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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

Death and Ransom: A Survey of Both Testaments
Death is found 120 times in the NT.  In the Gospels, it deals mostly with the death of our Lord.  In Paul, it refers mainly to human death.

1. The Greek word thnëtos, means mortal, appears six times, all in Paul.

2. apothnëskö, die, is used 113 times in the NT.  In the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) it is rarely used to refer to the death of Jesus.  But in Paul, on the other hand, this use is frequent because of the pre-Pauline confessional formula, “Christ died for our sins” (1 Cor 15:3; Rom 5:8).

3. synapothnësko, die together with someone, occurs in Mark 14:31, 2 Corinthians 7:3; 2 Timothy 2:11.  Only in the last instance has it a Christological reference.

4. Opposite to death thanatos we have athanasia (immortality), which is found three times. 1 Corinthians 15:53f speaks of immortality being “put on.”  In 1 Timothy 6:16, God is described as the One to whom alone immortality belongs.

The NT view of death is in direct continuity with the OT view.  Whenever the term thnëtos (mortal) occurs, it indicates that the mortality of man is taken as a self-evident fact.  Man lives in the shadow of death (Matt 4:16; Isa 9:1 LXX).  God, the source of all life, is the only one to whom immortality belongs (1 Tim. 6:16), whereas man has to live out his whole life in the fear of death (Heb 2:15).

1. What causes death? The answer to this question is summed up by Paul in a pregnant statement: “The wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23).  It is sin that pays the wages not God.  Satan can be regarded as the one who has power over death (Heb 2:14).  For the NT the question as to the cause of death is not a speculative one.  The NT is not interested in scientific problems.  The question must be interpreted in the light of its answer.  This way we can see that Paul does not reflect upon death as a biological phenomenon, but as a theological one, in the sense that in the universality of death, the universality of man’s sin and need of redemption become evident.  Where man turns his back upon God, “who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (Rom 4:17), he cuts himself off from the root of his life and becomes subject to death.  The phenomenon of death reveals, on this interpretation, the objective state of man in his lifetime: living by what is created, by natural things over which he exercises control, he has cut himself off from the source of true life (God) and thus given himself up to worthlessness.  In his “progress” towards death man can catch sight of the basic condition of his life.  He lives as a sinner in death, “You were dead in your trespasses” (Col 2:13).  Death is thus the power dominating this life, and to that extent a present reality. “Spiritual” death and “physical” death, inextricably bound up together, constitute the reality of a life in sin.  This leads the sinner to cry: “Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom 7:24).  In the same way the father of the prodigal son calls his son dead (Luke 15:24, 32).  In the Fourth Gospel death and life are also present realities of our existence, depending on how we respond to Jesus (John 5:24; 8:51; 11:25).  He who cuts himself off from the church, in which the life-bringing word is proclaimed, is at the point of death (Rev 3:2).

2.  It is Paul who among the NT writers who reflects most on the connection between the sinful state of man and his mortal destiny.  After setting out in Romans Chapters 1-4 a number of arguments to provide evidence that all men without distinction have fallen into sin and thus become subject to death, and that they are called to life in Christ, he goes on in Romans 5:12-21 to develop these themes further with the help of – Adam – Christ typology.  The life which has been brought about by Christ is made to form an analogy to the fact that “sin came into the world by one man and death through sin” (Rom 5:12; cf 1 Cor 15:21f).  Paul explains that death has spread to all men “because all have sinned,” thus guarding against the idea that death as a result of sin is simply a fate we have inherited.  He underlines its active character, and the fact that death is the result of sin. This does not, however, alter the important statement that all men without exception are subject to sin and death.  Hence, salvation and life – that is, victory over death – are not to be expected as a result of man’s own efforts, but only through an act of God’s grace coming  from outside man and appropriated by him through faith.

3. In his rebellion against God, man is always seeking to find life through his own works, and consequently whenever he avails himself of the law as a means of salvation, he only finds death.  For Paul therefore there is a triangle made of the law, sin and death – all are on the same level.  “The sting of death is sin, and the strength of sin is the law” (1 Cor 15:56).  Accordingly, for the man who tries to find life on the basis of law, death becomes a present reality: “When the commandment came sin revived and I died” (Rom 7:9f).

4. If death is regarded as the historical consequence of human sin, the “natural” association of human death with that of other living creatures raises the question why non-human living creatures are likewise subject to mortality.  To this question Paul, in line with contemporary Judaism (Gen. Rabbah. 12:5), replies that the “creation” has been subjected not by its own will, but as a result of human sin, to futility and impermanence. It now waits to be set free from death, together with the “children of God” (Rom 8:19-22).  Thus Paul does not regard even death in the world of nature as a “natural” phenomenon.

5. From all that we have said it is evident that in the NT death is regarded not as a natural process, but as an historical event, indicating clearly the sinful condition of man.  In this historical sense death is seen as a power which enslaves man in the course of this life (Heb 2:15).  Hence it appears sometimes in a quasi-personal form (Rev 20:14).  The possibility of removing the horror of death by means of intellectual insight concerning its inevitability, or through a heroic act of dying, is therefore excluded for NT.  The effect of the latter means would be rather to intensify sin.  For it would mean that a man was trying to earn salvation by his own effort even at the moment of dying, when death itself spells out a definitive condemnation of that whole attitude.

