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Esteemed friends, dear ladies and gentlemen,

this afternoon we want to focus on the both 
fundamental and challenging topic of atone-
ment in Paul. Nobody who studied Paul’s let-
ters to some extent would deny that atonement 
is a very foundational topic of Paul. Again 
and again, the apostle points us to the fact of 
forgiveness through Jesus Christ by similar 
expressions, such as:

1. The hyper-Formula in the Pauline Corpus
Rom 8:32: He who did not spare His own Son, 
but delivered Him up for us all (ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν 
πάντων παρέδωκεν αὐτόν).1
Gal 1:4: Who gave himself for our sins, that 
he might deliver us from this present evil 
world, according to the will of God and our 
Father.
Gal 2:20: the life which I now live in the flesh 
I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved 
me and gave Himself for me.
Eph 5:2: And walk in love, as Christ also 
has loved us and given Himself for us, an 
offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweet-
smelling aroma.
1 Tim 2:6: who gave Himself a ransom for 
all, to be testified in due time.
Tit 2:14: who gave Himself for us, that He 
might redeem us from every lawless deed and 
purify for Himself His own special people, 
zealous for good works.

Based on this similarity of expression in 
Paul’s letters, theological literature speaks of 
a hyper- or delivering-up-formula consisting 
of the Greek preposition ὑπέρ with the basic 

meaning “over” and the verb (παρα)δίδωμι 
“deliver up, hand over”.2

The Verb “deliver up, hand over” has been 
traced back to Isa 53:6,12 at the beginning 
of the 1950s,3 where it is used in the Septua-
gint, that is the Greek translation of the Old 
Testament, for the rendering of the Hebrew 
verb פגע in the causative Hifil-stem, which 
can also mean “to strike with” besides “to 
deliver, hand over”. The renowned New 
Testament Scholar Peter Stuhlmacher from 
Tuebingen traced the origin of the preposition 
ὑπέρ back to Isa 43:3f.4 Yet, this attempt of 
explaining the origin of the preposition ὑπέρ 
was not without problems since in the LXX 
ὑπέρ usually translates the Hebrew preposi-
tion עַַל with the basic meaning of “on, over”5. 
Furthermore, the Hebrew text of Isa 43:3f 
does not contain עַַל but תַַּחַַת “under; instead 
of”6. The LXX, which has coined and paved 
the way for many idiomatic expressions in 
the New Testament, usually translates תַַּחַַת 
with ἀντί “instead of”.7 Hence, Stuhlmacher’s 
explanation does not work and it is not aston-
ishing that alternative explanations for the 
hyper-formula in the Pauline Corpus have 
been investigated and found in Pagan Greek 
literature in the more recent discussion. For 
there the heroic self-sacrifice of one person 
for another is expressed in similar wording 
with the preposition ὑπέρ.8

A solid Biblical Theology, which has been 
advocated by Philipp Jakob Spener in his Pia 
Desideria as an answer to the undesirable de-
velopments in the theology of his time,9 there-
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fore, requires a more precise and foundational 
linguistic anchoring in the Old Testament than 
we have at our disposal in the current scholarly 
discussion as for example in Stuhlmacher’s 
Biblische Theologie zum Neuen Testament.

Hence, we want to further investigate the Old 
Testament background of the hyper-formula 
and the related topic of atonement and de
monstrate the overlap of expression between 
Paul and the Biblical-Semitic wording of the 
Gospels and the Old Testament. In a first step 
we must treat parallel passages in the Gospels. 

2. The hyper-Formula in the Gospels
The discussion of the Semitic background of 
the Pauline hyper-formula was mostly coined 
by New Testament scholar Joachim Jeremias 
in the 1950s and 1960s. In his article on the 
Servant of God in the Theological Dictionary 
of the New Testament he traced the different 
variants of the Greek hyper-Formula back to 
the Hebrew source text of Isaiah 53:10.10 

In Isa 53:10 we read the following on the suf-
fering Servant of God: when his soul makes 
an offering for guilt (ֹנַַפְְשׁו  he ,(אִִם־תָָּשִִׂים אָָשָָׁם 
shall see his offspring; he shall prolong his 
days; the will of the LORD shall prosper in 
his hand (ESV). Jeremias lists the following 
variants of the hyper-formula in the gospels 
as stemming from Isa 53:10:
Mt 20:28 || Mk 10:45: the Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give 
His life a ransom for many (ἀλλὰ διακονῆσαι 
καὶ δοῦναι τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ λύτρον ἀντὶ 
πολλῶν). 

