or the scapegoat ritual—served which purpose.

Nonetheless, even for those acquainted with the Yom Kippur tradition as presented in Lev 16Lev16 LXX, an explicit reference to Yom Kippur in Rom 3:25Rom3:25 would likely have posed interpretive challenges. Such readers would unavoidably confront the theological implication that the death of Jesus signifies the supersession of Yom Kippur—that is, the Christologically justified abrogation or, at minimum, a significant redefinition of its cultic function. This, however, stands in tension with the profound esteem in which Yom Kippur was held within Jewish religious thought.1 Given that Paul, who remained a Jew even as a follower of Christ (Rom 9:3Rom9:3; 11:1Rom11:1), authored the letter, the Roman recipients would reasonably have expected a more nuanced and explicit theological reflection on the relationship between Jesus’ death and the Yom Kippur ritual, rather than a vague or ambiguous allusion to its radical displacement. Elsewhere in the letter to the Romans, Paul consistently demonstrates himself as a thinker deeply rooted in Jewish tradition, who elaborates extensively on a reinterpretation and application of the Torah in light of the Christ event (cf. Rom 7:1–25Rom7:1–25; 13:8–10Rom13:8–10). It is therefore improbable that he would have employed such a technical allusion without providing clarification, thus avoiding potential misunderstanding or confusion.

Conversely, Paul frequently employs metaphors drawn from the Greco-Roman cultural milieu of his time. For instance, in Gal 3:24Gal3:24, he likens the Torah to a pedagogue—a figure who, in ancient educational contexts, was responsible for overseeing the upbringing of children from wealthy families. In 1 Thess 2:21 Thess2:2, Paul frames the proclamation of the gospel using the imagery of an athletic competition. Moreover, in syntactic connection with his use of hilastērion, he depicts the effect of the Christ event in Rom 3:24Rom3:24 as a redemption or ransom—a notion widely recognized in antiquity as the purchase and liberation of prisoners of war and slaves.



3. The Alternative: A Reconciliatory Votive Offering



Deriving the hilastērion motif from the Greco-Roman cultural milieu appears far more promising.1 In classical antiquity, the practice of dedicating votive offerings to specific deities was widespread and easily invoked as a metaphorical concept. Ancient individuals could present a petition—such as for healing, the fulfillment of the desire to have children, or protection during a perilous journey—to the relevant deity, accompanied by a vow to offer a consecration gift, a type of votive offering, should the deity grant their request. The vow involved a petition to the deity for a specific favor, and in the event that this favor was granted, the petitioner promised to render a reciprocal offering.2 A diverse array of votive offerings connected to private concerns has been discovered, including bronze and terracotta figurines, wooden and clay tablets, statues, monuments, paintings, vessels, and tripods. In some instances, inscriptions clarify the petitioner’s intent or commemorate the divine assistance received. Votive gifts constituted a pervasive mass phenomenon in ancient culture, frequently produced in standardized series according to established typologies.3 For example, excavations in Rome along the Tiber have yielded numerous body votives—terracotta representations of human body parts—associated with the cult of Asclepius on the Tiber Island.4 In the public sphere, votive offerings manifested on a grander scale, encompassing temples, altars, cult statues, and plots of land. Importantly, the practice of dedicating votive offerings is likewise attested within Jewish cultural contexts.5

The standard ancient term for such votive offerings is anathēma (or anathema), a designation widely attested across numerous texts and inscriptions. Nevertheless, the term hilastērion also appears in eight inscriptions and texts dated to the two centuries surrounding the turn of the era.6 For an illustrative example, consider this inscription from the island of KosInscriptionsKos 81:

The people (gave/dedicated) for the welfare of the emperor Caesar, son of a god, Augustus, to the gods a hilastērion.7


This inscription identifies a human agent as the dedicator of the hilastērion, specifies a deity as its recipient, and indicates a beneficiary (“for”). As is common in epigraphic contexts, the verb is omitted but can be reasonably supplied as “to give” or “to dedicate.”

The term hilastērion—like charistērion, eucharistērion, and dōron—represents a subcategory within the broader semantic field of anathēma. In linguistic terms, it functions as a hyponym (subordinate term) of the hypernym (superordinate term) anathēma.8 This hierarchical relationship is illustrated in a passage from Dio Chrysostom, within the context of his retelling of the Trojan War. Unable to provide restitution for the costs of the war or compensation to the Trojans, the Greeks instead devise an alternative means of enacting “a certain form of justice” (Or. 11.121Dio ChrysostomOr. 11.121):

For they (the Greeks) wished to leave them (the Trojans) a very beautiful and large votive offering (anathēma) for Athena with the inscription: As a gift of reconciliation (hilastērion), the Achaeans (gave/dedicated) this to Trojan Athena.9


According to Dio, the object in question is the famous wooden horse. The terminological variation here signals a semantic specification: hilastērion articulates a more narrowly defined meaning than the broader category of anathēmata. This specific nuance is rooted in the lexical family associated with the verb hilaskomai—“to reconcile, to render a deity inclined, favorable or gracious.”10 Accordingly, hilastērion is best translated as “reconciling votive offering,” “offering of reconciliation,” or “gift of reconciliation.”11 When individuals sought to appease a deity perceived to be angered by human wrongdoing—petitioning for forgiveness and restored favor—the votive offering dedicated in such a context could be designated as a hilastērion, that is, a gift intended to effect reconciliation with the divine.



4. Application: Christ as the “Gift of Reconciliation” in Romans 3:25



When Paul, in Romans 3:25Rom3:25, speaks of God erecting or setting up (proetheto)1 the hilastērion, thereby emphasizing its visible and public character, he is deliberately guiding its interpretation: this corresponds to the familiar practice of setting up votive offerings. Yet Paul’s metaphorical application of hilastērion to the significance of Jesus’ death alters this familiar cultural convention in two key ways and demands close attention.

