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WHY THE CROSS, ANYWAY?                                                           GALATIANS 6:14 

 

Boasting.  Now, that’s a word with a lot of negative connotations.  I often see the face of 
Muhammad Ali, perhaps the most famous heavyweight boxing champion who’s ever 
lived, when I see or hear that word.   He made boasting an art form!   “When you are as 
great as I am it is hard to be humble….  I am the greatest, I said that even before I knew 
I was….  I’m not the greatest; I’m the double greatest. Not only do I knock ‘em out, I pick 
the round….  I’m so fast that last night I turned off the light switch in my hotel room and 
was in bed before the room was dark…. It’s not bragging if you can back it up.”  And 
much to his boxing opponents’ dismay, Ali usually did back up his boasts in the ring.  A 
lot of boasting is about making promises about what you can’t deliver.  Like the golfer 
who boasted that he’d just shot a 67 and added that it was his first time playing the 
course.  When he was asked by others, the boaster’s caddie confirmed the score.  But, 
then he added, “Tomorrow he’ll play the second hole.”  Human boasting is like that – 
claiming things about yourself that just aren’t true. 
 
Turn with me in your Bible to our text today.  The great Christian leader, Paul, is about 
to finish a letter to Christians living in the Roman province of Galatia which is located 
today in the country of Turkey.  Now, the Greek word translated “boast” there is actually 
difficult to capture with just one English word.  It can also mean to glory in, trust in, 
rejoice in, revel in, rely upon or live for something or someone.  Whatever or whoever 
you boast in fills the horizon of your life, engrosses your attention, and absorbs your 
time and energy.  Now, the Bible says it’s perfectly OK to boast about God.  “I will boast 
only in the LORD; let all who are helpless take heart.” (Ps 34:2 NLT)  “In God we make 
our boast all day long, and we will praise your name forever.  (Ps 44:8)  “This is what 
the LORD says: ‘Don’t let the wise boast in their wisdom, or the powerful boast in their 
power, or the rich boast in their riches.  But those who wish to boast should boast in this 
alone: that they truly know me and understand that I am the LORD….’”  (Jer 9:23-24 
NLT)  But what, again, did Paul boast in or about?  The cross.  The cross of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.  Why did Paul want to boast about the instrument used to kill Jesus?  Why 
did he trust in, rely upon, and live for something used to execute Jesus?  How and why 
did the cross fill Paul’s horizon, engross his attention and absorb his time and energy?  
Most of us here today have been Christians for a while which is great!  But sometimes 
we get can get so used to certain images, metaphors, or forms of expression that we 
forget how really odd, bizarre and “out there” they sound like to other people.  I believe 
most people today would think Paul boasting in the cross of Jesus as being ridiculous 
and maybe even repulsive.  Why boast in the cross? 
 
Today, I begin a new series of messages for the Christian season of Lent which will 
take us right up through Palm Sunday.  Lent is a period of forty days preceding Holy 
Week when Christians all over the world deliberately focus again on the meaning of 
Jesus’ suffering, death, and resurrection.  This message series is about the central 
symbol of our faith – the cross of Jesus.  I’m calling the series “The Cross: More Than a 
Piece of Wood.”  Today, we seek an answer to the question, “Why the Cross, Anyway?”  
Why was it so important to Paul?  Why should it be so important to us?  Why is it 
important enough to boast in?  Here’s the first of three possible answers. 
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THE CROSS GUARANTEES GOD’S ACCEPTANCE OF ME. 

 

Paul boasted about, gloried in, relied upon, and trusted in the cross because it’s the 
only way any sinful human being can find acceptance with God.  How can any of us – 
creatures guilty of many kinds of sin – ever stand before an absolutely holy God?  The 
fact is we can’t.  So Jesus did in our place.  Whenever you look at the cross, you’re 
reminded that you have done nothing to make your salvation possible. 
 
That was the central truth that turned Paul upside down and set him at odds with some 
false teachers and leaders in the churches in Galatia.  Paul was raised as a devout Jew.  
He became a Pharisee and achieved an outstanding record of keeping all the traditions 
of the Jewish people and all the commandments – big and small - associated with 
keeping the Old Testament Law.  For many years he put his trust in that record to make 
him right with God.  He honestly believed that God would accept him because of his 
own efforts at being good, moral, and upright.  But when he became a follower of Jesus, 
he began to understand why Jesus had died on the cross.  He understood that our puny 
efforts to be good, however sincere, are meaningless to the spotless, burning, and 
absolute holiness of God Almighty.  There had to be another way.  At the cross, Jesus, 
who never committed even one sin, allowed our sins and their guilt to be transferred to 
Himself.  That made it possible for you and me to escape both the penalty of sin – which 
is eternal damnation - and even the power of sin in everyday life.   
 
