Full Atonement – Can it be?
Reading: 1 Peter 2:18-25, especially verses 21-25.
Introduction

Throughout history, human beings have shown themselves capable of demonstrating courage, heroism, and sacrifice in the face of adversity. One example is provided by a soldier working on the infamous river Kwai railway during the Second World War.
Once, after a work detail, a Japanese guard believed a shovel missing. He told the men that unless someone stepped forward to accept responsibility, all the men would be killed. A soldier stepped up and stood at attention. The guard beat him to death. Later it was discovered the missing shovel was the result of a mistaken count by the guard.
This provides an example of someone willing to die for his friends. We are reminded of the words of the apostle Paul in the Book of Romans.

6 You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. 7 Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. 8 But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.
Romans 5:6-8
Context

We’ve been looking at 1 Peter and in the context of describing how Christian slaves should behave, Peter says Christ gave us an example of to follow.

22 "He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth." 23 When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. 24 He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.
These verses clearly identified Jesus with a mysterious figure in Isaiah 53 – The Suffering Servant of Yahweh or Jehovah. They show that his death was not purposeless, but part of God’s foreordained plan to bring salvation to men and women. It involves what theologians have called atonement.

Philip Paul bliss’ hymn Man of Sorrows! What a name contains the lines

Guilty, vile, and helpless we;
Spotless Lamb of God was He:
Full atonement - can it be?
Hallelujah! What a Saviour!
My topic this morning is this: Full atonement – can it be? I intend addressing the questions, what is atonement and how is it possible? 
What is Atonement?

The atonement is the work Christ did in his life and death to earn our salvation.  The English word Atonement derives from the Middle English At-one-ment. And so, may be taken as a synonym for reconciliation. Although reconciliation is an important New Testament word, it is an inadequate translation of the Hebrew kippur.
The Need for Atonement

The Bible pictures the human predicament as one of rebellion against God and alienation from Him. We are estranged from God and the mission of Christ was to satisfy both the love of God and the justice of God in the salvation of human-kind.
It is worth noting that it was not necessary for God to save anybody at all. He would have been perfectly just to have left us in our sins awaiting judgement. However, God in his love sent Jesus to earth on a rescue mission.

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.
John 3:16
As a consequence, of God’s purpose to rescue humanity, the atonement is necessary.

In the Garden of Gethsemene, Jesus prayed the prayer,

"My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will."

Matthew 26:39

In order to rescue humanity, there was no other way than for Jesus to die on our behalf. The prayer in Gethsemene was not an isolated statement on the necessity of Jesus dying to fulfil God’s purposes. Following the resurrection, Jesus said these words to two disciples on the road to Emmaus,

"How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?"
Luke 24:25-26

The atonement was the consequence of God’s wrath and mercy, his righteousness and grace, working together to produce a solution to humankind’s greatest predicament. The apostle Paul describes this in Romans 3:21-26.

21 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.
Christ’s atoning sacrifice satisfies God’s wrath and mercy. Hallelujah!
We worship at your feet
Where wrath and mercy meet
And a guilty world is washed
By love's pure stream
For us he was made sin
Oh, help me take it in
Deep wounds of love cry out 'Father, forgive'
I worship, I worship
The Lamb who was slain.

The Nature of the Atonement

1. Suffering

Verse 21

21 To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.
Physical Pain

We do not need to hold that Jesus suffered more pain than any human being ever suffered, for the Bible nowhere makes such a claim, But we mustn’t forget that death by crucifixion was one of the most horrible forms of execution ever devised by man.
It was essentially a slow death by suffocation.  When a criminal’s arms were outstretched and fastened by nails to the cross, he had to support most of the weight of his body with his arms. The chest cavity would be pulled upward and outward , making it difficult to exhale in order to be able to draw a fresh breath. When the victims’s longing for oxygen became unbearable, he would have to push himself up with his feet, thus giving more natural support to the weight of his body, releasing some of the weight from his arms, and enabling his chest cavity to contract more normally. By pushing himself upward in this way the criminal could fend off suffocation, but it was extremely painful because it required putting the body’s weight on the nails holding the feet, and bending the elbows and pulling upward on the nails driven through the wrists. The criminal’s back, which had been torn open repeatedly by a previous flogging, would scrape against the wooden cross with each breath.
Abandonment
The physical pain of crucifixion was aggravated by the fact that Jesus faced this pain alone. In the Garden of Gethsemene, Jesus confided something of his agony with his disciples,

"My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death. Stay here and keep watch."