In comparison to Paul, we can note the usage 
of the preposition ἀντί “instead / in place of”. 
A more precise translation would therefore be 
“to give His life/soul a ransom instead/in place 
of many […]”. A further notable difference is 
that Mt and Mk use the more Semitic expres-
sion τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ “his soul” instead of 
(ἑ)αυτὸν “himself”, which is the more Greek 
way of expression.11

From the Gospel of John Jeremias lists Jn 
10:11[,15,17]; 15:13 as well as 1 Jn 3:16 when 
discussing the hyper-formula.12 For us it shall 
suffice here to discuss Jn 10:11 as representa-
tive example. There we read:
Jn 10:11: The good shepherd gives His life 
for the sheep (τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ τίθησιν ὑπὲρ 
τῶν προβάτων).

In the Gospel of John, we find the same Greek 
preposition ὑπέρ as in Paul’s letters with the 
basic meaning „over”. Yet in John ὑπέρ is used 
together with the Semitic phrase τὴν ψυχὴν 
αὐτοῦ „his soul” as in the Synoptics. One pe-
culiarity of the Johannine hyper-formula is the 
usage of the verb τίθημι “set, put, lay down”, 
which corresponds more precisely with the 
Hebrew verb שׂים “set, lay down” used in Isa 
53:10. In Greek this corresponds with δίδωμι 
„give” of the Synoptic Gospels Mt and Mk. 
From all parallels in the gospels the Johan-
nine hyper-Formel therefore corresponds the 
most with Isa 53:10, which could indicate the 
antiquity of Johannine expression.

However, in all our comparisons of the Gos-
pels with Isa 53:10 we could not identify a 
Hebrew source for the Greek preposition 
ὑπέρ. Therefore, we once more have to turn to 
Paul’s letters and the Old Testament in order 
to establish a Biblical-Semitic approach to the 
hyper-formula.

3. The hyper-Formula in its Biblical-Semitic 
Context 

3.1. The Culmination of ὑπέρ in Romans 
8:26–34
If we take a closer look at the context of the 
hyper-formula in Romans 8:32, we can ob-
serve that Paul is using the preposition ὑπέρ 
throughout Rom 8:26–34 more than five times 
in a row:
2 6  L i ke w i s e  t h e  Sp i r i t  a l s o  h e l p s 
(ὑπερεντυγχάνει) in our weaknesses. For we 
do not know what we should pray for as we 
ought, but the Spirit Himself makes interces-
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sion for us with groanings which cannot be 
uttered. Now He who searches the hearts 
knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because 
He makes intercession (ἐντυγχάνει ὑπὲρ) for 
the saints according to the will of God.
31 What then shall we say to these things? If 
God is for us (ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν), who can be against 
us? 32 He who did not spare His own Son, but 
delivered Him up for us all (ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν 
πάντων παρέδωκεν αὐτόν), how shall He not 
with Him also freely give us all things? 33 Who 
shall bring a charge against God’s elect? It 
is God who justifies. 34 Who is he who con-
demns? It is Christ who died, and furthermore 
is also risen, who is even at the right hand of 
God, who also makes intercession for us 
(ἐντυγχάνει ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν).

In comparison with the LXX we could already 
observe, that the preposition ὑπέρ is most 
commonly translated with על. Now we want 
to investigate this Hebrew preposition in the 
Old Testament more thoroughly.

3.2. The Biblical-Semitic Background of על
In his comparative Semitic grammar Carl 
Brockelmann defined על as one of the few 
Semitic prepositions, which have preserved 
their original connection to its verbal stem.13 
Accordingly, על seems to be related to the verb 
 burnt“ עֹֹלָָה to ascend” and to the noun“ עָָלָָה
offering”. The burnt offering was probably 
the oldest and most original sacrifice in the 
Old Testament and served primarily to avert 
God’s wrath.14 It is first mentioned by Noah 
in Genesis 8:20.

As derived meanings of the preposition על 
stemming from its basic meaning “on, over”, 
Brockelmann mentions (1) to cover, (2) to over-
arch and (3) to overshadow.15 In our context, 
I would like to focus on aspect (1) to cover 
in the broader context of divine protection or 
wrath, as it becomes evident in the following 
examples:16

Ps 72:13: He will be gracious [over] the poor 
and needy, and he will save the souls of the 

needy (ַַיָָחֹֹס עַַל־דַַּל וְְאֶֶבְְיוֹן וְְנַַפְְשׁוֹת אֶֶבְְיוֹנִִים יוֹשִִׁיע).
Neh 13:22: My God, remember me and have 
mercy [over] me according to your great 
compassion (ָזָָכְְרָָה־לִִּי אֱֱלֹהַַי וְְחוּסָָה עָָלַַי כְְּרֹֹב חַַסְְדֶֶּך ).
Ps 103:13: As a father has compassion [over] 
his children, so the LORD pities [over] those 
who fear him (עַַל־ יְְהוָָה  רִִחַַם  עַַל־בָָּנִִים  אָָב   כְְּרַַחֵֵם 
.(יְְרֵֵאָָיו

