doctrine of propitiation

I. Introduction.

A. Propitiation is one of the doctrines that comprise the general subject of soteriology, the study of doctrines related to salvation.

B. There are a number of doctrines related to the general matter of salvation, each of which has its own place and importance in the plan of God.

C. Other soteriological doctrines include matters such as justification, atonement, redemption, reconciliation, regeneration, and expiation.

D. All the aspects of salvation, and the various doctrines that comprise the larger subject, focus on the subjects of God’s absolute righteousness, mankind’s sin, and spiritual death, the matter of averting God’s judgment and wrath, and providing sinful man a relationship with Him.

E. As will be seen, the matter of God’s righteousness, and the matter of mankind’s violation of that righteousness, forms the basis for the need of propitiation.

F. It will also become evident that propitiation is related to other doctrines such as atonement, reconciliation, and expiation.

II. Vocabulary.

A. Although the concept of propitiation is inherent within the Old Testament, there is no specific Hebrew vocabulary for propitiation.

B. Greek vocabulary.

1. i`la,skomai (hilaskomai), verb, 2X; the Greek usage of the term, from Homer forward, it meant to render someone (usually the person is found in the accusative) propitious to oneself, to appease, to conciliate, or to cause one to be gracious or gentle.

2. i[lewj (hileos), adjective, 2X in the New Testament, but used extensively in the Septuagint.  The term means to be favorably disposed toward someone, with the implication of overcoming any obstacles that hinder such a favorable disposition.  It is often used with eivmi, (eimi—to be), or gi,nomai (ginomai—to become) in contexts when one is asking for mercy or forgiveness.  Deut. 21:8; IKings 8:30

3. i`lasmo,j (hilasmos), 2X, the means or way of gaining forgiveness or reconciliation, the sacrifice that appeases or atones for sin; in the Septuagint, it is translated by the terms atonement or sin offering.  Lev. 25:9; Num. 5:8; Ezek. 44:27
4. i`lasth,rion (hilasterion), 2X in the New Testament, but used 27X in the Septuagint; the means of making atonement, or the place where atonement or propitiation is made.  It is translated most often mercy seat, which was the lid on the Ark of the Covenant.  Ex. 25:17-22
III. Definition and description.

A. The terms are used regularly in Greek mythology (stories with religious content) to deal with the Greek gods, which were invented to explain the forces that were beyond mankind’s control.

B. Mortals could not really know what the Greek gods were doing, since they lived outside of the physical realm; when they did choose to manifest themselves, they were often shrouded in mist or disguised.

C. Ancient Greek and Roman writers were aware of the fact that the gods did not particularly care for mankind; the attitude of Zeus is invariably hostile toward mortals.

D. Because the gods were very capricious (given to sudden and unaccountable changes in mood or behavior), they often had to be placated by humans.

E. They believed that the gods could see everything, and depending on whether they were appeased by the general sacrifices and daily worship of the people, the gods could decide if they were going to be benevolent or spiteful.

F. One could easily offend the gods, either knowingly or unknowingly, but the wrath or displeasure of the god could be averted by means of an offering.

G. The i`la,skomai (hilaskomai) family of words was used of the sacrifices that appeased the god, averted his anger, and hopefully gained his favor so one might enjoy future blessings.
H. The biblical matter is altogether different since God is revealed as the only God, who is favorably disposed toward mankind in the first place.  Ps. 103:8; Jer. 31:3; Mic. 7:18 

I. Further, God has an established standard of righteousness, which comes from His attribute of absolute righteousness (+R); therefore, He is not arbitrary or capricious regarding matters of right and wrong.  Ps. 50:6, 71:19, 89:14

J. When any person violates the righteousness of God, that person comes under God’s judgment, and incurs guilt for that violation.

K. God is the offended party, and has the right to demand whatever His justice determines to be the proper penalty for any violation of His righteousness.

L. The Bible is exceedingly clear about the fact that the punishment for sin is death.  Gen. 2:17; Ezek. 18:4,20

M. Propitiation then involves satisfying the righteousness and justice of God, His legitimate claims against men that arise from their sins against His righteousness, and averting His wrath.

N. It involves the removal of the offense, and gaining His favor for the future; the goal is to enjoy all the blessings that God has to offer in the future.

O. The related concept of expiation involves the removal of the guilt man incurs when he violates the righteousness of God.

