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INTRODUCTION

A. Read through any one of the four gospels, and you will notice a similar pattern. Jesus starts off with a bang. His name, his fame is on everyone’s lips. He is mobbed by the curious, adoring crowd. At the same time, there is a swelling undercurrent of resistance that galvanizes into deadly opposition. And just when Jesus seems to be at his highest moment of unchallengeable popularity, it all goes horribly wrong. Before nine o’clock on a Friday morning he has been judged and condemned and is being marched down the Via Dolorosa on the way to his execution. By mid-afternoon of the same day, he is dead. He’s buried before sunset. 

And one of Jesus’ apostles, a latecomer to the faith, the Apostle Paul declares that he would only boast in that moment of life-sucking horror, the tragic turnabout, the death of Jesus on the cross. Oh, Paul would repeat Jesus’ teachings and would affirm Jesus’ authenticating miracles. He would personally hope in Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, his ascension to the right hand of the Father, and his glorious return. But he said he would only boast in, brag about, triumphantly, publically celebrate Jesus’ ignominious execution on a shameful cross that was reserved for the worst of criminals. In that event alone he would boast. “14 But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ….”


B. It appears that many, many have misunderstood the Christian faith. We hear much talk about “victory,” “triumph,” “living a better life,” “your best life now,” the promise of a life that is more fulfilling and prosperous, satisfying and successful. We forget that our Lord was so hated that he was destroyed, killed, with every political and religious authority consenting to his death. We forget that Jesus declared that if anyone would come after him, he must first deny himself, take up his cross, and only then follow Jesus. We forget that Jesus saved sinners, saved us through the service of self-sacrifice. We forget that the cross comes before the crown. 

C. But Paul did not forget, and he sought to remind these little churches of the glory of that hope. And here at the end of the letter, we get the full sense of why these stubborn false teachers were proclaiming another gospel which was no gospel. 
I. WE MUST BOAST IN THE CROSS OF CHRIST.

A. Paul begins the closing of his letter by adding his own personal signature. “11 See with what large letters I am writing to you with my own hand.” Why the large letters? Some say for emphasis. Others suggest, and I agree, that Paul had contracted an eye ailment before reaching Galatia that left him nearly blind. But this is not the main matter. 

Here we find the reason for all of the fuss, the explanation for why the false teachers came insisting that Gentile converts to Christ must also be circumcised and obey the Jewish law, festivals, customs, and traditions. “12 It is those who want to make a good showing in the flesh who would force you to be circumcised, and only in order that they may not be persecuted for the cross of Christ.” The false teachers insisted on the circumcision of Gentiles so that they could escape persecution for the cross of Christ. Now why would circumcision matter?

B. It’s because the Romans did not like new religions. They were fine with old, established religions, and Judaism certainly qualified. Judaism was a legal religion. But the Romans feared that new religions might destabilize the empire by breeding fanaticism and along with it rebellion. So what about Christianity, the religion of the cross of Christ? Was it just an offshoot of Judaism or even the successor to Judaism, or was it a new religion, and thus held suspect and to be suppressed? Listen again to Paul’s statement in verse 12: “It is those who want to make a good showing in the flesh who would force you to be circumcised, and only in order that they may not be persecuted for the cross of Christ.” If they could legitimately argue that the Christian sect was just another branch of Judaism like the Pharisees or Sadducees, then they were good. But if not, then they opened themselves to rejection by the Jews, and eventually by the Romans, to possible persecution. 

But by downgrading the faith in this way they were claiming too much. If salvation could be secured through Judaism by keeping the law, then the cross was at best unnecessary and irrelevant, and at worst a regrettable mistake, a shameful failure, to be downplayed and even denied. And the problem was that nobody keeps the law, which made Christ’s substitutionary sacrifice on the cross most necessary if anyone would be saved. ” 13 For even those who are circumcised do not themselves keep the law, but they desire to have you circumcised that they may boast in your flesh.”

C. Paul has already explained the necessity of the cross in Galatians 3: “10 For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed be everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them.” 11 Now it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for “The righteous shall live by faith.” 12 But the law is not of faith, rather “The one who does them shall live by them.” 13 Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree”— 14 so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith.”

No one can be justified by a law that everyone breaks. The law is of no help when it comes to salvation: it only places us under God’s curse. But Jesus went to the cross for us, taking our curse when he absorbed it in its entirety for us, so that we might instead live now and forever under God’s blessing. Cut out the cross, and all that is left is curse. 

And now you see why Paul could declare that he would only boast in the cross of Christ. No cross, no blessing. Cross, no curse. 
    In that old, rugged cross, stained with blood so divine,

    A wondrous beauty I see;

    For ‘twas on that old cross Jesus suffered and died

    To pardon and sanctify me. 

That is indeed something to boast about. Compared to that, nothing is worth boasting about. 

So we must boast in the cross of Christ, and…

II. WE MUST DIE TO THE WORLD. 


A. Okay, that’s going to take some unpacking. It may conjure up some misleading images in your head of living on the street, barefoot, wearing a gunny sack, always emaciated and close to death. But dying to the world is not really about one’s economic status. The “world” in this sense is not going to a nice restaurant, driving a nice car (a Ford), living in a nice house, or going on a nice vacation.

To understand this, we need to define two of the three biblical enemies of our souls: the flesh and the world (the third enemy is the devil, of course). The “flesh” is not the “body,” that’s a different word. The “flesh” in this sense is the sinful self devoted only to self-preservation, self-gratification, and self-glorification. We all know this rascal, for this rascal is us in our natural state.  The flesh is my own stubborn bent toward resisting, bristling against God’s claim on my life and demanding my own way instead. It includes the gratification of my sinful desires of both the mind and the body, and my demand that everybody respect and adore me, or else. 