An important reference is found in Jer 18:23, 
which is quoted almost verbatim in Neh 3:37:
Je r  18:23:  Do not  cover  the i r  s i n 
nor  blot  out  thei r  g u i lt  before  you  
(אַַל־תְְּכַַפֵֵּר עַַל־עֲֲוֹנָָם וְְחַַטָָּתָָאם מִִלְְּפָָנֶֶיךָ אַַל־תֶֶּמְְחִִי)
| |  Neh 3:37: Do not cover their sin 
nor  blot  out  thei r  g u i lt  before  you 
.(וְְאַַל־תְְּכַַס עַַל־עֲֲוֹנָָם וְְחַַטָָּתָָאם מִִלְְּפָָנֶֶיךָ אַַל־תִִּמָָּחֶֶה)

The key feature of the older attestation in Jer 
18:23 is the use of the verb כִִּפֶֶּר “to forgive 
sins,” which is replaced by the verb כִִּסָָּה “to 
cover, conceal” in the younger attestation in 
Neh 3:37. This could indicate that the verbal 
root כפר was no longer as common during 
the time of Nehemiah as it still was during 
the time of Jeremiah. The context of these 
verses refers to the persecution of Jeremiah 
and Nehemiah, and their curse prayer can be 
related to the legal case of “sinning with raised 
hand (= presumptuously)” in Numbers 15:30f, 
for which there is no atonement according to 
God’s law in the Old Testament.17

The verb ִּרּפֶּּכ   combined with the preposition על 
occurs particularly frequently in the sacrificial 
provisions of Leviticus and Numbers. In the 
Mosaic law, however, the use is somewhat dif-
ferent than in Jer 18:23, because in the Mosaic 
law the object following the preposition על 
always refers to a person who is being expiated 
(type I), while in Jer 18:23 sin is named as the 
object of ִּרּפֶּּכ   (type II).18 These two variants of 
the OT kipper formula can also be found in the 
variants of the hyper formula in Paul:

Type I (Object of Atonement is a “Person”)
Leviticus 16:30: For on this day shall atone-
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ment be made for you to cleanse you. You 
shall be clean before the LORD from all your 
sins. (‎מִִכֹֹּל אֶֶתְְכֶֶם  לְְטַַהֵֵר  עֲלֲֵֵיכֶֶם  יְְכַַפֵֵּר  הַַזֶֶּה   כִִּי־בַַיּוֹם 
.(חַַטֹּתֵֵאיכֶֶם לִִפְְנֵֵי יְְהוָָה תִִּטְְהָָרוּ
Leviticus 17:11 For the life of the flesh is in 
the blood, and I have given it to you upon the 
altar to make atonement for your souls; for 
it is the blood that makes atonement, because 
it has the life [soul] in it (כִִּי נֶֶפֶֶשׁ הַַבָָּשָָׂר בַַּדָָּם הִִאו 
 וַַאֲֲנִִי נְְתַַתִִּיו לָָכֶֶם עַַל־הַַמִִּזְְבֵֵּחַַ לְְכַַפֵֵּר עַַל־נַַפְְשֹֹׁתֵֵיכֶֶם כִִּי־הַַדָָּם
.(הוּא בַַּנֶֶּפֶֶשׁ יְְכַַפֵֵּר
Rom 8:32: He did not spare his own Son, but 
delivered him up for us all (ἀλλ̓  ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν 
πάντων παρέδωκεν αὐτόν) […]

Type II (Object of Atonement is “Sin”)
Je r  18:23:  Do not  cover  the i r  s i n 
nor  blot  out  thei r  g u i lt  before  you  
(אַַל־תְְּכַַפֵֵּר עַַל־עֲֲוֹנָָם וְְחַַטָָּתָָאם מִִלְְּפָָנֶֶיךָ אַַל־תֶֶּמְְחִִי)
Ps 79:9: Help us, O God, our helper, for the 
glory of your name! Deliver us, and forgive 
us our sins, for your name’s sake (עָָזְְרֵֵנוּ אֱֱלֹהֵֵי 
עַַל־חַַטֹּתֵֵאינוּ וְְכַַפֵֵּר  וְְהַַצִִּילֵֵנוּ  כְְּבוֹד־שְְׁמֶֶךָ  עַַל־דְְּבַַר   יִִשְְׁעֵֵנוּ 
 .(לְְמַַעַַן שְְׁמֶֶךָ
Gal 1:4: who gave himself for our sins (τοῦ 
δόντος ἑαυτὸν ὑπὲρ τῶν ἁμαρτιῶν ἡμῶν) 
[…]