IV. Propitiation in the Old Testament.

A. Propitiation is related to the Mercy Seat (lit. covering), which sat on the top of the Ark of the Covenant.  Ex. 25:10-22

1. The Ark was to be made of acacia wood, which was to be overlaid with gold.  Ex. 25:10-11

2. This speaks of the two natures of Christ in the hypostatic union; the wood represents His true humanity, while the gold represents His deity.

3. The mercy seat, which is the translation of the Hebrew tr,PoK; (kapporeth), was to be made of pure gold.  Ex. 25:17
4. The related noun rp,Ko (kopher) means ransom, which is the price that one must pay to redeem something or someone.  Ex. 30:12; Num. 35:31
5. From that term, the verb rp;k' (kaphar) can be better understood; it means to atone for something by means of offering a substitute.
a. This is clearly seen in the book of Leviticus, in which the verb is used some 49 times to make atonement for the one desiring to worship God.  Lev. 1:4
b. The verb is almost always used in connection with the removal of sin or defilement, and even in the passages where it is not, the related idea of appeasing someone by means of a gift may be observed.  Gen. 32:20; Prov. 16:14
c. This verb is used to demonstrate the theology of reconciliation in the Old Testament, which specifically involved the life of the sacrificial animal in exchange for the life of the worshipper. 
d. It was the symbolic expression of innocent life being given for guilty life, with the emphasis being on the blood (life) of the animal.  Gen. 9:4; Lev. 17:11
e. The symbolic nature of substitutionary sacrifice is further seen as the worshipper placed his hands on the head of the sacrifice and confessed his sins over the animal.   Lev. 1:4, 3:2,8,13, 4:4
f. Thus, the animal became identified with the sins being confessed over it, and was then killed in the place of the worshipper, ritually removing the sins.
B. Inside the Ark of the Covenant were three items, all of which spoke to the matter of the sinfulness of the people of Israel.  Heb. 9:4

1. The first was the two tablets of the Law, which was a witness against Israel in that they had broken/violated them.

2. The second was Aaron’s rod, which had budded; this was a symbol of their rejection of the authority God had vested in the Aaronic priesthood.  Num. 17:1-10
3. The last item was a pot of manna, which symbolized the Jewish negative volition to Bible doctrine.  Ex. 16:31-33; Num. 21:5
C. The top of the Ark was solid gold, which had two cherubs facing each other, and looking down at the Mercy Seat.  Ex. 25:18-20

1. The fact that the Mercy Seat was pure gold points to the reality that it was the place where God resided.  Ex. 25:22

2. The two cherubs symbolize God’s two attributes of righteousness and justice, both of which must be satisfied before God could extend mercy.
D. The Day of Atonement.

1. Although there is a significant amount of ritual on the Day of Atonement, one of the most important things that happened was the High Priest placing blood from the two animal sacrifices on the Mercy Seat.  Lev. 16:14-15

2. The High Priest represents the Lord Jesus Christ, the Great High Priest of our confession.  Heb. 4:14

3. The blood is typological for the work of Christ on the cross, where He offered Himself as an innocent substitute for the sins of the world.  

4. Placing the blood on the Mercy Seat was designed to represent the “covering” of the sins of the people; the Hebrew verb rp;K' (kaphar) first means to cover over or conceal.  Lev. 16:16

V. Propitiation in the New Testament.

A. It is clear that the blood of animal sacrifices could not and did not bring about forgiveness for the sinner.  Heb. 10:4,11

B. However, God must deal with the matter of sin since He cannot allow His righteousness to be violated without imposing the required penalty through His justice.

C. Anthropopathically, one must understand that sin makes God angry; all sin is an affront to the holiness of God.  Num. 11:1, 12:9, 22:22; IKings 11:9; Ps. 7:11; Eccles. 5:6

D. God is not like the gods of polytheism, in that He is not arbitrary or capricious with respect to sin; His anger stems from violations of His righteousness, which His justice must address.  Gen. 18:25; Job 8:3, 34:12; Isa. 30:18

E. God has revealed His wrath against sin generally, and has specifically condemned such actions as murder, adultery, oppressing the widow or orphan, violence, greed, and taking revenge.  Jn. 3:36; Rom. 1:18; Rev. 14:10, 15:1, 16:1

F. God is perfect righteousness, and for this reason He cannot have fellowship with anyone that does not attain to His own perfect righteousness.  Hab. 1:13; Ps. 11:4-7, 119:137-138; Zeph. 3:5

G. The sinfulness of man stands as a barrier between the righteous God and those that cannot attain to the standard of perfect righteousness.  Rom. 3:20

H. Although there is evidence in the Old Testament that God is a God of love, the New Testament provides additional revelation that the God of infinite righteousness is also a God of infinite love.  Deut. 23:5; IKings 10:9; Jn. 3:16; Eph. 2:4

I. Thus, God was motivated by His love to provide a way for sinful man to approach Him without violating His own righteousness and justice.  IJn. 4:10

J. It is not that God is a vengeful and spiteful God, but rather He is a God that makes just and righteous demands on the sinner based on His holy character; these righteous demands against sin were satisfied by the offering of His own Son on the cross.

