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•

A Community Called Atonement
Connecting:
45 minutes
(The

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

•

you celebrate Easter, what are you
celebrating? Do you find that it is easy or
difficult to celebrate this on a regular basis?
Why might this be the case?

•

•

When

•

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•

Using the notes, discuss the concept of atonement
and its use in Scripture.

•
•

Read Ephesians 2.11-22 aloud, slowly. Pause.
Read the text once more listening for words and
phrases which might stand out to you. Pause and
ponder these for a moment, individually, giving
space to engage with God for the members of your
group.
According to Paul, while the work of Christ on
the cross has cosmic realities (Ephesians 2.110), it also has everyday realities (Ephesians
2.11-22). What are the everyday realities made
possible by the cross? Seek to find as many as
possible in the text.
It was said that the everyday realities made
possible by the cross are the ability to belong
to a people who have a purpose larger than
themselves. What about this, if anything, might
resonate with the deep desires of people? Could
you elaborate?

In what ways, if any, do you see people trying
to belong and to discover purpose? Would you
consider their efforts to be successful?
In what ways, if any, have you been seeking
to belong and discover purpose? Would you
consider your efforts to be successful? Would
you explain?
What might it look like to respond to the truths
proclaimed in this text about belonging and
purpose? Could you elaborate?

What, if anything, keeps you from responding in
these ways?

•

Consider

closing with a time of praise,
thanksgiving, and celebration for the everyday
life made possible through Christ’s atoning
work on the cross. You might consider singing,
praying, or even simply stating your gratitude.

Context and Background
Atonement
Atonement involves

the process of reconciling two
parties by making things right between them. This
definition implies that one or both parties has done
something to harm the relationship. Thus, atonement
involves the righting of what has gone wrong. Within
the context of Scripture, the two parties which need
reconciliation are God and people. What stands
between them is the sinful actions of people, a rejection
of God’s covenantal relationship with them. Therefore,
atonement involves the righting of sin so that God and
people might once again be in covenantal relationship
with one another.

lead to very different mechanisms by which atonement
works, some leading to wild theories of speculation. One
example of this from the early Church is the example of
ransom (Mark 10.45). This metaphor once gave rise to
an intense debate as to whom the ransom was paid with
one answer being given as Satan, which, in theory gave
Satan, power and advantage over God! The argument
went further that, with the resurrection, God was
duplicitous and “tricked” Satan by paying the ransom
and then taking back his payment. As can be seen, by
tracing out the logic of this metaphor, theologians
were led to forms of speculation which contradicted the
very nature and character of God, such as God being
duplicitous. The same might be said for every attempt
to discern the mechanism of atonement behind the
metaphors for atonement found in Scripture. Perhaps
the most prevalent modern example is that of the PenalSubstitutionary theory of atonement, which if traced out
very far leads one into the territory of pagan theology
concerning wrath and vindication by angry gods.

The

It is perhaps best to admit that Scripture seeks to identify
atonement and its outcome but never its mechanism.
However, there are two consistent elements which are
always part of the process of atonement: sacrifice and
covenant. Atonement is only necessary if there is a preexisting bond between God and people, a bond which
atonement restores. In the Old Testament, the sacrifice
was primarily that of animals, although, money or the
offering of one’s life could be a sufficient substitutionary
sacrifice (Leviticus 16; Exodus 30.12-16; 2 Samuel
21.3-6). Each of these sacrifices were offered within
the context of the Mosaic covenant, intended to restore
the relationship between God and Israel, a dealing with
their sin so they might remain in relationship with God
and thus remain in the land of Promise (Leviticus 16;
Deuteronomy 28). However, these sacrifices were never

When Scripture refers to atonement, no one theory or
mechanism is ever presented; that is, Scripture never

meant to effect true atonement but simply pointed to the
need for a sacrifice in the process of atonement. The only
sufficient sacrifice is that of Christ himself (Hebrews
9.26; 10.4-10). It is his sacrificial death which
reconciles people to God by dealing with their sin (Mark
10.45; 2 Corinthians 5.21) and restores people to the
covenant relationship God intended from the beginning
of time with people, a renewed or new covenant made
possible through the death of Christ (Luke 22.20).