Through this twofold overlap in content be
tween the hyper-formula in Paul and the 
kipper-formula in the Old Testament, it seems 
that an Old Testament connection is much 
more likely than an interpretation of ὑπέρ in 
the context of pagan Greek literature, and this 
despite the lack of a Greek equivalent for the 
verb ִּרּפֶּּכ  . The decisive question, however, is 
why Paul omits the verb כִִּפֶֶּר “to cover, make 
atonement” in his hyper-formula when he 
builds its content so strongly on the Old Testa-
ment terminology of atonement?

In this context, it is noteworthy that the 
translation of כִִּפֶֶּר prefigured in the LXX 
(Septuagint) with (ἐξ)ιλάσκομαι does not ap-
pear at all throughout the New Testament.19 
There are only two occurrences of the related 
noun ἱλασμός “atonement, reconciliation” (1 

John 2:2; 4:10), and two more instances for 
ἱλαστήριον “expiatory covering” (Romans 
3:25; Hebrews 9:5). The LXX has chosen this 
word as translation for the כַַּפֹֹּרֶֶת, which is the 
“mercy seat” or “seat of atonement” of the 
Ark of the Covenant. The observation made 
by comparing Jeremiah 18:23 and Nehemiah 
3:37 that the verb כִִּפֶֶּר could be replaced with 
 in post-exilic times could therefore explain כִִּסָָּה
why the verb כִִּפֶֶּר appears only sporadically 
in post-exilic reports on the restoration of the 
Temple service:
Ezra 6:17: And they offered for the dedica-
tion of the house of God a hundred bulls, two 
hundred rams, four hundred lambs, and for a 
sin offering for all Israel (רָָׂאֵֵל יָָּא עַַל־כָּּל־יִִשְׂ  (לְְחַַטָּ
twelve male goats, according to the number of 
the tribes of Israel.
Ezra 8:35: At that time the men who had come 
out of the captivity offered burnt offerings to 
the God of Israel, twelve young bulls for all 
Israel (רָָׂאֵֵל -ninety-six rams, seven ,(עַַל־כָּּל־יִִשְׂ
ty-seven lambs, twelve male goats for a sin 
offering, all for a burnt offering to the LORD.
Neh 10:34 For the showbread, for the daily 
grain offering, for the daily burnt offering, for 
the Sabbath offerings, for the new moon of-
ferings, for the appointed feasts, for the most 
holy things, and for the sin offering, to make 
atonement for Israel (‎רָָׂאֵֵל ר עַַל־יִִשְׂ אּוֹת לְְכַַּפֵּ  ,(וְְלַַחַַטָּ
and for all the work in the house of our God.

Within these three comparable examples, the 
verb כִִּפֶֶּר appears only in Nehemiah 10:34. 
Since it is missing in the other two passages, 
it is reasonable to assume that the verbal use of 
the root כפר with the meaning “to cover, make 
atonement” declined due to the formative in-
fluence of Aramaic. Indeed, in Aramaic, כפר 
has a completely different meaning, namely 
“village”, which we are familiar with from the 
well-known NT place name Capernaum, or 
Nahum‘s village.20 A more detailed investiga-
tion into the use of the root כפר in the Qumran 
scrolls could further confirm this assumption. 
However, for our purposes today, the tendency 
to replace and omit כִִּפֶֶּר in the late writings 
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of the OT which tell us about the restoration 
of the temple will suffice. I would like to 
conclude this section on the biblical-Semitic 
context of the preposition על with a quote from 
E. Kautzsch, who was an outstanding expert 
in the ancient biblical languages and particu-
larly in Biblical Aramaic. In his grammar 
of Biblical Aramaic, he noted the following 
about על in Ezra 6:17: “The meaning ‘for, in 
favor of’, comes from the concept of covering 
someone protectively.”21This points to the fact 
that the Semitic preposition על, with its basic 
meaning of “covering protectively”, overlaps 
in meaning with the verb ִּרּפֶּּכ  , which can also 
be understood in the sense of a “covering that 
averts anger”. This can be seen in the first OT 
appearance of ִּרּפֶּּכ   in the story of Jacob, when 
he said before meeting his brother Esau: “I 
will make atonement for him [cover his face] 
רָָּפְּה פָָנָָיו)  with the gift” (Genesis 32:21).22 (אֲֲכַַ

