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‘If Christ be in you, the body indeed is death because of sin, but the spirit is life because of
righteousness”
The orthodox conception of the atonement is soon outlived. When Adam was yet pure and sinless
God made with him as the responsible representative of all mankind a Covenant called the Covenant
of life, which, however, Adam failed to keep and sin and death came into the world in consequence.
Man had fallen, the law which was an expression of God’s righteousness was broken and man by
reason of his legal guilt was involved in doom. The method of expiation adopted in Old Testament
times were the familiar ones of sacrificial and other rites which the Israelites seem to have borrowed
from foreign nations – particularly Egypt with which they came in contact. A careful reading of the
Old Testament will, however, show that the later development of Jewish thought, particularly as it is
expressed by the later prophets, tended to cast doubts on the efficacy of sacrifice and appealed
rather to a personal purification on the part of the backslider conscious of his sin. “Sacrifice” and
meal offering thou “desirest not: mine ears thou hast opened; burn offering and sin offering thou
requires not,” says the psalmist; “to do righteousness and justice is more acceptable to Jehovah than
sacrifice,” says the writer of the Proverbs; Isiah is full of similar references: “For what is the
multitude of your sacrifices to me” saith Jehovah. “I am full of burnt offerings of rams, and the fat of
fed beasts; and I delight not in the blood of bullock, or lambs, or he goats . . . Bring no more vain
meal offering; incense is an abomination to me . . . wash yourselves, make yourselves clean, put
away the evil of your doings from before mine eyes; cease to do evil, learn to do well; relieve the
oppressed, do justice to the fatherless, plead for the widow” to such a noble height of moral
appreciation had the best writers of Israel risen during and immediately after the return to
Jerusalem. The memory of the adversities of their captivity clouded their clearer visions, and
abandoning their devotion to the spirit of the law, they embarked upon a rigid adherence to its
letter. Scribes took the place of the prophets, a ritual and fast the place of seeking justice and doing
righteousness. Those of you who have read Philodemus know the spirit of the times. Jesus’
condemnation of the Pharisees in that they “cleanse the outside of the cup and of the platter, but
within they are full of rapine and injustice,” describes the low pitch to which the law as a
regenerator of men had become.
With Jesus himself came a new revival of atoning effort. No sooner had he passed away, and his
friends and disciples were left with the holy memories of his friendship, then the imagination of Jew
began to play around him, to brighten his head with a halo of divinity and raise him above the
ordinary human sphere. These fond imaginings rapidly became convictions. In many such journeys as
that recorded by Emmaus “They talked together of all the things which had happened.” In his
mysterious precepts and unusual doings they saw evidences of his messiahship; thinking of those
bygone days they recalled how their hearts often burned by the way; and examining the promises of
their prophets they detected many subtle references to their late master. Passing the confines of
Israel and coming into contact with men of subtle thoughts, the simple faith of the heart which was
Christianity in its beginnings became a complex apology and an elaborate philosophy. The life of
Jesus was interpreted by the thought of the time. The hopes that were current became attached to
him, and the theological theories of the day gave colour and direction to the new religious
propaganda.

In the hands of Paul, the doctrine of Atonement through Christ became the corner stone of Christian
faith. In fact, until he came within the Christian community the idea of redemption was based purely
on the human nature of Christ. To the Jewish followers of Jesus, the Nazarene was ‘the last and
supreme of the prophets’ and their tenets were but a return to the tenets of the later prophets and
psalmists. Paul, however, changed all that, and his writings became the foundations of modern
Christian theology.