Did God Create Death and is Death a Divine Penalty for Sin?

Western Christianity, after the rise of Augustinianism, accepted that death is a divine punishment.  When God warns Adam and Eve that if they eat and become disobedient by learning the difference between good and evil according to their desire they “shall surely die” (Gen 2:7).  This was no threat of punishment, for death is by no means a contrived punishment.  Rather it was a simple statement of reality.

We can see the difference between East and West in these two statements:

The first by Gregory of Palmas: “God did not say ‘if you sin I will kill you,’ but he said ‘if you sin you shall surely die,’” (Phy Ch 5:150).

The second statement by Augustine, “We certainly were dead in soul and in body, which no Christian doubts: in soul on account of sin, and in body on account of punishment of sin.” (De Trint 4:3, 5).

Theophilus of Antioch wrote the oldest account of Creation and the fall to Autolycus about 190 A.D.

“Was Adam Immortal or Mortal?

But someone will say to us, ‘was man made by nature mortal?’

Certainly not.

Was he, then, immortal?

Neither do we affirm this.

But one will say, was he nothing?

Not even this is the right answer.

For if God had made him immortal from the beginning, God would have made him god.

Again, if God made him mortal, God would seem to be the cause of his death.

Neither, then, immortal nor yet mortal did God make him, but, as we have said above capable of both; so that if he should incline to the things of immortality, keeping the commandment of God, he should become god; but if on the other hand, he should turn to the things of death, disobeying God, he should himself be the cause of death to himself.”

Theophilus to Autolycus, 1: 25, 26, 27

“Adam lived for many hundreds of years after his disobedience.  This does not mean that God lied when He said that ‘in the day that you eat, you shall surly die.’  For from the very moment that Adam and Eve were estranged from the true life that is God, the verdict of death was pronounced upon them on that very day and Adam and Eve lived their death.”

Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomios, Hom., 2 PG 45:545c

“The real death is hidden inside the heart, and man has died within.” Macarious of Egypt, On Guarding the Heart, 2 Vol., 42, 179

“When Adam ate, he died immediately in his soul, and after 930 years he also died in his body.  For as the death of the body is the separation of the soul, so also the death of the soul comes when the grace of the Holy Spirit of God is removed from it.”

Symeon the new theologian, Horn., 1:2 PG 66:3.

“On the day Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit they immediately died a spiritual death.  He who made them die is none other than the devil, the killer of man, who achieved his purpose when he deceived Eve through the serpent.” Origen, On John, 20, PG 12:232

See also …

Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation of the Logos, chapters 3-9  

“God was not the creator of death; but rather the father of death was the king of evil, that is the devil.  Death came into the world by the envy of the devil.”

Gregory of Nyssa, On the Inscription of the Psalms 16, PG 44:60k

“Death is the confusion of laws and the overturning of all good things of life.” Basil the Great, On Envy, 6, PG 31 :385a.

Death Becomes a Blessing

“With physical death God offered man a great benefit; it terminates the time of man’s sinful condition.  Through death is the provision that man does not remain forever in the condition of sin,” Theophilus of Antioch, to Autolycus, 2:26.

“That the inherent evil in us be not eternalized, the body is dissolved temporarily through the great providence of death, and having thus removed the evil, human nature reformed to be once again separated from evil and restored to its pristine life.”

Gregory of Nyssa, Homily on Plucheria, PG, 46:877a.

“The divine lawgiver uses death to cut the way of sin and thus proves the punishment to be philanthropy, because Adam transgressed and received the punishment foretold to him by the Creator, the benevolent God provides things so that the punishment becomes salvation.  For death dissolves sinful man and puts an end to his evil activities.  At the same time it releases him from pain; he is freed from suffering, death banishes the grief and the cares and puts an end the various passions of the body.  The heavenly Judge mixed so much love for man with his punishment.” Cyril of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 6, PG 75:1424d.

The Wages of Sin is Death, Romans 6:23

This is the oldest comment on the text of Romans 6:23 is by Origen of Alexandria

Paul employs a military metaphor to good effect by saying that death is the wage due to those who fight under king sin. But God does not give his soldiers a wage, as if they have something owing to them. Rather, he gives them the gift of grace, which is eternal life in Christ.

The death being referred to here is not the death which separates the body from the soul but the death by which because of sin the soul is separated from God.”

Common Romans, Commentarii in Epistulam ad Romanos, vol 3:226 Ed by 1, Heither.

The Death of Our Lord

 The death of Jesus is at the central point of preaching of salvation in the NT.  Very often these are coupled by proclaiming the resurrection.  They are all the heart of the “good news” that our resurrection and our justification is the foundation or new life of those who believe.

1. Before Paul, the confession of faith  “that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared” (1 Cor 15:3 ff.), was common to the Apostolic Church.  When Paul writes that he “was put to death for our trespasses and raised for our justification” (Rom 4:25) Paul was not inventing something of his own.  Jesus died our human death (Phil 2:7 f.; Heb. 2:14), and he really died on the cross.  Using the verb “buried” in the early confession indicates (1 Cor 15:3 ff) that Jesus truly died. 