4. The hyper-Formula in the Context of 
Romans 8
If we return to Romans 8 with the biblical-
Semitic background of the hyper-formula 
that we have worked out so far and the clear 
parallels to the cultic language of the Old Testa-
ment, it becomes clear that this OT background 
helps us to better understand the context of 
Romans 8. For right at the beginning in Rom 
8:3, Paul himself gives us a decisive clue as to 
the context in which we should interpret what 
he writes in the further course of Romans 8:
Rom 8:3: For what the law could not do, in 
that it was weakened by the flesh, God did: 
He sent His Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, 
and for sin (περὶ ἁμαρτίας), condemning sin 
in the flesh.

Unfortunately, the translation of the Greek 
phrase περὶ ἁμαρτίας as “for the sake of sin” 
in the German Luther Bible does not make it 
clear what Paul is talking about in this verse. In 
his commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, 
Stuhlmacher interprets περὶ ἁμαρτίας as “sin 
offering” (Hebr. אּטָּת  because περὶ ἁμαρτίας ,(חַַ
is a fixed expression for the sin offering in 

the LXX (cf. e.g. περὶ τῆς ἁμαρτίας in Lev. 
4:3,14,28,35; 5:8,9,10,11,13 and περὶ ἁμαρτίας 
in Lev. 5:6,7,11; 7:37).23 The sin offering was 
probably the most important sacrifice for 
atonement in the Old Testament, especially 
on the great Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur 
(Leviticus 16).24

It is therefore clear from the original Greek 
text of Romans 8:3 that even before he uses 
the hyper-formula in the further course of 
the chapter, Paul already opens the topic of 
sacrifice and atonement with the sacrificial 
terminology pre-determined by the LXX.

But Paul would not be Paul if everything were 
already clarified with that. There is a second 
way of interpreting the Greek term περὶ 
ἁμαρτίας. This phrase also appears in Isaiah 
53:10 LXX,25 where it is to be understood as 
an idiomatic translation of the Hebrew word 
ם  which is defined in Leviticus 5:14–26 as ,אָָׁשָׁ
the “guilt offering” associated with a monetary 
restitution. An equally possible translation 
of περὶ ἁμαρτίας in Romans 8:3 is therefore 
“as a guilt offering”. According to Leviticus 
14:10–18, the ם  ,guilt offering was offered אָָׁשָׁ
for example, when a recovered leper was re-
admitted to the people of God.26

The question of whether Paul understands 
Jesus’ atoning death as a sin offering or a guilt 
offering is therefore not easy to answer. As is 
often the case with Paul, we can only come to 
a solution to this question if we are prepared 
to delve as deeply into the Old Testament as 
Paul did. If we look more closely at the ques-
tion of sin offerings and guilt offerings in the 
Old Testament, it becomes clear in Leviticus 
7:7 that both types of sacrifice had one thing 
in common, namely that the meat of these 
sacrifices became the property of the priest 
who offered them up:
Leviticus 7:7: As the sin offering is, so is the 
guilt offering; one and the same law shall ap-
ply to both; they shall belong to the priest who 
makes atonement with them.
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Therefore, the crucial question for Paul in 
Romans 8:3 is not whether Jesus is to be un-
derstood as a sin or a guilt offering, but rather 
what the transfer of the meat of these sacrifices 
to the priest offering them means spiritually. 
And it is precisely this question of sacrificial 
meat or flesh that Paul deals with in Romans 
8:4ff when he writes: so that the righteous-
ness required by the law might be fulfilled 
in us, who now live not according to the flesh 
but according to the Spirit. One conclusion 
of his theology of atonement according to 
Romans 8 is therefore that as Christians we 
should no longer live according to the flesh 
but according to the Spirit, since our body 
has been transferred to Jesus, our high priest 
in heaven, by faith in his vicarious sacrificial 
death on the cross.

So, we see how, by working out the biblical-
Semitic background of the hyper-formula, we 
have now an exegetical tool at hand to better 
understand how Paul advances his argument in 
Romans 8. And that is a significant advantage 
over conventional university theology with its 
predominantly Hellenistic research approach, 
which does not help us to understand Paul’s 
argumentation, but rather leads to dismissing 
many of his letter’s forgeries under his name. 
However, we want to believe in the word of 
God as it has been revealed to us in the Bible.  
And in order to spell out this belief in the Bible, 
we have to engage with the biblical-Semitic 
background of the hyper-formula.

Thank you very much!
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