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Foreword






It is a delight to be asked to write an introduction to the reprinting of H.D. McDonald’s The New Testament Concept of the Atonement. McDonald served as the vice-principal at the evangelical London Bible College, now London School of Theology, and is not to be confused with the influential Scottish theologian George McDonald, whose theology of the atonement is significantly different.


This wonderfully simple, yet profound, book has much to offer to the present discussion of the atonement because of its singular focus on the teaching contained in the New Testament. Before I outline the significance of this book for our present situation, it is necessary to first discuss some historical contexts (that of the original writing of the book, and the intervening years which give rise to the present day), and second, to very briefly outline the contents of the book so that the reader is orientated to the book’s presentation and argument. After considering the context and the content, I will suggest the contribution of the book and its significance for modern readers.




Context


The New Testament Concept of the Atonement is McDonald’s second book on the atonement; the first, The Atonement of the Death of Christ, was released in 1985. In this first work, McDonald offered a 371-page discussion of the atonement, summarising the biblical teaching before extensively surveying the different views held throughout the history of the church. The book received mixed reviews, with some readers in awe of his ability to cover the history of the doctrine so comprehensively in such a clear manner.1 Others were critical of the survey’s uneven coverage – a complaint which often shows more about the reviewers interpretation of the significance of particular scholars.2 However, the main criticisms of the work were levelled at McDonald’s discussion of the biblical material, that it was either too brief or too dependent on the objective understanding of the atonement and the idea of propitiation:




From Dr McDonald’s own theological point of view the most serious shortcoming of the book is that it does not really face up to modern challenges to the doctrine of Anselm, Luther and Calvin. There is no serious attempt to grapple with C.H. Dodd’s frontal attack on the idea of propitiation; or to evaluate the very serious moral objections to the principle of penal substitution.3





In response to these opinions, McDonald penned this present work.4 It is an explicit discussion of the New Testament’s presentation of the atonement, and as such presents and defends his view that the death of Jesus is a propitiatory sacrifice that satisfies the anger of God at sin. Some reviewers found this new work filled the gap of the first and so commended the book:




It certainly makes a reader happy to find such a strong emphasis on the objective nature of justification in a non-Lutheran writer.… McDonald vigorously defends the term “propitiation” in order to uphold the reality of God’s holy wrath against sin since so many modern theologians minimize God’s law and deny his wrath.5





However, others continued to object to his understanding of the atonement. Eric Franklin concludes his review:




Overall, I found this a depressing book – depressing because its agenda is controlled by an outlook which does less than justice to the New Testament itself. It puts the New Testament in a straightjacket and confines the richness and vitality of its witness to the Cross in the service of particular dogmatism.6





These responses to McDonald’s work start to indicate something of the significance of this book. However, in order to appreciate it, we also need to consider our own context and the movements in scholarship on the atonement that have taken place since the book’s publication.


In the opening essay to The T&T Clark Companion to Atonement entitled ‘Atonement: The Shape and State of the Doctrine’, the editor Adam Johnson briefly describes the period that we are interested in – the last 30 years. He observes:




The single greatest challenge to theories of the atonement that are in any way rooted in the theological tradition(s) of the church can be summed up in terms of nonviolent critiques and alternatives. The gist of this position is that interpretations of Christ’s work which posit the crucifixion and death of Christ as an event willed or in some sense executed by the Father are intolerable, for they posit an intolerable violence within the character and life of God. Constructive alternatives vary widely, but the conviction that God is nonviolent in all his interactions, and especially the cross, is a widely shared, deeply held, and revolutionary thesis for the doctrine.7





Further, he notes:




For an increasing number of theologians, the vacuum created by the critique of penal substitution has been filled with variants of the Christus victor theory.8





This is the context in which we find ourselves today – the denial of an objective view of atonement as dealing with either the penalty for sin and/or the anger of God at sin. It appeals to a nonviolent conception of God to understand or deny the biblical material with the result that some previously conservative, reformed or evangelical theologians adopt a Christus victor definition of the atonement.9 This is our context when we read McDonald’s book, which affirms the objective propitiatory work of Christ on the cross. The negative reviews of McDonald’s first book asked for him to defend his position, so he wrote the second book. This was then criticised for his use of the New Testament in that defence.