Mark 14:34

As soon as Jesus was arrested, however, “all the disciples deserted him and fled” (Matt 26:56). Jesus faced rejection and loss alone.
Far worse than desertion by even the closest  of human friends was the fact that Jesus was deprived of the closeness of the Father’s love. When Jesus cried out in a loud voice, "Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?"—which means, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" (Matt 27:46), he showed that all fellowship with God had been cut off. He was abandoned by his heavenly Father and faced the weight of the guilt of millions alone.

2. Sinless

Verse 22

22 "He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth."
Although he was sinless, Jesus endured the psychological pain of bearing the guilt of our sin.

In our experience as Christians we know something of the anguish we feel when we know we have sinned. The weight of guilt is heavy on our hearts, and there is a bitter sense of separation from God.

3. Sacrifice

Because he was sinless, Jesus was a worthy sacrifice. Earlier, Peter wrote these words,

18 For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, 19 but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.
1 Peter 1:18,19

A clear reference to the sacrificial system of the Old Covenant.

In the Book of Exodus, sacrifice is established as an essential part of God’s plan for Israel as a nation. Various rituals are prescribed as God’s gift to his people, to express and maintain the relationship he established with them. 

The sin offering, the guilt offering and the burnt offering were all provided to make atonement in some way. And full atonement sometimes required all three together with a peace offering to symbolize the fellowship thus restored or maintained between God and the people.

 Atonement was meant to remove sin, but it also was concerned with the removal of God’s wrath against sin. It involves an appeal to God for forgiveness, but also recognised the need for a penalty to be paid. And this is where the concept of ransom comes in.
Atonement is not simply a matter of removing guilt or defilement by purging, but of averting the wrath of God by offering the life of a substitute.

The Day of Atonement

The ritual for the Day of Atonement is outlined in Leviticus 16.

The high priest is warned to approach the mercy-seat on God’s terms, lest he experience God’s wrath by acting inappropriately. He must first make atonement ‘for himself and for his house’ (v6), by sacrificing a bull and sprinkling some of its blood ‘on the front of the mercy-seat and before the mercy-seat’ (v14). 
As a preliminary to this last action, the high priest must cast lots over two goats to determine which one is to be presented to the Lord as a sin offering for the people (vv 7-9). The blood of one goat is sprinkled ‘upon the mercy-seat and before the mercy-seat’, to ‘make atonement for the sanctuary, because of the uncleanness of the people of Israel and because of their transgressions, all their sins’ (vv 15-16).

Then the high priest sprinkles the blood of bull and goat on the horns of the altar to ‘make atonement on its behalf’ (v18) and ‘to cleanse it and hallow it from the uncleannesses of the people of Israel’ (v19). All this speak comprehensively of the need for the people for forgiveness and cleansing.

Then the live goat is to be brought forward.

21 He is to lay both hands on the head of the live goat and confess over it all the wickedness and rebellion of the Israelites—all their sins—and put them on the goat's head. He shall send the goat away into the desert in the care of a man appointed for the task. 22 The goat will carry on itself all their sins to a solitary place; and the man shall release it in the desert. 

Lev 16:21-22
What is this about? In verse 10, we were told,

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

Lev 16:10

The animal is sent out to die in a barren region – not for cleansing, but to bear the punishment of the people. The goat is to suffer the wrath of God on sin. And the goat is a substitute for us. The scapegoat is the only animal which is explicitly said to bear on itself the iniquities of God’s people.
Atonement carries the idea of reconciliation, cleansing, and punishment.

But things got worse and worse for the people of God. They were sent into exile for their sins. What can be done with a people who are sinning to such an extent that the traditional institutions of sacrifice and atonement have proven ineffectual to relieve them of their sin and guilt? The exile was a temporary punishment for sin but it was not sufficient to atone for it.
God has to intervene in a new way. The prophet Isaiah is given an incredible and fresh revelation of God’s new way of dealing with sin and pouring out his wrath. 

God’s wrath will now fall on a human being – the suffering servant of Jehovah.