In those Galatian churches, some Christian teachers and leaders were telling followers 
of Jesus that they had to be circumcised and still obey the traditions and rituals of the 
Jewish people in order to be right with God.  Like Paul, they had grown up Jewish and 
valued their heritage.  But Paul saw something evil and terrible behind their teaching.  It 
was an attempt to bypass the cross.  If we can make ourselves right with God by getting 
circumcised, participating in certain rituals, obeying the Ten Commandments, going to 
church regularly, avoiding really bad sins like murder or adultery – then Jesus died in 
vain.  The cross becomes meaningless.  When Paul says here that he was crucified to 
the world, I don’t think he was referring to what we might consider really, bad immoral 
activities like stealing, lying or sleeping around.  Sure, those are sins, but so also is 
thinking and believing that you can make yourself right with God by being good and a 
moral person.  That was Paul’s hang-up and it’s really the biggest hang-up most people 
have today.  Most people think they can bypass the cross and still -somehow and 
someway - get to God and make themselves acceptable to God. 
 
The cross is a visible reminder of your inability to make yourself right with God through 
your own efforts.  At the same time, it’s a constant reminder that your standing before 
God is not up to you.  An eternal relationship with God is a guaranteed gift you can 
receive not some kind of payment for what you’ve earned.  Your standing before God is 
based on what He’s done for you not on anything you’ve done for Him.  That’s a cause 
for great celebration and joy every day of your life!  
 
A young man went to his local bank to get a small loan.  He submitted his completed 
application at the appropriate desk.   He was a bit surprised at the amount of time it was 
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taking for the loan officer to process his application. In fact, several times the loan 
officer left his desk to consult with the bank manager.  Finally, the paperwork was 
completed, the man received his loan, and he stood up to leave.  That’s when the flash 
from several cameras went off and people started crowding around him.  He wondered 
if he’d just done something wrong.  In fact, the bank personnel crowded around him to 
explain that he could hand back all the paperwork.  He was not going to have to repay 
the money he’d just been loaned.  The money he borrowed – only a few hundred dollars 
– included the one billionth dollar loaned out by the bank.  In honor of the occasion, this 
young man’s debt would never be entered into the system. He would never be required 
to repay it.  That’s much like what Jesus has done for us.  We’ve sinned against God 
which earned us a penalty that we rightfully should have to pay.  Instead, Jesus took 
that debt upon Himself.  He removed it from the books.  Our sin will never be held 
against us precisely because Jesus paid the full cost of it.  “May I never boast except in 
the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me 
and I to the world.”  Here’s a second reason you and I can boast about and in the cross. 
 
THE CROSS KEEPS THE DEAD THINGS IN MY LIFE DEAD. 

 

Did you notice that Paul refers to two crucifixions in this verse?  “May I never boast 
except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ....”  There’s the first one.  “…Through which 
the world has been crucified to me and I to the world.”  There’s the second one.  What 
does that mean – “through which the world has been crucified to me and I to the world.” 
When Paul mentions the world here, he’s not referring to the literal, physical planet on 
which we live.  Paul means a spiritual attitude that many people possess all over the 
planet.  It’s an attitude, a perspective, a way of looking at life and living out your life that 
essentially ignores God and pushes anything to do with God to the margins of life.  Call 
it worldliness.  Most of the time, worldliness shows up as an attitude of complete 
indifference to anything about God, but it’s not necessarily openly hostile to God.   
Worldliness can be very deceptive even to the person caught up in its web.  A worldly 
person never realizes how much he or she is a slave to the things of this world.  Pride is 
often masked by a belief in the importance of self-reliance and self-confidence.  Self-
centeredness hides behind just wanting to get ahead in life or a desire to be successful.  
Yes, worldliness can be expressed in all sorts of terrible immorality and addictions to 
this, that, and whatever.  Sure, that’s part of it.  But, worldliness can also look very 
moral, very sophisticated, very educated, very put together, and even very tolerant of 
religion and religious people.  It’s just that God is not on a worldly person’s radar. 
 
By definition, a person without a personal relationship with Jesus is worldly.  Worldly 
people are dominated and controlled by the things of this world. That’s not meant as an 
insult; it just describes reality.  But when you become a disciple of Jesus, an enormous 
spiritual change begins to happen.  Paul speaks of that here in terms of crucifixion.  
What does he mean?  Paul says here that both Jesus and His followers experience 
crucifixion.  Now, the crucifixion of Jesus is unlike the crucifixion we go through in one 
way and yet it is alike in another way. How are they different?  Obviously, Jesus died 
literally on a literal cross.  When you start to follow Jesus, you don’t die literally on a 
literal cross.  That’s how the two crucifixions are different.  But Jesus’ death also had 
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profound spiritual results.  And the crucifixion you go through when you become a 
follower of Jesus also has profound spiritual results.  That’s how they’re alike. 
 