Content


When we turn to read The New Testament Concept of the Atonement, what we find is a survey of the New Testament material that is related to the atonement. McDonald groups the material together in three sections. The first investigates the terms that are used to speak about the atonement (The Cross, The Tree, The Cup, The Death, The Blood, The Body). The second looks at the ways the atonement is understood by the biblical authors (A Lamb Slain, A Passover Celebrated, A Covenant Made, A Sacrifice Rendered, A Ransom Paid, A Propitiation Offered, A Reconciliation Effected). The last section focuses on the results of the atonement and its implications for our understanding of Christology.


McDonald notes that this presentation of the material results in some inevitable overlap between the chapters as key verses contain more than one of the terms in combination.10 The breadth of the images covered and the key language reviewed reveals the depth of study that McDonald had undertaken to write the book. This has two consequences for reviewers’ criticisms: first, it is unfair to claim that McDonald has not done justice the doctrine of atonement in the New Testament. He has covered the material carefully from the many different angles that the authors of the New Testament use. He acknowledges that the New Testament on occasion does present the subjective and Christus Victor options but finds these less prevalent than the objective view. Consequently, it is unfair to conclude that his dogma has put the New Testament into a straightjacket. Second, while it is fair to note that McDonald makes much of propitiation, it is not done without attention to the work of C.H. Dodd. In particular, McDonald explicitly addresses and responds to the concerns of Dodd in his chapter on propitiation. These two criticisms reflect more of the times in which the reviews were written, during the rise of the nonviolent depiction of God, than the text of the New Testament itself.







Contribution


Given both our context and McDonald’s, and the contents of The New Testament Concept of the Atonement, we are now able to consider the contribution of the book. There are three specific areas that this book contributes to the present debate about the atonement in Christian thought.


First, this work is a careful review of the doctrine of the atonement as taught in the New Testament. It is broad in its survey of terms and images so is a valuable starting place for any discussion of the biblical doctrine. It draws the reader back to the biblical concepts and understanding of the death of Christ thus avoiding the debates of today that have decided what God is like before listening to the apostles. This book owes less to the history of Christian doctrine and its development, and more to the revelation of the apostles understanding of the atonement.


Second, in reviewing the biblical material, McDonald once again mounts a case for the objective understanding of the atonement, especially that Christ’s death was a propitiation. This view is at odds with much of the prevailing scholarship, so will once again open debate on the issue. Dare I say, there are even some students who will not have read an exposition of the case for an objective view of the atonement, let alone one which outlines and defends propitiation. While McDonald does address the objections of Dodd, the nature of his response has room for further development, so this book should stimulate discussion in this area.


Third, in defending the position that the atonement can be understood to be an objective sacrifice to God, this book addresses the void that some scholars feel which has led to many assuming the Christus Victor understanding of the atonement. As such, it will breathe life back into a position that many have unhappily vacated due to the absence of such a work. Additionally, for those who have maintained an objective view of the atonement, this book will further strengthen their position.


 


With the context, content, and contribution having been covered, it is up to the reader of this new edition to read, enjoy, and evaluate McDonald’s work. Does he deal with the Biblical texts fairly in his exposition of the atonement? Can we be convinced that the New Testament presents an objective view of the atonement that contains propitiation as a central feature? Does our present understanding of the atonement owe more to current views of God than to the apostles once we have read what they said? These are the questions that this book asks our generation. These are the issues that we must face up to in order to understand the atonement as it is presented in the New Testament.


Matthew D. Jensen
University of Sydney, 2022
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Explanatory Preface






There has been a certain compulsion about the writing of this book. It arose out of some remarks made in the many favourable reviews of my ‘The Atonement of the Death of Christ’ in Faith, Revelation and History (Grand Rapids, Baker, 1985). Having myself drawn attention in its introduction to the uneven space given to the three sections – and especially to the limited amount allotted to the biblical as distinct from the historical material – a number of reviewers made the point that they would have welcomed a fuller treatment of the biblical account. So Professor John McIntyre, in his review in the Expository Times (June 1987) observed: ‘This part of the subject deserves perhaps even fuller treatment in the light of its importance.’


Referring to two controversial issues in the Gospels’ teaching on the atonement on which I had refused to comment, Professor McIntyre added, ‘that an extended full volume treatment of these would be justified; and one may add appreciated by those who have admiration for Dr McDonald’s work.’