5 But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. 

6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 

Isaiah 53:5,6

4. Substitute
As Israel’s substitute, the Servant is punished and suffers in place of those who ought to have suffered though he had done no violence, nor was any deceit in his mouth (Isaiah 53:9).
The same term is used as for the scapegoat.

Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted. 

Isaiah 53:4

The salvation or healing that is achieved is both profound and comprehensive. A decisive reconciliation with God is implied, together with a restoration of God’s people that involves more than a return from exile – The Servant will make many righteous (Isaiah 53:11).
Verse 24
24 He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.
With clear reference to Isaiah 53, the apostle Peter is saying that the one who bore our sins is none other than the Lord Jesus Christ -  clearly identifying the suffering servant with Christ.
Writing to believers in Corinth, the apostle Paul sated,

God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

2 Cor 5:21

And so we have it - clear biblical teaching showing that Jesus Christ is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world through being a sacrifice in our place.

As well as bearing the sins of the world, Jesus bore the wrath of God upon himself. Ashe bore the guilt of our sins alone, God the Father, the mighty Creator, the Lord of the universe, poured out on Jesus the fury of his wrath. Jesus became the object of the intense hatred of sin and vengeance against sin which God had patiently stored up since the beginning of the world.

Romans 3:25, which we looked at earlier, states that God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, that is a sacrifice that bears God’s wrath to the end and in so doing changes God’s wrath toward us into favour. 

Other passages that speak of this are Hebrews 2:17, 1 John 2:2 and 4:10.
Peter uses the word tree rather than cross. It seems he wants to draw our attention to the curse imagery associated with the judicial punishment for sin found in Deuteronomy 21:23.

22 If a man guilty of a capital offence is put to death and his body is hung on a tree, 23 you must not leave his body on the tree overnight. Be sure to bury him that same day, because anyone who is hung on a tree is under God's curse.
This is a theme developed by the apostle Paul in his letter to the Galatians.

13 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: "Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree." 14 He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.
Some object to the idea of Jesus bearing the wrath of God against sin. But they do it based on philosophy not biblical theology, a soft concept of love, and a desire to fit in with the world’s thinking.

Penal Substitution

The teaching of Jesus Christ bearing our sins on Calvary is called penal substitution. It’s incredibly important we grasp what it means. It is fundamental to our understanding of salvation.

Let’s make sure we are clear what the doctrine of Penal-Substitution is. It states that Christ died on the cross as a substitute for sinners. God placed the guilt of our sins to Christ, and he, in our place, bore the punishment that we deserve. This was a full payment for sins, which satisfied both the wrath and the righteousness of God, so that He could forgive sinners without compromising His own holy standard.
This is so important. Without penal substitution it is difficult, if not impossible, to see how a just God could forgive sinners. And if God cannot forgive us, we are lost – without hope and without God in the world.

It is a doctrine which is under attack today. We might expect such watering down of the teaching by liberal theologians who reject the Bible as God’s inspired Word. What is troubling today is that the teaching has been questioned by those who, up till now, appear to have good evangelical credentials. There are several criticisms, but for the most part they can be rejected quite easily.  
· It is not representative of the Early Church
· It is unjust
· It is based on Natural Theology

· It necessarily implies universalism

· "It is a form of cosmic Child Abuse"

· It necessarily implies definite atonement

· He paid the debt of righteousness, not the penalty of death

In recent years, Steve Chalke has popularised an attack on penal substitution which argues it portrays God as vengeful and unable to have a loving relationship with his son Jesus. Chalke has said that penal substitution is "a theory rooted in violence and retributive notions of justice" and is incompatible "at least as currently taught and understood, with any authentically Christian understanding of the character of God."

Chalke’s criticism is invalidated by the fact that Christ is the God-man who willingly suffered for a lost and alienated race.
Conclusion
And so in answer to the question, how can a man or woman become righteous in God’s sight when we have committed so many sins, the biblical answer is only through the suffering and death of Christ.
Not through living a good life

Not through attending church

Not through any other religion

This presents us with two challenges – life and evangelism.

Verse 25

25 For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.
In view of all that Jesus has done for us, in view of the cost of salvation, we should, 

Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.
21 … Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps. 22 "He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth." 23 When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. 24 He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. 25 For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.
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