2. This death is “for us,” i.e. to our advantage (Rom 5:6 ff.; I Thess 5:10; Heb 2:9 f.; Mark 10:45), a teaching which is emphasized in various ways by statements about his resurrection and exaltation (e.g. 2 Cor 5:14ff; 1 Peter 3:18).  His death overcomes the law (Rom 7:4; cf. Gal 2:21), sin (2 Cor 5:21; Col 1:22; and more important brings reconciliation.

3. Our death, which Jesus died (Rom 5:9; 2 Tim 1:10; Heb 2:14 f.; Rev 1:17 f.), declares victory over death, the risen Lord now rules heaven and earth (Matt 28:16-18) and please take notice that “every authority in heaven and earth is delivered” to Jesus is the proclamation of victory of the King Jesus at  present and coming life (1 Cor 11:26; 2 Cor 5:14 if.), is also proclaimed, in order that his death may not have been in vain (Gal 2:21).

4. This gospel of victory over death is expressed in many different kinds of language.  A very early and widespread concept is that taken from Isaiah 53, the concept of Jesus’ death as a sacrifice, which removes sin as an obstacle between God and man (Rom 3:25f., a pre-Pauline formula; 1 Cor 11:24 ff., pre-Pauline Eucharistic words; cf. also Eph. 1:7; 1 Peter 1:18 f.).  Here we see the OT covenant sacrifice (Mark 14:24; Heb 13:20) and the Passover sacrifice (1 Cor 5:7; if Jesus is our Passover this Passover was not for sin but for victory over death), can also find a place.  In addition we find the related teaching of Christ’s death as a substitution (2 Cor 5:21).  Here be careful, Jesus is our “substitution” must not be mixed with later teaching of the Middle Ages, of the Penal Substitution.  Jesus died for us because he is the only one who can abolish death and remove our condemnation. 

5. The word ransom is a concept originating in the OT laws but is used metaphorically even in the OT when it is applied to God.  One of the earliest documents of Church History which is the most eloquent statement which appeals to God’s love is contained in the well-known passage from the Epistle to Diognetus (the author is unknown possibly was a Christian from Alexandria about 2nd century). 

“The very Artificer and Creator of the Universe Himself;

Him He sent unto them.  Was He sent think you, as any man might suppose, to establish a sovereignty, to inspire fear and terror?  Not so.  But in gentleness and meekness has He sent Him, as a king might send his son who is a king, He sent Him as sending God; He sent Him as [man] unto men; He sent Him as Savior, as using persuasion, not force; for force is no attribute of God.  He sent Him as summoning, not as persecuting; He sent Him as loving, not as judging … For what man at all had any knowledge what God was before He came? … For God, the Master and Creator of the Universe, Who made all things and arranged them in order, was found to be not only friendly to men, but also long-suffering.  And such indeed He always was, and is, and will be, kindly and good and dispassionate and true, and He alone is good … And when our iniquity had been fully accomplished, and it had been made perfectly manifest that punishment and death were expected as its recompense, and the season came which God had ordained, when henceforth He should manifest His goodness and power. O the exceeding great kindness and love of God, He hated us not, neither rejected us, nor bore us malice, but was long-suffering and patient, and in pity for us took upon Himself our sins, and Himself parted with His own Son as a ransom for us, the holy for the lawless, the guileless for the evil, the just for the unjust, the incorruptible for the corruptible, the immortal for the mortal. For what else but His righteousness would have covered our sins?  In whom was it possible for us lawless and ungodly men to have been justified, save only in the Son of God?  O the sweet exchange, O the inscrutable creation, O the unexpected benefits; that the iniquity of many should be concealed in One Righteous Man, and the righteousness of One should justify many that are iniquitous.” (Epistle to Diognetus Ch 7-9)

From a linguistic point of view, “ransom” has its roots in the OT vocabulary but it does not mean only “price.” 

The verb lyô, to loose, untie, set free, release, annul, abolish; lusis demolish; lysis, release, divorce; katalyö, destroy,demolish, abolish; katalyma become loose, become weary, become weak; set free, release, discharge, pardon, let go, send away, dismiss, divorce.

In the OT, the LXX uses lyô to translate seven different Hebrew verbs.  The most common is pàtah (seven times) which is the regular verb for “to open” (Gen 42:2 7; Job 39:5; Psalms 102:20; Isa 5:27; 14:17; 58:6; Jer 40:14, 71:4).  It stands twice meaning “to free,” or “loose those in bondage” (Ps 105:20; 146:7) and twice for “draw off sandals.” (Exod 3:5; Jos 5:15). In Isaiah 40:2, in the message to Jerusalem that her iniquity is pardoned which literally means let go.  It also occurs once each for lift up, take away, and of the Lord taking away sins of Job’s friends because of Job (Job 42:9)

In the New Testament

1.  In the NT lyô is used in the literally sense of untying the thong of a sandal (Mark 1:7 par. Luke 3:16; John 1:27; Acts 13:25, John the Baptist speaking of Jesus: cf. Acts 7:33 with Exod 3:5, of Moses by the burning bush), untying the ass’s colt (Matt 21:2 par. Mark 11: 2, 4, 5; Luke 19:30f., 33), and of  removing Paul’s bonds (Acts 22:30). 