Paul stars with the fall of man through the first Adam and the introduction of death into the world
because of sin. At the outset he combats the idea that the Jewish world is specially exempt from
Adam’s guilt. “For all have sinned and come short of the glory of God.” The need of redemption is
universal. What are the means? By obeying the law now we cannot receive pardon. “By the deeds of
the law there shall no flesh be justified in his sight.” Into the metaphysics of Paul this is no place to
enter. They have given rise to much discussion, and one likely to remain in dispute. But his point of
view is contained in the VIII chapter of Romans and the human aspect of it in the 7th verse of the
chapter – “The carnal mind is enmity against God: for it is not subject to the law of God, neither
indeed can be.” The only way of reconciliation then, is through one who himself is free from the
curse of the broken law. Hence: “Him who knew no sin, God made to sin on our behalf; that we
might become the righteousness of God in him.” This, to Paul, was the significance of the second
Adam with whom God entered into a covenant of Grace on behalf of mankind. The mechanically –
minded apostle thus converted what was a spiritual change into a legal transaction. On the one hand
God “according to the eternal purpose which he purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord” sent his son to
expiate man’s guilt under the law, and on the other, his son freely offered himself as sacrifice to the
broken law. The cross expiated sin. The empty grave raised us into a new life. Finally, we enquire,
‘how is man to take opportunity of this redemption?’ By faith answers the apostle – an acceptance
of Jesus, a living in him through a belief in his power. This faith, moreover, does not come to one by
reason of some act of his own will; it is the endowment, the gift, of God’s grace. Broadly, this is the
doctrine of orthodox Christianity, and it is the work of Paul and not of Christ.
In it we detect Paul’s powers and limitations. Essentially a disputant whose Christian life was spent in
offering a rational defence for Christianity, he had to accommodate himself to the thoughts and
language of his time, just as, for instance, he did when he opened his propaganda ( May Hill?) Born,
brought up and trained in the schools of the law, a Hebrew of the Hebrews, yea, even a Pharisee of
the Pharisees, he never cast himself adrift from the mental home given him in his early life. He was
ardent, he was sincerer, he sacrificed much, he spared nothing in the pursuit of his mission. And yet
a significant omission in his life indicates his fundamental weakness as a spiritual teacher. The saints
have their legends, but Paul has none. He never touched that chord of loving imagination in human
nature which crowns the head of him who played upon it with a halo of poetic fancy. His disputes
and defences were dusty with the dust of his day. He did not withdraw his little congregations to
those green pastures and sunny skies of spiritual love and faith where the Nazarene himself and
some of his disciples wandered. And yet it is on these pastures and under these skies alone that the
assurance of atonement is found, and the energy of the new life it breathes into us felt. He broke
down some of the barriers that would have narrowed the new movement to within the pale of a
race; he took a more Catholic view of Christian ethics and understood their implications better than
his contemporary preachers, but he lacked that warmth of thought which is necessary to a spiritual
teacher not only because that alone puts him in full sympathy with his audience, but also because
that alone enables him to grasp the full meaning and nature of the very precepts which he utters. To
this defect in his sympathetic and imaginative nature can be traced the limitations of Paul’s work
and the evil aspect of Paul’s influence. They lie at the bottom of his doctrine of atonement and
redemption.

In his ardent desire to argue, Paul often outstepped the limits of solid reason and argued by analogy
and phrases. For instance he took a figure of speech used in the Books of the Law and connected sin
and death as cause and effect, and as a Pharisee he took the Jewish ritual of sacrifice and applied it
to Christian circumstances. Hence the idea of a sin offering provided to procure forgiveness for sins
of ignorance and breaches of the ceremonial law, became to him a key to Christ’s life although lost
humanity was not in the same position at all as the Jew who could be pardoned by a sin offering.
Only in the most figurative sense could the Jewish atonement apply to Christ, but to Paul the
connection was vital. He saw in them the one and the same thing; the one and the same idea. But
more generally as well, the reference to Christ as a sacrifice is merely a figurative description of one
of the aspects of his value to men, and the figure having been borrowed from Jewish ritual, it
unfortunately carried with it the meaning of the ritual as well. The whole idea of the atonement as
accepted by orthodox Christians is simply a part of Jewish tradition and ritual engrafted onto a
Christian stem. Examining it calmly and dispassionately, we find it to be but a trivial expedient, which
may have been consistent with reverence in bygone days, but which certainly now-a-days is
destructive of reverence. It bears on every feature the halting weakness of man’s hand. It but an
inheritance of scaffolding which we now regard as the main building. The service upon which it is
based is antiquated for supposing that the Chaldean Adam could really ever speak for mankind and
that the Eden legend really belongs to the pages of authentic human history, what of salvation in
words other than this earth? Nor is its morality very pure, nor its law very clear. The efficacy of
sacrifice as the orthodox conceive it is doubtful; and in so far as it bears upon God’s perfection and
man’s divinity it is to abstract from our conception of both. Let us emerge from that black cloud of
curses in which theologically minded men desire to dwell and go out with joyful heart into the wide
fields and free air of Christian life.