It is the opening part of this statement that provided the occasion for my reflection. His prompting, along with others’, compelled me to write something further on the biblical aspect of the atoning significance of Christ’s work. It was not, however, in my mind merely to extend and amplify what I had written in the biblical section of my earlier book. Some different approach was required, which accounts for the method now devised. The present work is not, then, to be regarded just as a supplement to section two of my ‘The Atonement of the Death of Christ’. It can stand on its own.


Among the theologians whose writings on the doctrine of the atonement have done most to shape my own thinking the first in rank must be James Denny; followed hard on the heels, and in step, by Emil Brunner and P.T. Forsyth.


Reviewers will doubtless point out a certain repetitiveness in succeeding sections of this book as well as the constant occurrence of certain biblical verses. But these are, I submit, both unavoidable and necessary. In the first place, because repetition is inherent in the biblical literature itself; and in the second, because the single conclusion drawn from any one approach to the Calvary event, is that Christ’s atoning act is the way of man’s redemption. Such repetitions can only be regarded, therefore, as strengthening and confirming the view that Christ’s sacrificial death is the sole cause and condition of ‘our so great salvation’.


H.D. McDonald
1994













Introduction

The Cruciality of the Cross







For the Christian faith questions about God – who he is and what he is like – are ultimately questions about Christ. But questions about Christ become immediately questions about his death and why it is that, according to the New Testament, his death should in some significant way affect God’s relation to humanity and to the world.


The followers of Christ were first called Christians at Antioch (Acts 11:26). By their being so called it was recognised that the gospel they preached was centred in him. Since it was common knowledge that Christ had been crucified any reference to him became a reference to him as the one who had been put to death in this terrible way. To speak of Christ at all was, then, to speak of the cross. So Paul simply deciares: ‘We preach Christ crucified’ (1 Cor. 1:23).




The Church’s Task


If, therefore, the task of the Church is to proclaim to the world the gospel of God it can only do so by focusing on Christ and his cross. For the gospel of God is one and the same with the gospel of Christ. On seven occasions, beginning with Romans 1:1, it is referred to as ‘the gospel of God’; and on another 11, beginning with Mark 1:1, it is designated ‘the gospel of Christ’. This conjunction of God and Christ in the gospel, without the least awareness of incongruity, must be read as declaring its origin and procurement as essentially divine. It is in Christ and him crucified that God the creator meets people as the God of their salvation and where individuals experience God through the exercise of saving faith. The deed of God in the Calvary event is, therefore, the place, way and sphere of God’s redeeming action, liberating men and women from sin, death and the devil and bringing them into the glorious liberty of the sons of God. It is to Christ’s ‘sacrifice of atonement’ that we owe our whole being as Christians. In the emphatic words of P.T. Forsyth, ‘Faith in Christ, in the positive Christian sense, means much more than a relation to God to which Christ supremely helps us. It is a communion not through, but only in Christ and him crucified.’1


However, on the plane of human history, the circumstantial happenings of the Calvary event were darkly characteristic of people’s natural reaction to the presence among them of a life of challenging goodness which confronts evil in a way which goes far beyond the limits commonly considered acceptable. Crucifixion was a quite common practice in our Lord’s day. There must have been many occasions when a gibbet was set up at Golgotha; and there, between two convicted criminals, Jesus too was crucified one Friday at noon. The Gospels state the fact of his death quite baldly. They make no attempt to garnish the cross with flowers. They do not try to soften its awful reality. Nothing could be more ignominious, more humiliating, more repellent, than a death like this. To ‘the natural man’ (1 Cor. 2:14, AV) it seems sheer foolishness to believe that anything of eternal moment was transacted at a place where criminals died by one who himself suffered a criminal’s death. To such it seems inconceivable that there could be anything divinely and spiritually significant in the death of one hanged on a tree.


From the very first days of the Church until now there have been many who want a Christianity without the cross. They cannot take a gospel centred on one who was crucified as a common criminal. For George Bernard Shaw ‘Christianity is not cross–tianity’ and Sir Oliver Lodge ventured to suggest that, ‘In my opinion Christians make too much of the death of Christ.’ The offence of the cross, the sheer scandal of it, has not ceased. For those who believe that their science and philosophy explain the world without the need of the ‘God hypothesis’ the gospel of the cross is the ultimate absurdity. Others, who retain some belief in a spiritual dimension to human existence, view Christianity as just one more manifestation of mankind’s persistent search for meaning to life. They see the Christian faith as but one religion among other world religions. They may even, as a kind of sop to committed Christians, be prepared to allow that it is the best of the bunch in view of the quality of the life and teaching of its founder.