K. This is where the biblical concept of propitiation diverges widely from the pagan concepts; in the pagan rituals, the worshipper was required to make the sacrifice that appeased the wrath of the god in question.

L. In the Christian view, God Himself, motivated by His love, provides the necessary sacrifice to satisfy His righteousness and justice; the sole requirement for man is faith in that fact.  IJn. 4:10

M. As  the sinless, innocent substitute for sinners, Jesus Christ died on the cross, propitiating (satisfying God’s righteous demands) God, and essentially removing the basis for His wrath, and rendering God amenable to mankind.

N. The sole requirement for man to obtain eternal salvation, the forgiveness of his sins, and eternal life, is faith in this fact.

VI. The results of propitiation.

A. The work of Christ on the cross fully propitiated the righteousness of God, allowing God to act in mercy and grace toward sinners.  Heb. 8:12

B. There is some theological debate regarding the exact meaning of Romans 3:25, but one of the differing views has a more substantial history of interpretation.

1. One view interprets the adjective i`lasth,rioj (hilasterios/hilasterion) as the general place of satisfaction, the common term for the place where God’s wrath on sin was satisfied.

2. Others see it as meaning the propitiatory or expiatory atoning sacrifice, although the arguments for that hinge on taking the term strictly as an adjective.

3. Still others see that adjective functioning as a substantive, and believe that it should be understood as the instrument or means of propitiation.

4. Others see it specifically referring to the Mercy Seat, which is based on a long history of exegetical interpretation.  
a. The term i`lasth,rion (hilasterion) is used 27 times in the Septuagint, and twice in the New Testament.

b. Twenty of the usages in the LXX, and the other New Testament usage identify this term with the Hebrew term tr,PoK; (kapporeth), the golden lid on top of the Ark of the Covenant (the Mercy Seat).  Heb. 9:5
c. Two distinct functions are associated with the Mercy Seat; it is the place where YHWH dwells ( ISam. 4:4; IISam. 6:2; Ps. 80:1), and the place the blood was offered on the Day of Atonement.  Lev. 16:14-15
d. Given these facts, it seems evident that any Jewish or Gentile Christian familiar with the Septuagint would most naturally call the Mercy Seat to mind when he encountered this term.
C. Therefore, Jesus Christ became to the world what the Mercy Seat was to Israel; it was through His sacrifice that God meets the sinner and shows His mercy.  Lk. 18:13

D. God is justified (righteous) in forgiving sins, since all sins were judged in Christ on the cross, the penalty for those sins was paid.  

1. God is seen as having passed over (disregarded, ignored) sins committed prior to the cross.  Rom. 3:25

2. The Greek term pa,resij (paresis) is used only here, and when used of financial debts has the idea of canceling the obligation, treating it as if it were paid in full.
3. Theologically, it has the idea of letting sins apparently go unpunished; this suggests that if God does not punish sin then His own righteousness and justice would be in question.
4. However, God provided the Old Testament rituals to symbolically deal with sin until the time He sent His Son into the world to deal with it effectively.  
5. Thus, the ritual system was designed as a teaching aid for the Old Testament believer, who was to recognize by faith that God would provide the actual payment for sins.  Gen. 22:8
E. God is justified in bestowing righteousness on sinners; just as God could impute the sins of sinners to the body of Christ, He is free to impute the righteousness of Christ to those who believe.  Rom. 3:26

F. God is justified in dealing with sinners by means of grace; all the resources of God, and all that He can do for anyone becomes available based on the sacrifice of His Son.  Heb. 2:17 

G. God has provided the potential for salvation to all mankind, based on the fact that the sins of all men were judged at the cross.  IJn. 2:2 

1. God was in Christ, providing the atoning sacrifice for sins, and providing the potential for reconciliation with God for all men.  IICor. 5:19; Col. 1:20

2. The sole requirement for man is to accept the free gift of salvation, become experientially reconciled to God, and enjoy the temporal and eternal blessings available through Jesus Christ.  Rom. 3:26-27, 5:1-2
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