2. In John 11:44 it is used of the unbinding of Lazarus from his death cloths.  It is found as a sense in Acts 13:43 of being released from the synagogue: cf. RSV “when the meeting of the synagogue broke up.” 

3. The sense of setting free, untying and thus loosing is applied to the angels (Rev 9:14 f.) and to loosing Satan (Rev 20:3, 7).

Satan is mentioned in connection with binding and loosing (Luke 13:16) in the description of the woman bent with a spirit of infirmity for eighteen years.  There is probably a play on words here which underlines the hypocrisy of those who complained that Jesus had healed on the Sabbath, for the same word is used of those who untie their oxen and asses to lead them to water on the Sabbath (v. 15).  Jesus put the question to them: “And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen years, be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath day?”

The same verb is used in the case of the healing of the deaf man with an impediment in his speech: “And his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly” (Mark 7:35), and “the bond of the tongue,” was a technical expression illustrating the idea that such impediment of the speech was the work of demonic influences.

4. lyô has the sense of break, break up and thus destroy.  In a number of passages, such as Revelation 5:2, the scroll of ongoing history held by God who is seated on his throne, is sealed with seven seals which no one is worthy to open and break.  However, “the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David has conquered so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals” (Rev. 5:5: cf. chapter 6 for the opening of the seals).

Acts 27:4 1 tells of the breaking up of the stern of the ship on which Paul was bound for Rome, whereas Acts 13:43 refers to the breaking up of a meeting of the synagogue at Antioch in Pisidia.  

5. lyô in the sense of loosing or freeing from death and sin is found in Acts 2:24 and Revelation 1:5 respectively.  In the former case it is applied to the resurrection of Jesus: “But God raised him up, having loosed the pangs of death because it was not possible for him to be held by it” (Acts 2:24).  In the OT death has the cords known as the cords of Sheol and death (cf. 2 Sam. 22:6: Ps. 18:4 ff; 116:3; and LXX. Job 39:2).  Revelation 1:5 relates remission of sin to the death of Jesus in the phrase “and has freed us from our sins by his blood” (kai lysanti hèmas ek ton hamartion hemon en to haimati autou)”  

6.  lyô is twice used in connection with the temple.  In the gospel of John’s account of the cleansing of the temple the Jews ask for a sign of Jesus’ authority.  “Jesus answered them, ‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (Ilysate ton naon touton kai en trisin hèmerais egerb auton – John 2:19).  Commenting on the Jews’ remark that the temple took forty-six years to build, the gospel points out that Jesus was referring to “the temple of his body” (v. 21), which the disciples understood after the resurrection and which in turn caused them to believe “the scripture and the word which Jesus had spoken” (v. 22).  At his trial before the chief priests, elders and scribes, false witnesses claimed: “We heard him say this, ‘I will destroy this temple that is made with hands, and in three days I will build another, not made with hands.’” (Mark 14:58)

7. lyô and katalyo are often used for the destruction of buildings (Matt. 27:40; Mark. 13:2; 14:58; 15:29; Acts 6:14, referring to the false witnesses and the onlookers at the crucifixion).  The saying implies that Jesus’ own person has already replaced the temple as the divinely appointed place of meeting between God and man.  It further implies that Jewish disobedience is directly responsible for the destruction of this temple, just as it was for the destruction of the first one (2 King. 25:9, 13-17.

8. Ephesians 2:14 uses lyô to make a rather different point: “For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the dividing wall of hostility (kai to mesotoichon tou phragmou lysas).  The term mesotoichon occurs only here in the NT.  It is rare in secular Greek and is not found at all in the LXX.  It means a partition or dividing wall, and evidently refers to the stone wall in the temple with pillars “declaring the law of purity, some in Greek, and some in Roman letters, that no foreigner should go within that sanctuary” (Josephus, War 5, 5).  This presupposes some knowledge of Jewish practices among the Gentiles of Asia Minor, and the climax of the chapter is reached in the assertion that the Gentile Christians now grow “into a holy temple in the Lord” (v. 21).  V. 14 points out that there is no longer a dividing wall between Jewish and Gentile believers before God.  The reason is given in the following verses: “by abolishing in his flesh the law of commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby bringing the hostility to an end” (Eph 2:15).  The idea of the law as a protecting wall against the Gentiles is expressed in a letter known as the   letter of Aristeas 139: 

“Now our Lawgiver being a wise man and specially endowed by God to understand all things, took a comprehensive view of particular detail, and fenced us round with impregnable ramparts and walls of iron, that we might not mingle at all with any of the other nations, but remain pure in body and soul, free from all vain imaginations, worshipping the one Almighty God above the whole creation.” 

In contrast with the Gospels where Jesus never actually says that he will destroy the temple, in Ephesians 2:14 he is in fact the subject of the verb.  The destruction of the dividing wall between Jewish and Gentile believers is the result of his reconciling death.

9.  In John 5:18 lyô is used for breaking the Sabbath: “This was why the Jews sought all the more to kill him, because he not only broke the Sabbath” (hoti ou monon elyen to sabbaton) but also called God his Father, making himself equal with God.  The occasion was the healing of the paralytic by the pool of Bethzatha.  Jesus defended his action by claiming: “My Father is working still, and I am working” (John 5:17).  