Apostolic Interpreters


This is not how Christ’s apostolic interpreters understood the Christian faith. For them it was focused on Christ and specifically on Christ as the one crucified. For them the gospel was not a rational theory devised by the humanitarianly inclined for whom its teaching of self–sacrifice for the good of others seemed an inspiring ideal. Nor did they see it as designed to supply the religious instincts of people, by the medium of a priestly ritual, with the means to regulate social relationships. For these first exponents of the Christian faith, who were mostly disciples of Jesus before his crucifixion and thus were in the best position to know his mind, his coming was ‘to save his people from their sins’ (Matt. 1:21).


That the idea that such a death as he died was for the accomplishing of God’s saving purpose could have been spun out of their imaginations is unthinkable. They were Jews who knew that anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s curse (cf Deut. 21:23). It was by divine revelation that Peter confessed on their behalf that Jesus was ‘ “the Christ, the Son of the living God”’ (Matt. 16:16). Later he was to declare that he ‘bore our sins in his own body on the tree’ (1 Pet. 2:24). For Peter this was the good news that he preached (1 Pet 1:25).


For Paul, too, the gospel of the cross, of the Son of God who loved him and gave himself for him (Gal. 2:20), was not received from man. It came as ‘a revelation of Jesus Christ’ (Gal. 1:12). The cross as standing for the death of Christ was for the Church’s first preachers and writers the crux of Christianity. It was at the very heart of the message they declared. And it was so because they were fully persuaded that in the action of the Calvary event God had disclosed his saving purpose to humanity. In the deed of the cross the action of God united with the act of Christ on our behalf and for our sake. The act of Christ was not merely a reflection of, or a substitute for, the act of God. Rather ‘God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself in the person of his crucified Son’ (2 Cor. 5:19). What God alone could do to bring us back to himself Christ did. The New Testament is emphatic that it is in the atoning sacrifice of the cross that God’s salvation comes to humanity.


The gospel of the Calvary event contains the reality of the redemption from the sin which separates man from God. Only in this revelation of redemption is God known as the God of the Bible. As the redemptive purpose of God under the old covenant came to be embodied in written scripture, so now in the dispensation of the new covenant is it enshrined in the far richer and more glorious disclosure of the New Testament. We are bound to scripture for, as Calvin argues,




since no daily responses are given from heaven, and the Scriptures are the only records in which God has been pleased to consign his truth to perpetual remembrance, the full authority which they ought to possess with the faithful is not recognized, unless they are believed to have come from heaven, as directly as if God had been heard giving utterance to them.2





The biblical revelation thus centres on the Christ of the cross and the cross of Christ as its essential content. It is through the biblical revelation that God’s redemptive act is brought home to faith, for Christ’s death is more than a historical happening. For God, who acted in time and yet transcends time, is ever present for man’s salvation in the divine action of the cross. The work of Christ thus presently experienced lifts God’s reconciling act at Calvary above the realm of the historical, whilst it is itself firmly anchored in history. The cross of Golgotha is the site of our redemption and the message of Christ crucified is both the heart of the gospel and the focus of the whole of scripture. Accordingly this book is about the centrality and cruciality of the cross of Christ.







Notes




	  1.  Forsyth, P.T., (1909) The Person and Place of Jesus Christ, London, Hodder & Stoughton, 6.



	  2.  Calvin, J., The Institutes of the Christian Religion, tr. (1940) by Beveridge, Henry, London, James Clarke, i, 68.



















Note on Outline






There are a number of single words in the New Testament each of which holds in itself something of the essential meaning and message of the Christian doctrine of salvation as actualized in the death of Christ. Some of these terms, like the ‘blood’ and the ‘death’ are distinctly related to his person. Others, though in themselves neutral or physical, like that of the ‘tree’ and the ‘cup’ by a metonyming acquire a personal character through their association with Christ’s redeeming activity. It seems necessary, consequently, for a fuller account of that redeeming activity to explore the biblical usage of these terms in their connection with the Calvary event. In the first part of this book (Chapters I–VI) we shall begin our investigation with those terms which are less personal and proceed to those which are more specifically so.