expression “to make atonement” and other
variations of the expression is found throughout
Scripture with no single word being used to describe
the process. Rather, a range of similar words are used,
often within the context of longer phrases, to describe
the process of atonement. In every case, atonement
rests upon the means provided by God, though people
may participate in the process, particularly in their
offering of repentance and sacrifice. While people are
the primary object of God’s provision for atonement,
the rest of creation is also included in God’s desire
to atone, as can be seen in the instructions given even
for redeeming (atoning for) houses, molds, and skin
diseases (Leviticus 13-15). Somehow, in God’s mind,
to be reconciled with people involves the reconciliation
of all of creation (Colossians 1.19-20).

describes exactly how atonement makes things right
between God and people. Scripture uses many metaphors
to describe atonement: redemption (Ephesians 1.7);
propitiation (Romans 3.25); reconciliation (Ephesians
2.16); victory (1 Corinthians 15.5-57); ransom
(Mark 10.45); and an example of suffering (1 Peter
2.21). Each of these metaphors approaches atonement
from a different angle and if their logic is traced out,

The Text

Ephesians 2.11-22:
Atonement, a People, and a Purpose
Paul’s letter to the Church in Ephesus is his most
general letter, one which outlines the redemptive
work of God in and through Christ. It is therefore
a wonderful text from which to seek a deeper
understanding of atonement as the process of
atonement is at the heart of God’s redeeming work.
Paul begins this letter by noting that redemption
(restoring the relationship between God and people—
atonement) has always been God’s plan, and that this
plan has been effected through the person of Jesus. It
is this plan, when fully accomplished that brings all
of creation back into its proper relationship with God
through Christ (Ephesians 1).

With respect to people, God’s redemptive work in
Christ involves a rescuing of people from a living
“death” which involves separation from God to a life
of connected relationship with God (Ephesians 2.16). This restoration of relationship between God and
people is the work of God alone, an expression of his
grace and kindness, a gift which restores people to the
life God plans for them (Ephesians 2.7-10). While
Paul’s words describe redemption (atonement) at the
highest level, he does not fully describe what this life
entails. What does atonement look like in the everyday
experience? What impact does being in a restored
relationship with God through Jesus bring?
In the following verses, Paul begins to answer this
question for his audience, an audience which consists
mostly of Gentile believers. Paul begins by outlining

“belong” themselves did not really belong. By not being
part of God’s special people, these Gentiles were not
just separate from Christ; that is, they didn’t know the
hope of the Messiah. As people who did not belong to
God’s people, they were without purpose, separate from
what God was doing in the world through his people as
identified in the covenants. As people without purpose,
they had no hope and this was all rooted in their
separation from God. However, this all changed through
the work of Christ on the cross. Through this work, the
Gentiles were brought near (reconciled/atoned) to God
and thus the state of not having a people or a purpose
was reversed.

Paul describes the nature of the people to which the
Gentiles now belong and the purpose which this brings to
their everyday. He begins by noting that Jesus is himself
peace for people. Peace is the presence of wholeness and
Paul describes this wholeness as existing between two
parties of people. In the context, the parties are the
Gentiles (the not-belonging people) and the Jews (the
people who think they belong). In the work of Jesus,

In their former state, the Gentiles were people who
were called “uncircumcision;” that is, they did not

these two people have been brought together into a single
people, the hostility between them being destroyed. This
is possible because the one thing which the Jews used to
claim they were God’s special people, their obedience
to the Mosaic Law, was done away with. Through the
sacrifice of Jesus, being in relationship with God and the
life to which it led no longer required perfect obedience
to the Law as described in Deuteronomy 28. God did
this so that a single special people could be formed by
what was done on the cross, through which everyone’s
hostility toward God was done away with. Paul’s logic
at this point is complex but his point is simple. While the
Gentiles were formerly individuals who had no people,
no one with whom to belong, Jesus’ work on the cross
created a single new community to which both Jew and
Gentile might belong. This is the peace (wholeness) which
was preached to people both far and near, that all people
have but one way to be in relationship with the Father,
and thus implied, they form a single new community.

bear the surgical mark which distinguished them as
belonging to God’s chosen people. Those who did bear
this mark (Jews) were prone to point this out. Simply
put, the Gentiles did not belong to a special people.
However, Paul is quick to note that “belonging”
involved more than a simple surgery. Therefore,
those who were pointing out that the Gentiles did not

can be traced back through the apostles and prophets
but ultimately rests on the person and work of Jesus
himself. This purpose is rooted in the idea that this new

the former life experience and situation of these
Gentile believers before they began to follow Jesus
in faith. One might simplify Paul’s description to the
following phrase: Without Christ, these Gentiles were
without a people or a purpose.