B. The “world” is when my flesh and your flesh agree that this way of self-gratification and self-glorification is the right way, and we seek to influence others to that persuasion. And, since every sinful self or flesh naturally agrees with this, more and more fall in line, and the popular sentiment promotes living for self in its various forms: greed, lust, pride, cruelty, excusing self by blaming others, and more. These various forms of living for sin and self become mainstream and dominant, sometimes even codified into law. That’s the “world:” the pervasive pressure to see living for sin and self as right and good. Or, as my favorite living theologian, David F. Wells has said, “Worldliness is that system of values, in any given age, which has at its center our fallen human perspective, which displaces God and His truth from the world, and which makes sin look normal and righteousness seem strange. It thus gives great plausibility to what is morally wrong and, for that reason, makes what is wrong seem normal.” Sin seems normal and righteousness seems strange.

C. It is to this “world” we must die. Technically, Paul says that this world has been “crucified” to him. And as we saw several weeks ago, to be “crucified” is not the same as just being dead. Those who are being crucified are still alive but severely restricted and limited, growing ever weaker, and eventually dying. When we turn to Christ, when we grasp the beauty of his love displayed on the cross, the attraction of the world (not the planet, not the people, but the “world” in opposition to God and its worship of self instead), that all loses its draw, its grip, its power and influence over us. This self-love is replaced by a greater love. The Puritans spoke of the “expulsive power of a greater affection.” 

The world will continue to demand that we conform to its way, that we affirm its depravity and celebrate its debauchery…or else. But to do so we must turn away from Christ. And the burgeoning strength of our love for Christ weakens both the influence and the intimidation of the world. The beauty of Christ dispels the allure and appeal of the world. The world starts to look old and tired and worn, empty and boring. In a sense we die to all that.

And the feelings will become mutual. 

III. WE WILL BE DEAD TO THE WORLD. 


A. We should carefully ponder what Paul says in verse 14, for it is so instructive and explains so much. “14 But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” The cross of Christ exposes our sin and absolute need for a Savior. It demolishes the foolish self-esteem so prized by our culture today. It declares that we are not in ourselves acceptable to God, that we deserve the extreme punishment of this hideous death, and that the only thing that could possibly rescue us is that the Son of God would come and accomplish the righteous life that we all totally botched and then die this horrific death on the cross in our place. 

And you know that this is a message the world absolutely rejects and refuses to acknowledge. This is a message that the world cannot permit to be spoken in public. It challenges the cherished narrative that “people are basically good,” that we have done our best, and that God should be thankful and should eagerly reward our smallest effort. The “cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” stands in stark opposition to this absurd, self-flattering nonsense and exposes it for the lie that it is. 

B. And you see the problem. For the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ has become the dearest and most beloved truth to you. It is the only thing worth boasting about, and you want to talk about it all the time. Through the cross, you see the truth. It does expose the sinfulness and sheer inadequacy of human effort and attempts at self-improvement. It does reveal the shallowness and shamefulness of everything the world prizes so highly. So you not only love the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ and boast of it, you live it! The empty loves of the world are dead to you. You fail to keep in step with the world, to affirm its ways and highly prized goals. These all become irrelevant to you, and instead you live by the surpassing wisdom of the law of God. 

C. And this the world cannot endure. The video went viral. An attractive woman, basically a prostitute, propositioned a young male worker at the counter of a fast food restaurant. At first he was confused regarding her offer. When he finally understood what she was proposing, he said, “Oh, I am a Christian. I’m saving it for marriage.” 

His response was utterly unexpected. Not only did this not seem normal and, I’m sure to many, seemed odd and foolish, the woman was embarrassed and shamed by the rejection. The video went viral precisely because it was so odd and unthinkable. And I’m sure that in the minds of many, this young man was considered a fool for refusing to indulge in this pleasure. Why not? What’s wrong with him? 

D. If you will not conform to this world, if you will not play along, if you will not agree with its ways, if you will not love what it loves and prize what it prizes, then you will be crucified to the world. Remember, crucifixion is a slow death. You will first be questioned, then suspected, then watched, then excluded, then reported, and eventually you will be cancelled, or worse. You will have no place at the table, no voice in the marketplace of ideas, no right even to exist and use up valuable resources. 

But it will not matter much to you. For all that has been crucified to you as well. The approval and applause of the world, its smiles or its scorning fade into irrelevancy. For you have been embraced by the love of God. You have known the height and depth, the length and breadth of his love displayed by his cross of shame and death on your behalf. You have found something of true worth and beauty, in which you glory, and of which you gladly boast.  
CONCLUSION

You may recall the story in John 9 of the man who had been born blind. Jesus gave him his sight, an astounding, irrefutable miracle. Jesus’ enemies, the religious leaders were appalled. First, they tried to refute the man’s testimony. When that didn’t work, they abused him. And when he still wouldn’t keep quiet, they cancelled him. They kicked him out of the synagogue. They made him a non-citizen, a non-entity, a nothing. Here’s the conclusion from John 9: “35 Jesus heard that they had cast him out, and having found him he said, "Do you believe in the Son of Man?" 36 He answered, "And who is he, sir, that I may believe in him?" 37 Jesus said to him, "You have seen him, and it is he who is speaking to you." 38 He said, "Lord, I believe," and he worshiped him.”

Can you relate? Blinded by sin, living in self-defeating shame, rescued by the love of the Son of God, reconciled by his cross. This is life, unknown to the world. This is love, rejected by the world. This is hope, forfeited by the world. “But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