The second part of the book (Chapters VII–XIII) will look at the various biblical interpretations of the Calvary event.


The final two chapters will take into account the results of this detailed survey, and examine its implications for Christology.













Chapter 1

The Cross







The cross has become for the church the universal symbol of Christianity. But it was not so from the first. Other symbols were prior to it, such as the dove, the fish, and ark, as can be seen on the walls of the catacombs outside Rome. But these symbols are, for the most part, accidental and peripheral; they do not, that is to say, symbolise the essential reality of the Christian gospel. They do not get to the true heart and soul of it. The fact is that in the first days of Christianity, as it spread throughout the Roman empire, the symbol of the cross was avoided. To have displayed it would have been regarded as raising the standard of rebellion and attempting to displace the symbols of the emperor’s divinity and authority with the sign of another king. The immediate reaction by the state would have been a fresh round of persecution of Christians. Thus it was that ‘the cross, now the universal symbol of Christianity, was at first avoided, not only for its direct association with Christ, but for its shameful association with the execution of common criminals also.’1 As, however, Christianity spread and was declared by Constantine to be the official religion of the empire, the cross came more and more into prominence as the accepted symbol of the faith.


As a symbol, however, the cross may be either empty or eloquent. Empty, if a cross as a mere material thing is thought to possess in itself some magical power. In the second century there arose the superstitious notion that a wooden cross could be used to ward off evil spirits. For some people, reared in a religious tradition where physical images hold a large place, a cross has come to be regarded almost as a good luck charm. So much has been made of the actual physical cross in some quarters of the church that, were there collected from the churches and cathedrals of Christendom all the wood claimed as parts of the true cross, it would make a load too heavy for Simon the Cyrenean to have carried up Golgotha’s hill. Only too easily, it would seem, can the symbol itself be taken as the substance and mere religious drapery as the true reality.


There are times when true believers need to be reminded that sensory symbols are at best, like the ritual acts of the old economy, mere shadows of the true. There is no need for such physical signs or sensory symbols to bolster faith. Nor would faith be any the more confirmed if, for example, it were announced that the roll from which Jesus read the words of Isaiah in the synagogue of Nazareth (Luke 4:16f.), as fulfilled in himself, had been found; nor that the boat in which he sat to teach the people (Mark 4:1f.) had been discovered; nor that the towel with which he wiped the disciples’ feet had been unearthed (John 13:4): for we have a word authenticated by the Holy Spirit’s inspiration which affirms that he did all these things; and that is enough for faith. Faith is not made any the more credible to unbelievers nor is it the more strengthened in believers if it were proved to be so. True, in the gospels there is the record of a woman healed by touching the hem of Christ’s garment (Matt. 9:20; cf. 14:36); but it was not any magic property in the garment, per se, that brought about the miracle. It was from Christ himself that the virtue went forth (Mark 5:30; cf. Luke 6:19 and 8:46).


Yet for those who are helped by such visual aids, a cross may have an eloquent voice. A cross on a church spire could be for its people a reminder that the church exists only because of the cross of Christ. So, too, a cross on the communion table could be a reminder to those who gather to its celebration that it is because of the blood of the cross they have remission of sins. And a cross above, or carved into, the pulpit could be a reminder to the preacher and people alike that the gospel centres in the proclamation of Christ and him crucified.


But such crosses on the church spire, the communion table and the pulpit are too smooth, too polished, too ornate by far, to convey the least idea of what death on a cross was like. It was a shameful thing to be crucified: it was a criminal’s death. We have decked the cross too much with flowers and hidden beneath them its harsh and horrible reality. To die on a cross was to be accursed. We have turned the cross from a thing so nasty to a thing too nice. We have almost made the cross respectable; elevated it to a lovely modern and inspiring symbol. But the cross on Calvary hill was nothing such. Death on a cross was an awful way to terminate a human life, reserved only for the worst of criminals. It was the severest punishment meted out to recalcitrant slaves and villainous robbers. The passion account of the crucifixion of Jesus, as recorded in the four Gospels, has all the horrific details of Roman executions: the jeering crowds; the scourging of the victim; the accusations written above; and all the pains and wounding in the body and spirit of the one nailed fast to the gibbet. It was because of the false charges made against him by the rulers of Israel that Jesus was publicly crucified by the Romans. Crucifixion as a method of carrying out the sentence of death on one condemned was not favoured by the Jews; they left it to the occupying authorities to carry out the deed. For the Romans there was no religious significance attached to the cross. They regarded crucifixion as merely an instrument for inflicting the most degrading form of judicial punishment. But if the Jews spurned crucifixion, Christians saw in the Hebrew prophetic scriptures suggestions of his crucifixion in the uplifted serpent of Numbers 21:8–9 (cf. John 3:14) and the pierced hands and feet of Psalm 22:16 (cf. John 19:37).