First, in the Greco-Roman world, it is typically human beings who present votive offerings to a deity—either to fulfill a vow or to gain favor. In Paul’s account, however, this logic is reversed: it is God who, in the death of Jesus, erects a votive gift for reconciliation with humanity. This event, in keeping with the imagery used by Paul, can be vividly imagined by the listeners or readers of the letter. That reconciliation is the driving purpose of the event is evident in Paul’s choice of the rare term hilastērion rather than the more common anathēma. The theological point is striking: God seeks to “render humanity gracious”—drawing them into a relationship of reconciliation with himself.

Second, whereas elsewhere hilastērion always refers to an object, here, it refers to the violent death of Jesus. This is indicated by the appositional phrase “in his blood,” which metonymically denotes a death brought about by violence.2 It is not a reference to sacrificial blood in a cultic or ritual context. Accordingly, the prepositional phrase “in his blood” should not be read as a cue directing interpretation toward the context of Exod 25Exod25 or Lev 16Lev16. When Philo (e.g., Mos. 2.95Mos.2.95, 97Mos.2.97; Fug. 100–101Fug.100–101; Her. 166Her.166; Cher. 25Cher.25) or the author of Hebrews (Heb 9:5Heb9:5) reference that context, they do so explicitly. By contrast, in Rom 3:25Rom3:25, the notion of Jesus as a gift of reconciliation refers to an event—namely, the violent death of Jesus on the cross—in which God directly initiates a relationship with humanity, without cultic mediation through priests, sacrificial material, or ritual. God has given nothing less than the life of his Messiah (“Christ Jesus,” 3:24Rom3:24), that is, his own representative. The death of Jesus on the cross demonstrates that God’s act of reconciliation has taken place once and for all—definitively and irrevocably. Through the death of Jesus, God offers reconciliation to all who respond with “trust” (3:25).



5. The Gift of Reconciliation in the Context of Romans 3:23–26



A translation of Romans 3:23–26Rom3:23–26 situates the “gift of reconciliation” in its broader context:










	 

	23

	For all have sinned




	 

	 

	 

	and fall short of the glory of God;




	 

	24

	they are declared righteous




	 

	 

	 

	as a gift




	 

	 

	 

	by his grace




	 

	 

	through the redemption that is in the Christ Jesus,




	 

	25

	whom God publicly set up as a gift of reconciliation




	 

	 

	 

	through trust




	 

	 

	 

	in his blood




	 

	 

	to demonstrate his righteousness




	 

	 

	 

	because of the remission of sins




	 

	 

	 

	previously committed




	 

	26

	 

	during the patience of God,




	 

	 

	to demonstrate his righteousness




	 

	 

	 

	in the present time,




	 

	 

	 

	that he is righteous




	 

	 

	 

	and declares righteous the one




	 

	 

	 

	who lives by trust in Jesus.







Paul interprets the death of Jesus through a metaphor that is as unfamiliar today as it was in his time: God himself “setting up” a reconciliatory votive offering for humanity. This image portrays God’s direct and saving engagement with human beings. It is God himself who acts—he takes the initiative and brings about reconciliation with humanity by restoring the relationship without preconditions (“as a gift, by his grace,” 3:24Rom3:24). This is underscored in the continuation of the passage (3:25–26Rom3:25–26): “to demonstrate his [i.e., God’s] righteousness”—that is, his saving commitment,1 which is revealed and made effective in the death of Jesus. It brings about the remission2 and forgiveness of sins—sins that had separated humanity from God and accumulated over time, because, in his patience (3:26), God had continually left open the possibility for repentance. God’s righteousness—his gift of salvation, forgiveness, and reconciliation—became necessary because “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” that is, their relationship with God had been broken (3:23Rom3:23; cf. 1:18–3:20Rom1:18–3:20).

In 3:25Rom3:25, Paul places the parenthetical phrase “through pistis” immediately after hilastērion. In doing so, he underscores that the crucified Jesus can be recognized and received as a gift of reconciliation only by those who respond to him with trust—a fitting translation of pistis, which can also denote faithfulness, loyalty, or conviction. This trust involves a personal and existential engagement with God and Christ. The human being brings nothing to this relationship besides their trust, through which they participate in Jesus’ death as God’s saving act. Accordingly, 3:26Rom3:26 affirms that God “declares righteous the one who lives by trust in Jesus.”



6. Conclusions



If Paul is not applying the Yom Kippur ritual to the death of Jesus, then he is likewise not proclaiming that Jesus’ death replaces this cultic practice. Engagement with Yom Kippur is not the focus of the text, which is addressed to communities living far from the Jerusalem Temple. What matters for them is that God, in Christ, has on his own accord and irrevocably turned toward them, offering his saving presence and thereby initiating a liberating, redemptive relationship. It is precisely this theological assurance that Paul communicates through the concept of the “gift of reconciliation,” which God himself effectively set up in the death of Jesus. Those who belong to Christ, therefore, no longer need to fear wrathful, punitive, or harmful deities of the sort familiar to them through their cultural background—for the one and only God of Israel has already granted them reconciliation on his own initiative.

If the term hilastērion in Romans 3:25Rom3:25 is understood against the backdrop of the ancient practice of votive offerings for reconciliation, then Paul’s reversal of the traditional roles underscores the grace and initiative of God. God seeks to render humanity gracious. In the death of Jesus, he opens the possibility of reconciliation to all who, in trust, receive his salvific and gracious engagement—understood in abstract terms: an indestructible and saving relationship with himself.
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