10. The same incident is taken up again, but this time with reference to the law, in John 7:23: “If on the Sabbath a man receives circumcision, so that the Law of Moses may not be broken (hina me lythè ho nomos Möyseosl) are you angry with me because on the Sabbath I made a man’s whole body well?”  There is an irony between the rite of circumcision performed on the male sexual organ which inevitably causes some pain and suffering and the healing of the whole body which banishes suffering.  Jesus’ stance implies that, just as in healing he was not breaking the Sabbath, he is also not breaking the law.

11. The point is extended to scripture in John 10:35 f.: “If he called them gods to whom the word of God came and scripture cannot be broken (kai ou dynatai lythènai he graphè), do you say of him whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world,’You are blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’?”  The statement about “gods” is an allusion to the previous verse which contains a quotation from Psalm 82:6; “You are gods,” which agrees with both the Hebrew and the LXX.
The Etymology of the Greek word Ransom and its Theological Significance 

The verb in Greek to ransom and also to redeem
lytron) price of release, ransom
antilytron) ransom
s,s  (lytrosis, apolytrosis) redemption, deliverance
s (lytrotes) Redeemer
The OT background

In the LXX the singular lytron is found only in LXX (Lev 27:31, Prov 6:35: 13:8); otherwise it is always in plural.  In addition to the passages mentioned, lytron translates Hebrew köper, “covering” (in Exod 21:30; 30:12: Num 35:31. 32: Prov 6:35; 13:8).  In the OT it is life offered to redeem life.  But a ransom was not to be paid for the murderer (Num. 35:11).  

1.  lytron is used also to render pidyôn, pidydm, pedayim, ransom (from pàdáh, ransom, redeem; cf. Num. 3:46-51).  This money is a ransom for redemption.  In addition it is found in Leviticus 19:20 and Numbers 18:15 to strengthen the verb pãddh, stressing the action of redeeming.  This has to be paid for those, like the first-born of man or animal, which by sacred law belong to God.  It can be paid by animal sacrifice (Exod 13:13, 15; 34:20) or sometimes by a money payment (Exod 30:13-16; Num 3:46-51; 18:15 f.).  

2.  lytra also renders the noun ga, redemption (from the Hebrew verb gà ‘al, redeem, act as kinsman) in the case of the relative who was both entitled and under obligation to act (Lev 25:24, 26, 51 f.).  The redeemer (go’èl) was originally the closest relative who, as the avenger of  blood, had to redeem the blood of the murdered victim (Num 35:19, 21, 24, 25, 27; Jos 20:3, 5) and also the family possession that had been sold (Lev 27:13, 15, 19 f., 31; cf. Jer 32:7) where the LXX does not use lytra), and even the person whose economic plight had caused him to sell himself to a non-Jew (Lev 25:48 f.). In Leviticus 25:26, 51 f. the ge’ullah is the price of redemption.  In Leviticus 25:24 it means redemption, and in Leviticus 25:29, 31 f.. 48; Ruth 4:6 and Jeremiah 32:8 it signifies the right of redemption.  In Ezekial 11:15, “your fellow exiles” (RSV), “men of your kindred” (RSV mg.) are literally “men of your redemption.”  These duties prescribed by the OT laws are only understandable against the background of the covenant which made Israel Yahweh’s unique possession (Exod 19:5) among whom God dwelt (Exod 25:8). The land was Yahweh’s and given to Israel through Yahweh’s saving intervention as Lord of history. Therefore the land was not to be sold in perpetuity (Lev. 25:23), but rather to be redeemed (Lev 25:24). Yahweh had redeemed Israel out of Egypt, by which act they had become his servants (Lev 25:37, 55; cf. Deut 15:15). Accordingly the impoverished Israelite who had sold himself into slavery was to be redeemed (Lev 25:55). If he was not redeemed by the appointed means, he was to be released in the year of jubilee (Lev 25:50, 55).

The latter institution was part of the system of Sabbatical years described in Lev 25, which decreed that the land should be left fallow every seventh year (cf. Lev. 26:34-43; 2 Chr 36:21; Neh 10:31; Jer 34:14-22: I Macc 6:49-53; Josephus.Ant. 12, 378; 14, 202). Unattended growth could be gathered by the poor or eaten by the beasts (Exod 23:11; Deut 15:2-18).  Every fiftieth year (i.e. after 7 x 7 Sabbath years) was a Jubilee.  Jesus came to pronounce the Jubilee Year according to Luke 4:16-12.

God as the Redeemer

The figure of the goel reflects that of Yahweh in his relationship with Israel which is grounded in the covenant.  The verb ga’al and the figure of the go’èl have particular prominence in the book of Ruth in which Ruth, the Moabitess and widowed daughter-in-law of Naomi accompanies the latter to her home town of Bethlehem.  The two are destitute, but Ruth gleans in the field of Boaz who is a kinsman (Ruth 3:3).  Naomi counsels Ruth to go to Boaz at the threshing floor at night.  Boaz does not take Ruth at once.  There is a nearer kinsman:

“Remain this night, and in the morning, if he will do the part of the next of kin for you, well; let him do it; but if he is not willing to do the part of the next of kin for you then, as the Lord lives, I will do the part of the next of kin for you.  Lie down until the morning” (3:13).  But upon the latter’s refusal before the elders to take Ruth. Boaz does so by buying a field from the hand of Naomi (4:5).  The background to this is the concept of the levirate marriage, according to which it was the duty of a kinsman to marry a widow “in order to restore the name of the dead to his inheritance” (4:5).  