There are 11 references to the cross in the passion stories as recorded in the four Gospels. For it is with a real event, an actual historic cross, that the gospel is concerned. It is the cross on Golgotha, and not a symbolic cross, that is God’s means of human redemption. At the Calvary scene itself some came to an awareness that there was something distinctive about the cross of Jesus the Galilean. There was something of eternal moment, something specifically divine, about it which set it apart from every other cross of crucifixion set up at Golgotha. On the cross was one of whom Pilate had confessed, ‘ “I find no crime in him”.’ (John 19:6.) Of him a centurion testified, ‘ “Certainly this man was innocent!”’ (Luke 23:47), and ‘ “Truly this was the son of God!”’ (Mat. 27:54). Even the scoffing rulers had to confess, ‘ “He saved others”’ (Luke 23:35). And he who was transfixed had himself declared before Pilate, ‘ “You would have no power over me unless it had been given you from above”’ (John 19:11). One was there on the cross who in the agony of his ignominious crucifixion appealed to God as Father, ‘ “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do”’ (Luke 23:34). One was there on the cross who in his last dying moments spoke with a loud voice, ‘ “Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit!”’ (Luke 23:46). Those words, spoken with a loud voice of certain confidence and sovereignty, must have called to the minds of some of those present at Calvary who had human sympathy and spiritual insight the words of Ecclesiastes 8:8, ‘No man has power to retain the spirit, or authority over the day of death.’ He who hung there had that power for he had previously told his disciples that he had the right to lay down his life and to take it again (John 10:18; cf. 18:11). It was open to those who heard him speak out his words as he dismissed his spirit on the cross to draw the conclusion that something was happening in which God and not just man was intimately present.


But if the full import and right conclusion of those affirmations at the cross and from it did not dawn upon those spectators at the scene, they were certainly brought home to Paul the apostle by the Holy Spirit’s inspiration. To Paul we owe the fullest statement of the meaning and message of the gospel of the cross. When Paul wrote his epistles it was not in front of a cross adorning his study desk to remind him of Calvary. In his prison cell he did not need any such symbolic cross when he wrote to the people of God. For him, the cross – the event of Calvary – was ever in his vision, his heart, his gospel. He could not himself forget, nor will he let it ever be forgotten, that the cross was in fact, a terrible reality. And it was on that cross on the site of Golgotha where he knew God’s deed for the salvation of man was done. It was back to the cross he looked; back to what man did there to the Lord of glory. From there too he looked up to what God did through the Lord of glory for the redemption of sinners. The cross was not for Paul a nice religious symbol of a lovely myth. It was not for Paul the stimulus or focus of a religious mysticism. Paul had a clear and open message of the cross based squarely on the historic event of Calvary. Yet for Paul the historic cross as such was not the focus of his gospel; but the historic cross in its divine meaning as God’s way of redemption. Thus did the cross mean for Paul that God, ‘as the Forgiving One, really comes to sinful man.’2


Ten times in his epistles Paul makes use of the term ‘the cross’ to declare its place and purpose in God’s scheme of redemption (cf. 1 Cor. 1:17–18; Gal. 5:11–12; 6:14, Eph. 2:16; Phil. 2:8; 3:18; Col. 1:20; 2:14). All of these statements make it evident that God comes to man in the abiding reality and efficacy of the cross of Christ. For Paul the cross was the centre of the apostolic gospel. His interest in the cross was neither archaeological nor historical, but in what God did in Christ on the cross personally, racially and cosmically.




Reconciliation


Our concern at the moment is with the cross as the means of reconciliation. Later I will discuss the nature of reconciliation accomplished on the cross. Inevitably, some statements which must be made here will be repeated then to make evident the object and range of reconciliation brought about by God’s redeeming act in the Calvary event.


