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THE MERCIES OF GOD: Reconciliation 
 

 

“For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much more, having 

been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life. And not only this, but we also exult in God through our Lord 

Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received the reconciliation.” ~ Romans 5:10-11 
 

 

Introduction 
 

The never-ending need for reconciliation reveals the poverty of the human race. The ubiquity of anger, strife, 

alienation, estrangement, discrimination, and aggression demonstrates that mankind is as predisposed to enmity as 

sparks fly upward. Such hostility is observable in the most basic of human relationships—marriage and the 

family—to the broadest of human relationships—nation against nation and ethnicity against ethnicity. It is 

illustrated most seriously, however, in man’s need for reconciliation with his Creator. The most important question 

a man can answer is, “How can I find peace with God?” 
 

Consequently, the doctrine of reconciliation is at the heart of the gospel. So important is the concept that some 

consider “reconciliation” to be the summary word describing the whole purpose of the atonement. In fact, when the 

apostle Paul crystalized the work of gospel proclamation, he called it “the ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor 

5:18). Yet despite its importance, the Greek words that describe spiritual reconciliation between God and man are 

relatively rare in the New Testament. They are found in four clusters: Romans 5:8-11; 2 Corinthians 5:17-21; 

Ephesians 2:13-18; and Colossians 1:19-22. 
 

Before the specific terms of reconciliation are defined and its characteristics highlighted, it is important to recall 

some of the broader aspects of the doctrine of salvation. First, it must be kept in mind that salvation is comprised of 

three dimensions: (1) salvation arranged—the determination of God regarding salvation before time began, 

reflected in such components as election (see “Election,” 10/2/2019); (2) salvation accomplished—the work of 

Christ accomplished at a specific moment in time, through His death and resurrection, reflected in such components 

as atonement, propitiation, and redemption (see “Atonement,” 10/9/2019; “Propitiation,” 10/23/2019; and 

“Redemption,” 10/30/2019); and (3) salvation applied—the work of the Spirit in applying the finished work of 

Christ to those God determined to rescue from sin and its consequences, reflected in such components as 

regeneration, conversion, justification, etc. (see “Regeneration,” 11/13/2019; “Conversion,” 11/20/2019; and 

“Justification,” 1/20/2020). 
 

In many ways, the doctrine of reconciliation belongs in the second dimension—salvation accomplished. As will be 

seen below, reconciliation is firmly rooted in the doctrine of propitiation—the satisfaction for the payment of 

sin that Jesus Christ provided to the Father through His death on the cross. Because Christ’s sacrifice sufficiently 

paid the penalty for each sin of everyone who would ever believe, the wrath of God was satisfied. Consequently, 

God’s attitude toward those who would believe fundamentally changed—not on account of anything they had done, 

but on account of what Christ had done. Therefore Paul states, “while we were enemies we were reconciled to God 

through the death of His Son” (Rom 5:10). Thus, reconciliation is a crowning achievement of the atonement. 
 

At the same time, the reconciliation accomplished through the death of Christ is applied or realized in the life of a 

sinner only at the moment of conversion. In fact, Paul describes it as a logical consequence of justification (see 

“Justification,” 1/22/2020): “Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our 

Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:1). Thus, reconciliation finds its foundation in the doctrine of the atonement, but its 

personal application—or “perfection”—in conversion.  

 

A. Key Terms and Definitions 
 

“Reconciliation.” Simply stated, the term refers to “the removal of enmity and the restoration of fellowship 

between two parties” (Grudem, Systematic Theology, 1253). This proves true whether speaking of reconciliation 

between a husband and a wife or between God and man. It describes a change of attitude from enmity (a state of 

hostility) to amity (a state of friendship and goodwill).  
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John Murray provides a more detailed definition as it relates to the reconciliation between God and man: 
 

The reconciliation of which the Scripture speaks, as accomplished by the death of Christ, contemplates . . . the relation of 

God to us. It presupposes a relation of alienation and it effects a relation of favor and peace. This new relation is 

constituted by the removal of the ground for the alienation. The ground is sin and guilt. The removal is wrought in the 

vicarious work of Christ, when he was made sin for us that we might become the righteousness of God in him. 

(Redemption Accomplished & Applied, 39) 
 

Behind the doctrine of reconciliation (as it relates to God and man) stand two important Greek terms:  
 

(1) The verb καταλλάσσω (katallassō), which means “to exchange hostility for a friendly 

relationship” (e.g., Rom 5:10). Related to this verb is the noun, καταλλαγή (katallagē), 

which refers to the exchange of hostility for friendship (e.g., Rom 5:11). 