But if we say, as we do, that the theory of vicarious sacrifice is but a false human explanation of the
life of Jesus, we do not therefore imply that there was no atoning value in that life. That is not our
creed. We know perfectly well how far short we have come of God’s desire and will, how often we
have done what we ought not to have done and neglected the opportunities afforded us of doing
good. We are aware of war of the spirit, and how weak we are without some inspiring presence. No
one can yearn more than we do for that strength which is not ourselves, and for that union and
community with the all mighty and the all holy. But we regards man’s shortcomings and weaknesses
as defects in himself, blemishes in his nature and it is our faith that both will pass away.
All life to us has been the tramp of pilgrim’s feet approaching to God; all religious effort a sacrifice
which has borne away some of the burden of sin and lightened our toil by the way; every good and
great life a fresh bond drawing us to the great love which is in all things and behind all things.
In this light we regard Jesus of Nazareth – in one sense the last, in another the first, of the prophets.
He did not come to appease the wrathful displeasure under which a violated law is supposed to have
held us; he did not come as a scapegoat upon whose head we laid our sins. The atonement which is
ours through him is one in which we ourselves take part. He came on the one hand to show us the
Father and on the other to show us ourselves. The human mind has always been endowed with a
sense that somewhere and somehow there exists an absolute being and that the nature of that
being is good. Towards that absolute being it has put itself in many strange attitudes. It has
worshiped it and preached of it in many ways. Man and his ideal drifted further and further away
and at last the life of man became divided into a tabernacle journey on earth and a permanent
abode in heaven; earth itself became the battle ground for two antagonistic forces, good and evil,
God and Satan. Between these two existences Jesus of Nazareth stood and reconciled them. He held
up a new type of human excellence; in that type was seen mirrored divine excellence. It cast a light

upon the earth which illumined its dark places, and lo! It was no more earth but heaven. Into the
human heart he also threw a ray of light and its palpitations of fear ceased, for behold it discovered
itself to be the seat of the Kingdom of God. Thus he stands, an everlasting proof that the human soul
mirrors on the one side its own degradation and on the other God’s divinity, and an everlasting
earnest that the triumph of man consists in an approach to God.
Such is the Law which moves to righteousness
Which none at last can turn aside or stay
The heart of it is love, the end of it
Is peace and consummation sweet. Obey!
Stripped thus of his official robes, cut off from the royal lineage claimed for him, one, the leading
one of those souls who have aspired and have attained does the preciousness of Jesus vanish? Not
so. His simplicity and humanity add a new dignity to him; the bonds of love between him and us are
drawn tighter; knowing our own shortcomings and backsliding, panting with dreams of high desire
and yet living to so little purpose, we all the more readily go to those shrines where his memory is
embalmed and seek a dwelling place amongst those spiritual influences which gave him strength to
subdue the world and triumph over the pains and terrors of death.
We therefore stand in no vague legal relationship to God by virtue of an elaborate and somewhat
doubtfully consistent scheme of atonement, but we stand, through Jesus’ light and example, in the
closest union with the forces making for righteousness. We have put away fanciful imaginings to get
to the great bare truth and the result has been that the common, the unclean, the earthy, the
‘merely’ human have passed away and there is nothing around us but the Divine and his love. In that
great atonement let us go forth to subdue the world and to work and pray for the coming of God’s
kingdom.