It is ‘by the blood of the cross’ that God has made peace through Christ to ‘reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven’ (Col. 1:20). Paul does not state specifically what is to be understood by the ‘all things on earth or in heaven’ which are reconciled ‘by the blood of his cross’. It would, however, seem right to refer the ‘all things’ of this reconciliation to the ‘all things created’ of the same chapter (vv. 16–17) but perhaps it is not necessary to be too precise. For Paul was so taken up with the truth, so transparent and wonderful, of the reconciliation achieved by the cross of Christ that he could conceive of no limit to its scope. Wherever the estranging condition of sin is felt, whether in the seen or unseen world, the blood of the cross is the way of its reconciliation. However radically the cosmic order was disturbed by sin (Rom. 8:20), it is still with sin and its effects that the efficacious action of the blood of the cross deals. Paul does not actually refer in Colossians to the process by which man finds reconciliation to his cosmic existence, yet by making peace through the blood of the cross to reconcile ‘all things’ to himself, for the believer there must be reconciliation to God’s providential order and peaceful acceptance of the conditions of his human lot.


Some commentators on Colossians are more specific about the object of the reconciliation by the blood of Christ’s cross. They would refer it to the principalities and powers of the next chapter (cf. 2:15), and thus explain the reconciliation as their ‘disarming’, making them a public spectacle by his triumph over them in the cross. This is admitted to be a strange use of the word ‘reconciled’, but when associated with the idea of ‘making peace’ as in 1:20 it can be held to yield the idea of ‘pacification’. By their defeat at the cross the principalities and powers which hold hostile sway in the world have been pacified. At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry the devil offered him lordship over the kingdoms of the world if he would fall down and worship him (Matt. 4:9; Luke 4:7). But Jesus resisted the temptation, for he was already aware that he had come into the world to destroy the works of the devil, and through the cross God would reconcile the world to himself in him.


The racial reconciliation achieved by the cross is stated in Ephesians 2:16. The enmity which divided Jew and Gentile was slain in the cross and access gained for both in one Spirit to the Father (cf. 2:16–18). In ‘the blood of Christ’ (v. 13), ‘in his flesh’ (v. 15), ‘through the cross’ (v. 16) is the reconciliation achieved. In Christ the dividing wall of hostility between Jew and Gentile was broken down: the spiritual barrier has been set aside so that the physical obstruction has become meaningless. The veil of the temple has been torn asunder from top to bottom (Matt. 27:51). Only by God in the cross of Christ could the barrier of hostility be removed and both Jew and Gentile come together as one holy temple in the Lord (v.21).


Although the cross is specifically related, in Ephesians, to the reconciliation of Jew and Gentile – ‘us both’ – this is but an instance of that more fundamental reconciliation effected by Christ between God and man. It is by the cross that peace with God is established (Col. 1:20); and it is in the cross that the catalogue of man’s sin is taken away (Col. 2:14). Christ in his death cancelled the bond which stood against us with its legal demands, setting it aside by nailing it to the cross. Against us stood the demands of the law as a certificate of our indebtedness, its requirements unfulfilled and our indebtedness unpaid, the terrifying instrument of our condemnation. Such was the bond Christ ‘set aside’, nullifying the terms of its judgement by nailing it to his cross. The suggestion that there was an ancient custom of nailing up the cancelled bond has no great support; nor has that of the nailing up of a trophy above the conqueror’s head although both ideas would fit well the thought enshrined in the words. More weight can be given to the view that a scroll of the victim’s misdeeds was nailed above his head on the crucifixion gibbet (cf. Mark 15:26). But whatever the particular allusion, one fact is clear: all that stood in the way of our acceptance by God has been done away by the cross. On the cross Christ did all that was necessary for us, to all that was against us, so that we might be forgiven all our trespasses (Col. 2:13). He took away the scroll of our condemnation that hung above our heads. By his death the document of legal charge against us is swept aside. ‘Because Christ was nailed to the cross in our stead, the debt is forgiven.’3


Paul uses strong words for the effectiveness of the cross as ‘the instrument of our merciful deliverance’.4 The writing having been erased (cf. Acts 3:19), the document itself was torn up and thrown away (cf. 2 Thess. 2:7). So has God blotted out our transgressions, to remember our sins no more (Isa. 43:25; 44:22; Jer. 31:34).