(2) The verb ἀποκαταλλάσσω (apokatallassō), which is an intensified version of the first 

verb, and means “to reconcile completely” (e.g., Col 1:22). 
 

Both of these verbs have at their core the Greek verb ἀλλάσσω (allassō), which means “to exchange one thing for 

another.” Thus, at the heart of the concept of reconciliation is change—namely, a change in relationship or 

disposition between two parties. 

 

B. Essential Characteristics 
 

1. Reconciliation was necessitated by our sin (the need for reconciliation). Scripture declares that man is the sole 

cause of hostility. It is not just that man sins by acting in direct hostility toward God. Man causes enmity simply 

by being sinful. Consequently, the enmity that exists is mutual in nature. The Bible speaks of it on both sides. 

Man is against God; God is necessarily against man. Man rebels and breaks God’s laws. God, being holy and 

righteous, must respond with justice and wrath against man.  
 

• Isaiah 59:2 – “But your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have 

hidden His face from you so that He does not hear.” 

• Romans 1:18 – “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness 

of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness.” 

• Roman 5:10 – “We were enemies.” 

• Romans 8:7-8; Ephesians 2:3; 5:6; Colossians 1:21; James 4:4. 
 

Thus, the need for reconciliation is not one-sided. Reconciliation must also affect God, who can never find 

fellowship with darkness (2 Cor 6:14-15).  
 

 

“It is not our enmity against God that comes to the forefront in the reconciliation but God’s alienation  

from us.” —Murray, Redemption Accomplished & Applied, 30 
 

 

But while this enmity is mutual, and while reconciliation is needed for both parties, there is a vast difference 

between the sides in the nature of the enmity that exists and the nature of the reconciliation that is needed. 

Man’s alienation is thoroughly sinful in nature—he is altogether blameworthy. God’s alienation is 

thoroughly necessary in nature—He is perfectly righteous and cannot smile on evil. This difference in the 

nature of the alienation means that the reconciliation needed for man is not the same kind needed in God. It is 

asymmetrical. Man caused the estrangement, and is in no position or capacity to end it.  
 

2. Reconciliation was initiated and achieved by God alone (the cause of reconciliation). In all the contexts that 

speak of spiritual reconciliation, God is always the stated or implied subject of the act, while man is always the 

passive object. 
 

• Romans 5:10 – “While we were enemies we were reconciled to God.” 

• 2 Corinthians 5:18-19; Colossians 1:19-22 

 

Key idea:  

The exchange 

of hostility for 

friendship. 
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Man is never the initiator of reconciliation. God is the single author and achiever of reconciliation—even though 

He was the blameless, offended party. In other words, reconciliation is fundamentally monergistic—achieved 

by God without man’s cooperation (“while we were enemies we were reconciled” – Rom 5:10). The entire 

process is designed, initiated, enabled, and accomplished by God. 
 

 

“We do not reconcile ourselves to God; God reconciles himself to us and us to him.”  

—Horton, The Christian Faith, 500  
 

 “Man does not effect this reconciliation, by doing something to remove God’s hostility toward his sin.  

Rather, sinners passively receive reconciliation as a gift through the work of Christ.”   

—MacArthur and Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 532 
 

 

3. Reconciliation was accomplished through the sacrifice of Christ (the means of reconciliation). Leon Morris 

highlights the fundamental issue related to reconciliation:  
 

There can be no reconciliation between persons by ignoring the deep-seated ground of offence. This must be destroyed 

if the reconciliation is to be complete and lasting. If God and man are to be reconciled, it cannot be by the simple 

expedient of ignoring sin, but only by overcoming it” (The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, 249). 

 

Indeed, through Christ’s death the “deep-seated ground of offence”—sin—was destroyed. This is repeatedly 

emphasized in all the biblical texts dealing with the concept of reconciliation: 
 

• Romans 5:10 – “For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, 

much more, having been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life.” 

• 2 Corinthians 5:18-19; Ephesians 2:13-16; Colossians 1:19-22 
 

Reconciliation is inseparable from the sacrifice of Christ. This leads to several observations: (a) Reconciliation is 

a result of propitiation. Because the wages of sin were paid through the death of Christ, God can “change” His 

attitude toward the elect. (b) Reconciliation was not dependent upon man’s achievement but upon Christ’s 

achievement. Once again, man’s passive role must be acknowledged. (c) That Christ paid the penalty for the 

cause of the alienation between God and man demonstrates the supreme love of God toward men—those who 

were His enemies. (d) Since reconciliation is tied to the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ, it must be viewed as an 

accomplished fact—not a gradual process or a potential reality. (e) Apart from Jesus Christ there is no basis for 

reconciliation with God. Any offer of peace with God proclaimed by other religions is false.  
 