In many cases the release is through buying back either through some act or by an appropriate payment.  Ransom denotes what is given to release.  Reconciliation is particularly prominent in those passages where lytra translates koper price of a life, ransom (Exod 21:30; 30:12; Num 35:31 f.; Prov 6:35; 13:8). 

A ransom (Num 35:31 f.; Prov 6:25; Ps 49:8; Isa 43:3) is an offering for life.  Samuel the prophet asked if he ever has taken a ransom and here it means a bribe (1 Sam 12:3, LXX; exhilasma; Amos 5:12), where the root means “covering,” i.e., that which is longer seen. In Exodus 30:12 it is the half shekel of the sanctuary paid by all males above the age of twenty at the census to avert the plague  

2. The verb lytrousthai is found more frequently in the LXX than the noun lytron.  In the majority of cases Yahweh is the subject.  It renders padah as “ransom” 42 times (Exod 13:13, 15; 34:20; Lev 19:20; 27:29; Num 18:15, 17; Deut 7:8; 9:26; 13:5(6); 15:15; 21:8; 24:18; 2 Sam 4:9; 7:23; 1 Kin 1:29; 1 Chr 17:21; Neh 1:10; Ps 25:22; 26:11; 31:5; 34:22; 44:26; 49:7, 15; 55:18; 71:23; 78:42; 119:134; 130:8; Hos 7:13; Mic 6:4; Zech 10:8; Isa 51:11; Jer 15:21; 31:l1; in several of these passages it occurs more than once). 

lytrousthai translates go’al, redeem, act as a kinsman, 45 times (Exod 6:6; 15:13; Lev 25:25, 30, 33, 48 f., 54; 27:13, 15, 19 f., 27-3 1, 33; Psalms 69:18; 72:14; 74:2; 77:15; 103:4; 106:10; 107:2;119:154; Prov 23:11; Hos 13:14; Mic 4:10; Zech 3:1; Isa 35:9; 41:14; 43:1, 14; 44:22 if.; 52:3; 62:12; 63:9; Jer 50:34; Lam 3:58.)

The Redeeming power of God

The basic idea of making free by a ransom can be seen in Exodus 34:20 and Leviticus 19:20; 25:25; but already in Deuteronomy 7:8; 9:26; 13:5, etc., lytrousthai (pàdah) no longer refers to a material price paid, but means the redeeming activity of God, which freed Israel from Egypt, the house of bondage.  It is the use of his power in the service of his love and faithfulness which redeems from bondage.  In Isaiah the work of God as the Redeemer is stressed (go’èl, lytroumenos, deliverer; Isa. 4 1:14; 47:4).  Here the deliverance is in the first place the freeing of Israel from Babylonian captivity and the return of the people.  The foreign nations are to receive no ransom for them; in fact God gives them as ransom for Israel (Isa 43:3 f.; 45:13).

Deliverance

In 1967, D Hill published his work entitled, “Greek Words and Hebrew Meanings: Studies in the Semantics of Soteriological (Salvation) Terms.”  In this work like many other studies ransom as a divine action means “deliverance” rather than a “ransom paid” often uppermost (cf. D.Hill, pages 54ff).  lytrousthai is used interchangeably in the Psalms for gà’al and pàdáh (Ps 25:22; 72:14; 119:134, 154).

D. Hill points out that while the deliverance from Egypt is often described in terms of redemption (2 Sam 7:23; Deut 7:8; 9:26; 13:5; 15:15; 24:18: 1 Chr 17:21: Ps 78:42), the “redeeming” from exile is not often described by pàdah (Isa 35:10: 51:11).  

The Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53 and the Ransom in the Teaching of the Lord

In the NT lytron is found only in the saying of Jesus which is in Matt. 20:28 and Mark 10:45.

How should we understand the following saying of our Lord?

“The Son of man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many (ho hyios tou anthropou ouk èlthen) and in 1 Timothy 2:6 which speaks of Jesus giving himself “as a ransom for all.”

Isaiah 53: The LXX

“O Lord, who has believed our report?  And to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?  We brought a report as of a child before him; he is as a root in a thirsty land: he has no form nor comeliness; and we saw him, but he had no form nor beauty.  

But his form was ignoble, and inferior to that of the children of men; he was a man in suffering, and acquainted with the bearing of sickness, for his face is turned from us: he was dishonored, and not esteemed.  For he bears our sins, and is pained for us:

Yet we accounted him to be in trouble, and in suffering, and in affliction.  But he was wounded on account of our sins, and was bruised because of our iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon him and by his bruises we were healed.  All we as sheep have gone astray; every one has gone astray in his way; and the Lord gave him up for our sins.

And he, because of his affliction, opens not his mouth: he was led as a sheep to the slaughter and as a lamb before the shearer is dumb, so he opens not his mouth.  In his humiliation his judgment was taken away: who shall declare his generation? For his life is taken away from the earth: because of the iniquities of my people he was led to death.  