As people join this new community, a community made
possible by atonement, they find a new purpose in life.
They are not outsiders, but insiders who are part of
something which began before them, something which

community is being shaped into an ever-growing Temple
on earth in which God himself dwells. The mention of
Temple was significant in the first-century because a
Temple had but one purpose. A Temple existed to bridge
the divide between heaven and earth. A Temple existed
to bring God and people together. Therefore, this new
people created by Jesus’ atoning work have a purpose
of bringing God and earth together. Simply put, they
become part of God’s work of atonement in Christ.

Real life with Blake:

Atonement. It is a big word, one I heard over and over again as
I grew up in the Church. As I listened, I caught that atonement
involved making things right between me and God. I grasped
that the means of atonement was the work of Christ upon the
cross, but what I never really could understand was what
happened next. So, God and I were brought into relationship
through what Jesus did on the cross. What now? At best, the
answer I was given was that I could now go to Heaven when
I died. While I was, and still am, grateful for this truth, it
left me, then and now, somewhat dissatisfied. You mean I have
to wait around to experience the power and outworking of
atonement? This was particularly poignant to me every Easter.

At Easter, we celebrate one thing: atonement. We dress up.
We pull out all the stops. We are supposed to respond with
incredible joy. . .because we can go to Heaven when we die.
Don’t get me wrong. This is really great, but it gets hard to
have the same level of enthusiasm every single year for me

when I am celebrating something for which it feels like the

pause button has been hit. If atonement had some value, some
everyday value, something that impacted life now, that would
be something worth celebrating.

As I have continued to journey with Jesus, I am realizing more
and more that his atoning work, while involving my future,
did not focus solely upon my future. Atonement really does
have present day value. What value you might ask? Atonement
works its way out in many ways but the ones which impact me

but

I have longed for purpose. I want to know more than

what I am going to do when I grow up. I want to be part of

something bigger than myself, something which can change
the world. Jesus made that possible, when on the cross he

created a community called atonement, and invited me to be
a part.

Real life with You:

What is the point of atonement? That it is important is hard
to miss. It is at the heart of God’s redeeming work, the very
thing which happens on the cross. In atonement, God and
people are reconciled. Wonderful and fantastic, but what
is the point? Most of the time we say something like God
and people are brought together so people can live with

God in Heaven. Certainly, this is true. However, this makes
atonement a present reality about a future experience. It is
hard to get excited about that, unless that is, you are about
to head off into Heaven! For most of us to get really excited
about atonement, it has to have some impact on our everyday
experience, and it does. Atonement makes it possible for us
to have a people and a purpose, the very things we desire the
most. We each long to belong and every one of us wants to be
part of something bigger than themselves, something which
will change the world. Atonement not only makes these
possible. These things are the very point of the everyday
impact of atonement. With what Jesus did on the cross, a
new community was formed, a community of atonement, and
this new community has an amazing purpose to join God in
changing the world. That is something worth celebrating!
This week, ponder for a moment the deep desires you might have
to belong and to be part of something bigger than yourself.
Think about the different ways you have sought for these
things and how satisfying, if at all, your search has been.
With these things in mind, read Ephesians 2.11-22, a text
which outlines how atonement has made it possible to belong

and be part of something bigger than yourself, something
which changes the world. Consider how God might be inviting

the most are the receiving of a people and a purpose. With

you to become part of this new community and to join him in

formed a new

a purpose larger than yourself and consider how you might

to belong, and this new community has an incredible purpose.

“Yes” to his invitation might be cause to celebrate, not just
at Easter, but every day. You might consider journaling your
prayers and thoughts.

Christ’s

atoning work on the cross,

God

community, a community of atonement to which all are invited

This community exists to bring atonement to the rest of the
world. High minded? Sure. Big dreams? Absolutely. Real?
You better believe it.
I have spent most of my life wanting to belong, wanting a
people to call my own, a people to call me their own. Jesus
made that possible. Not only have I wanted to have a people

or have responded to his invitation. Consider also how saying
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