4. Reconciliation established an attitude of peace (the result of reconciliation). Reconciliation is the “change” in 

God’s attitude toward those to whom He would show grace (His elect), even before they would believe. Thus, it 

is fundamentally forensic in nature. 
 

• 2 Corinthians 5:19 – “God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself, not counting their trespasses 

against them.” 
 

 

“By imputing our sins to Christ our scapegoat, by exercising his wrath on him as our substitute, and by 

imputing his righteousness to us (2 Cor 5:21), God has removed the ground of his enmity against us, namely, 

the guilty of sin. As propitiation is the removal of God’s wrath against sinners, so reconciliation is the removal 

of God’s enmity against sinners.” —MacArthur & Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 532 
 

 

Because of reconciliation, God no longer looks upon the elect as objects of His righteous wrath, but as the 

objects of His special love. He becomes to them “the God of peace” (Rom 15:13, 33; 16:20; 1 Thess 5:23; etc.). 
 

5. Reconciliation is realized at conversion (the efficacy of reconciliation). What was objective and external 

becomes subjective and internal at conversion. The peace achieved at the cross is now experienced in reciprocity 

as reconciliation is brought to its perfection as the sinner experiences a state of “peace with God.”  
 

• Romans 5:1, 11 
 

Arthur W. Pink explains it with these terms: 
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If it be asked, Was God reconciled to all the elect and they to Him the moment Christ cried ‘it is finished,’ the answer is 

both yes and no. We must distinguish between (1) reconciliation in the eternal purpose of God (2) as it was effected by 

Christ (3) as it is offered to us in the Gospel (4) as it actually becomes ours when we believe. (Pink, The Doctrine of 

Reconciliation, 99) 
 

Similarly, John Owen states,  
 

To make perfect reconciliation (which Christ is said in many places to do), it is required, first, that the wrath of God be 

turned away, His anger removed and all the effects of enmity on His part toward us. Secondly, that we be turned away 

from our opposition to Him, and brought into voluntary obedience. Until both these be effected reconciliation is not 

perfected. (Owen, The Death of Death in the Death of Christ, 155) 
 

6.  Reconciliation is now the theme of our proclamation to the world (the implication of reconciliation). As the 

apostle Paul states, those who have experienced this reconciliation become “ambassadors” (2 Cor 5:18-19) who 

proclaim the finished work of reconciliation to the world, appealing to everyone to “be reconciled to God” (2 

Cor 5:20). Jesus Himself came to “preach peace” (Acts 10:36; Eph 2:17-18), so we must be fitted with feet 

ready to carry “the gospel of peace” (Eph 6:15). Our message to the lost world: Receive reconciliation! 

Addressing the unbeliever John Murray states,  
 

Be no longer in a state of alienation from God but enter rather into the relation of favor and peace established by the 

reconciliatory work of Christ. Take advantage of the grace of God and enter into this status of peace with God through 

our Lord Jesus Christ. . . . Believe that the message is one of fact and enter into the joy and blessing of what God has 

wrought. Receive the reconciliation.” (Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 38-39). 

D. Practical Implications 
 

Homework (see below). 
 

 

For Further Reflection 
 

Scripture Memory: Romans 5:10-11 
 

Recommended Reading:   

• John MacArthur and Richard Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 531-533. 

• John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied, 29-39. 

• Leon Morris, The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, 214-250. 
 

Homework: 

• Over the coming week, take one day to study each of the four key passages dealing with the doctrine of 

reconciliation: Romans 5:8-11; 2 Corinthians 5:17-21; Ephesians 2:13-18; and Colossians 1:19-22. As you 

study, write down observations and questions. Read the study notes in The MacArthur Study Bible for each 

of these four texts. Come ready to share some of the new things you learned. 

• For each of the six points listed under “Essential Characteristics,” write at least one “Practical Implication.” 

• How does the doctrine of reconciliation impact your evangelism? How must you fulfill your responsibility 

to be an ambassador who proclaims “peace” or “reconciliation” to unbelievers? 

• The doctrine of reconciliation is primarily a vertical doctrine—dealing with man’s relationship to God. But 

how does this doctrine impact horizontal relationships—your relationships with other human beings? Do 

your horizontal relationships in your various circles of life reflect the fact that you know and understand all 

that God did for you to make peace, while you were still an enemy? Are you a “peacemaker”? What needs 

to change in specific relationships? 
 

Hymns: “Arise My Soul, Arise” (Hymns of Grace #291) 
 

This Week’s Audio: gracechurch.org/motw                       Next Meeting: February 12 – “Adoption” 