And I will give the wicked for his burial and the Jell [rich] for his death; for he practiced no iniquity nor craft with his month.  The Lord also is pleased to purge him from his stroke, if ye can give an offering for sin, your soul shall see a long-lived seed: the Lord also is pleased to take away from the travail of his soul, to shew him light and to form him with understanding; to justify the just one who serves many well; and he shall bear their sins.  He shall inherit many, and he shall divide the spoils of the mighty; because his soul was delivered to death: and he was numbered among the transgressors; and he bore the sins of many, and was delivered because of their iniquities.

Isaiah 53: The Hebrew (according to the Jewish Study Bible)

“Who can believe what we have heard?  Upon whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?  For he has grown, by His favor, like a tree crown, Like a tree trunk out of arid ground.

He had no form or beauty that we should look at him:

No charm that we should find him pleasing.

He was despised, and shunned by men;

A man of suffering, familiar with disease.

As one who hid his face from us;

He was despised, we held him of no account.

Yet it was our sickness that he was bearing,

Our suffering that he endured.

We accounted him plagued,

Smitten and afflicted by God;

But he was wounded because of our sins,

Crushed because of our iniquities.

He bore the chastisement that made us whole,

And by his bruises we were healed.

We all went astray like sheep,

Each going his own way;

And the Lord visited upon him

The guilt of all of us.

He was maltreated, yet he was submissive,

He did not open his mouth;

Like a sheep being led to slaughter,

Like a ewe, dumb before those who shear her,

He did not open his mouth.

By oppressive judgment he was taken away,

Who could describe his abode?

For he was cut off from the land of the living

Through the sin of my people, who deserved the punishment.

And his grave was set among the wicked, And with the rich, in his death. 

Though he had done no injustice. And had spoken no falsehood.

But the Lord chose to crush him by disease, that, if he made himself an offering for guilt, He might see offspring and have long life, And that through him the Lord’s purpose might prosper.

Out of his anguish he shall see it;

He shall enjoy it to the full through his devotion.

My righteous servant makes the many righteous,

It is their punishment that he bears;

Assuredly, I will give him the many as his portion,

He shall receive the multitude as his spoil.

For he exposed himself to death

And was numbered among the sinners,

Whereas he bore the guilt of the many

And made intercession for sinners.”

Please note the following:

1. The whole text in the LXX or in Hebrew does not say that God the Father punished his Son.  It says, “we accounted him plagued, smitten and afflicted by God; But he was wounded because of our sins” so we looked at him and so him as some one smitten by God.

2. Though it is only in the LXX, but it reflects the understanding of the Jews in the Diaspora, “The Lord also is pleased to purge him from his stroke, if ye can give an offering for sin.” And to this we must add these words, “In his humiliation his judgment was taken away.” These two verses make it clear that Jesus was not under the judgment of God.

3. Modern studies such as that of Bernd Janowski and Peter Stuhlmacher, The Suffering Servant, Isaiah 53 in Jewish and Christian Sources, and Robert  Sherman, King, Priest and Prophet: A Trinitarian Theology of the Atonement, pointed out the defect of 16-19 centuries of Evangelical understanding of the atonement:

A) If the Father punishes the Son on the cross that creates a split between the Father and the Son while the Son was on the cross doing the will of the Father, and this also neglects of the part of the Holy Spirit as if the Holy Spirit was not even there or just watching.

B) If we say that the Father put our punishment on his Son for the sins of the world, that means that Jesus was punished for sins which were not committed yet and that means also a side way opens to universalism since the divine justice has been satisfied already.

C) Two important offices of Jesus which were neglected:

The first is that of the Priest, which is one of the major topics of the letter to the Hebrews.  This theme begins in Chapter 5 and continues to Chapter 10.  The priesthood of Jesus is far and above that of the OT (Chapter 7), then Jesus entered the Holy of Holies (which is heaven) carrying his own blood to secure eternal salvation (9:12). 

Readers of the NT must take notice of that expression in the letter to the Hebrews, “one sacrifice” (7:27; 9:28; 10:10; 10:14).  This sacrifice is the Lord himself, and Jesus being one Mediator of the New Covenant, Jesus appears alive even at the time of his offering as the High-priest.  If this is so, then it is impossible to believe that Jesus was under the wrath of God when he was on the cross because Jesus came as the priest who brings reconciliation not as some one who needs reconciliation.

The second is Jesus as the King.  This was neglected due to a linguistic misunderstanding, because Jesus was anointed like the kings of Israel and besides being the beloved Son of God at his Baptism, he was also anointed as the Messiah.  This title Messiah means King according to the Scripture (Heb 1:9), and by the words of Psalms 110:1 which is quoted by Jesus himself and than explained in 1 Corinthians 15:24-18).

Sorry is has been a long walk, but if the etymology of the word ransom means to liberate and free, we should rejoice that our King has abolished death and gave us eternal life. 

SUPPLEMENT

My God, My God Why Have You Forsaken Me?