Christ has wiped the slate clean and given us a fresh start. He took the signed confession of our indebtedness which stood as a perpetual witness against us, and cancelled it by his death; you might actually say he took the document, ordinance and all, and nailed it to his cross as an act of triumphant defiance in the face of those blackmailing powers who were holding it over us as a threat.5





By a completed act Christ has dealt with the sin question in the Calvary event. For there he ‘has (in accord with current practice of re–using expensive papyrus) washed the gum and soot ink marks from the document; he has taken it out of our way; and he nailed it up publicly, as so cancelled upon his cross.’6


Gathered around this one word the ‘cross’ are all the saving realities of Christ’s atoning death. The cross, which had seemed to the two disciples on the Emmaus road the destruction of their hopes (Luke 24:21), had now become the actualised divine event of man’s salvation. Thus is ‘the word of the cross’ (1 Cor. 1:18), which is identified in the previous verse with the proclamation of the gospel, the redemptive message for mankind. And in the cross alone will Paul glory (Gal. 6:14). Others may ‘boast’ in ‘the flesh’; for Paul it will be ‘in the cross’. Those of the circumcision might feast their eyes on the mutilated flesh of their deluded converts. Paul’s gaze will be on the torn figure of him who in his body bore his sins to the tree. Paul set before his eyes Christ and him crucified. Such a one, the Lord Jesus Christ, was nailed to the cross by the hands of sinners, but he was held there by a love divine (Gal. 2:20). Paul reminds the Galatians of what they knew already, the saving energy of the cross. Yet in stating it again he would arouse them to a fresh appreciation of the cross, and recall to them how gladly they had accepted what had been done for them in the deed of the cross, as the all–sufficient way of their full salvation.


There was, of course, a shame in what Jesus underwent when he suffered on the cross as a common criminal. And to the natural man, unconcerned about sin, the word of the cross is sheer folly (2 Cor. 1:18). The Jews considered as accursed one whose dead body hung upon a gibbet. But it was our curse that was fastened on Jesus (Gal. 3:13). In Hebrews 12:2, as in Philippians 2:8, the word for the cross is used without the article, according to Westcott, ‘in order to fix attention on the nature of the death’.7 In the passage in Philippians ‘cross’ is to express what was the ultimate scandal for the religious Jew and the rational Greek (cf. 1 Cor. 1:22). ‘Even to death on a cross’, was the lowest stage in Christ’s humiliation from his prior state of equality with God (Phil. 2:6 8). In his obedience unto death Christ reached the bottom rung of the ladder that led down from the throne of God. The cross had, however, for Christ its side of glory. For he who had come from the highest (Phil. 2:6) and descended to the lowest (Phil. 2:8) is from the cross highly exalted to be confessed as ‘Lord, to the glory of God the Father’ (Phil. 2:11). It is in truth through the resurrection that the atonement of the cross is made real and realisable within the faith of the church. For it is not the Christ of the historic cross as an event in the distant past, vital and necessary as that is, but Christ the living Lord who, in virtue of his death, assures forgiveness of our sins and the restoration of our souls. While the cross made the atonement actual, it is the resurrection that makes it experiential; for the atoning efficacy of the cross is given perpetual efficacy by the resurrection.


The affirmations drawn out from those who stood within the shadow of the cross are given new significance as the cross is made real and realisable by the resurrection. To Pilate’s, “I find no fault in him” the inspired writers respond: it was so, for it was a sinless Christ that was nailed to the cross (1 Pet. 2:22; 2 Cor. 5:21). Yet it was such who bore our sin in his body on the tree (2 Pet. 2:24), and ‘for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh’ (Rom. 8:3). Said a centurion, “Certainly this was a righteous man”. He was indeed so, responds the apostle Peter, for he endured the cross as the ‘righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God’ (1 Pet. 3:18; cf. 2 Cor. 5:21; 1 John 2:1). The same centurion exclaimed, “Truly this was a son of God!” Certainly, declares the inspired Paul, for he was ‘the Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me’. (Gal. 2:20). And John adds that ‘the blood of Jesus his [God’s] Son cleanses us from all sin’ (1 John 1:7). The rulers mocked, “he saved others, himself he cannot save”. To which the New Testament writers respond: he cannot save himself; he cannot – because he would not. For it was precisely in not choosing to save himself, in electing not to preserve his own life, but in giving it, that he would save others.
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