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning? Psalm 22:1 

· The mystery of Christ cannot be explored by using Old Testament texts alone.  If the OT is used alone, we miss the very heart of the New Testament. Christ, our Lord, is quoting the text of the psalm to the Jews to let them understand His affliction; that He, the mighty, powerful Messiah, came to suffer, to establish a road of freedom, not like that of the ancient judges of Israel, who died with their hands stained with the blood of their enemies, but He died with His body stained with His own blood, according to Isaiah 63:1-7.  By asking the question which was asked before Him, Christ points to two things.  First of all, the Jewish understanding of His forsakenness, but He came in order not to be forsaken by God the Father, but to put an end to every forsakenness, which puts an end to every forsakenness.  To use the words of the Apostle Paul, but now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. (Eph. 2:13-14)

· Secondly, he proves to us that He is the peace of God that allowed the good thief to enter into Paradise: truly I tell you; today you will be with me in Paradise. As He gave up His spirit, He did not die as a separated, forsaken person, but told God the Father, into your hands, I commend my spirit, and when He said that, He gave up the spirit. We have to consider the immense power of peace that reconciled us with God that has been expressed in the most over-sweeping statement of Paul: for I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:38-39)

· The Jews thought that he was forsaken by God because he did not die like the ancient fighters of Israel, victorious over His enemies.  For God, who promised in the Old Testament to subdue the nations with the power of the sword of Israel did not intervene to save His Son from the cross but, on the contrary, He allowed him to die in this horrible, frightening way. From an Old Testament point of view you could consider him as forsaken, because He did not Himself walk like King David who saw the fallen bodies of his dead enemies and said in Psalm 68, Let God rise up, let his enemies be scattered; let those who hate him flee before him. As smoke is driven away, so drive them away; as wax melts before the fire, let the wicked perish before God. But let the righteous be joyful; let them exult before god; let them be jubilant with joy, and later on: So that you may bathe your feet in blood, so that the tongues of your dogs may have their share from the foe. But on the cross the feet of Christ were covered with the blood of righteousness, the blood of peace, the blood of love, the blood that put an end to the enmity between God and man.  For we were enemies in the evil thoughts of our inner life. But Christ came to cleanse that enmity, to remove that obstacle that separated us from God, for God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself.  II Corinthians 5:18 all this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation. This new aspect of the ministry of Jesus, has some roots in the Old Testament, but its fullness is in the New Testament. That is why He quoted the text of the psalm in order to point to enmity’s glorious end when the psalmist will live again and when the Lord will bring many nations to declare the righteousness of God. This happy end of the suffering is the heart of the New Testament.

· My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? was also the question that Adam did not ask openly in Genesis when he accused the woman, whom God created out of his rib, and was the same question that David in his trouble posed to the Lord in Psalm 13:1-6: how long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? How long will you hide your face from me? How long must I bear pain in my soul, and have sorrow in my heart all day long? How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? Consider and answer me, O Lord my God! Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death, and my enemy will say, ╗I have prevailed╝; my foes will rejoice because I am forsaken. But I trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me.╜ Those who were chosen by God to lead the nation of Israel were always leaning on the divine support and help. You can see this in many Psalms, and even in the prophecies. So, there was also the triumphant end of people like David and some of the judges. But these were the heroes who came to settle disputes between human beings. Especially in the battlefield. All with God who appointed them to bring Israel to repentance. The account of these were resonate with the account of the Cross, but not fully. Because Christ did not come to be a king and a judge, as in the Old Testament, but to become the King and the Judge of the whole creation. That is why in the New Testament the account of the crucifixion, Christ did not speak of enemies, but He said, Father, forgive them because they do not know what they are doing. (Luke 23:34) A forsaken person in the prayers of the Old Testament is someone who cannot ask forgiveness for those who have injured him because the law stands on their side to recompense evil for evil, wound for wound, eye for an eye. Also, a forsaken person could not have had the power to let someone like the good thief enter paradise with him. Neither would Christ have been able to enter paradise himself if he were forsaken.

· In Christ Jesus a new relationship between God and humanity and between human beings has been established on the firm foundation of eternal love that does not experience separation or forsakenness: ô . . .nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.╜ (Romans 8:39) 

· Christ came as ambassador for God, apostle, and the one that represents God the Father who bestowed on him, the name that is above every name Philippians 2: 6-7. Therefore, God the Father could not have punished him on our behalf to show us mercy and kindness, but put in Christ Jesus, the ministry of reconciliation to put an end to the alienation between God and humanity. Even when we hear the apostle Paul saying in II Corinthians 5:21, He made him who knew no sin, sin for us that we may become the righteousness of God in him.╜ Commentators made a big mistake by thinking that the only Son of God became sin, while in all ancient commentaries, the fathers of the Church, always quoted that text, with an additional word. He made him who knew no sin a sacrifice for sin. It is impossible for us to imagine that the one who came to redeem us, He himself will be tarnished for iniquities. It is equally impossible to believe that from Christ Jesus to remove sin as the obstacle between God and humanity, He himself becomes that very sin, which he came to undo. He offered Himself freely because no one can remove the obstacle of sin, death and condemnation and establish eternal peace except the ambassador of God the Father. 

· From what we have said above, we have to establish the firm difference between Jesus and the Old Testament figures. In the eyes of the Jews, he was forsaken; In the eyes of the Father he was not.
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