I’m not sure many of us think of following Jesus in terms of crucifixion and death.  Paul 
did.  Earlier in this same letter, he wrote, “My old self has been crucified with Christ.  It is 
no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me.  So I live in this earthly body by trusting in 
the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” (Gal 2:20 NLT)  Has that inner, 
spiritual crucifixion happened to you?  On the one hand, it had to happen you if you’re a 
true follower of Jesus.  You can’t be a genuine Christian without it having happened.  
On the other hand, many Christians are unaware that this spiritual crucifixion took place 
and we fail to live it out in our everyday lives.  The simple truth is that only Christians 
have a choice when it comes to sin and being worldly.  A person without Jesus really 
has no choice about being sinful or worldly.  But, as a child of God, you have a choice 
every minute of every day to serve Jesus or to slip back into being a slave of this world 
– whatever and however that manifests itself in your life.   
 
This is where the analogy breaks down a little bit.  When you literally die, you can have 
nothing more to do with anything in this life.  And when you die spiritually, worldliness’ 
power over you is broken, true enough.  But it’s both possible and easy to slip back into 
worldliness – ungodly attitudes, ungodly ways of relating to other people, ungodly 
priorities, ungodly behaviors, and ungodly values.  We may have died to all of that stuff 
when we started to follow Jesus, but it can still sure look plenty alive to us right here and 
now!  It can tempt us and we can become enslaved to it all over again.  For example, 
let’s pretend you have an issue with anger.  Before you became a follower of Jesus, 
anger was one way worldliness controlled you.  You couldn’t control your anger and in 
the process you hurt the people you loved.  After you became a follower of Jesus, the 
power of anger to rule your life was broken, but you still have to decide every day 
whether you will let anger rule your life or yield it to the Holy Spirit.  Now, that’s just one 
example. You can plug in whatever real issue with worldliness you struggle with 
personally and the principle is the same:  lust, pride, resentment, hatred, the love of 
money or the things money can buy, trying to control people, racial prejudice, or 
despising poor people.  You may have died to it, but did it really die to you?   
 
How many of you have visited Niagara Falls?  It’s an amazing sight!  I understand that 
in the spring, large blocks of ice flow down the river and over the falls. Sometimes 
carcasses of dead fish get embedded in the ice.  Sea gulls will ride down the river on 
the ice feeding on the fish, but as they get close to the falls they spread their wings and 
escape going over them.  On one occasion a gull got totally engrossed in the carcass of 
a fish and apparently forgot about the falls.  When it realized what was about the 
happen, it spread its wings and flapped vigorously.  It even lifted the ice block out of the 
water for a moment as it tried to escape.  But it had delayed too long and its talons had 
frozen into the ice.  The weight of the ice was too great and it plunged over the falls to 
its death.  Worldliness is like that.  If you can’t give it up – whatever aspect of 
worldliness you struggle with - you get attached to it. And, in the end, it destroys you. 
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Christian, ask the Lord this question:  “Where have I allowed the world – the old self that 
was crucified back there with Jesus – to creep back in and take power again in my life?”  
The Holy Spirit will be faithful to reveal that to you any and every time you ask Him to do 
so and sometimes when you don’t want Him to do so.  Confess it as sin, ask God’s 
forgiveness, and move on with your life.  One reason the cross is something you boast 
in is because it has the power to keep the dead stuff in your life dead.  “May I never 
boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been 
crucified to me and I to the world.”  Here’s a third reason to boast about the cross. 
 
THE CROSS INVITES MY JOYFUL EXPECTATION. 

 

It’s true that Jesus’ crucifixion is in the past.  It’s also true that your conversion is in the 
past for most of us here today.  But it would be really unfortunate if we concluded that 
the cross is only about the past.  The cross of Jesus is as much about the present and 
the future as it is about the past.  Have you ever considered, at one level, how absurd 
the cross is as a symbol of anything good and wonderful?  That incredible irony was 
even more true in Paul’s day than our own.  Both Roman and Greek culture despised 
crucifixion as the ultimate way of humiliating and degrading a human being.  No Roman 
citizen was ever to be crucified.  Executed, yes, if necessary, but never by crucifixion.  
Jewish people, likewise, saw crucifixion has the ultimate judgment of God reserved for 
only the worst criminals.  Allow me to paraphrase Paul’s words here in order to give it a 
more contemporary ring.  “May I never boast except in the electric chair of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, through which the world was electrocuted to me and I to the world.”  Or, if 
you prefer, try this rendition on for size.  “May I never boast except in the lethal injection 
of the Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been lethally injected to me and I 
to the world.”  Imagine trying to convince or persuade your non-Christian friends that 
someone died in the electric chair for them or was lethally injected for them so they 
could go to Heaven!  
 
But the cross of Jesus represents the power of God in the present and the future to do 
exactly that and so much more!  Paul wrote these words to another church, “The 
message of the cross is foolish to those who are headed for destruction!  But we who 
are being saved know it is the very power of God.” (1 Cor 1:18 NLT)  The cross of Jesus 
has an ongoing message for you every day.  It tells you that every day you live God is 
for you, not against you. Just as God was for you yesterday, so God will be for you 
today and tomorrow.  The cross reminds you that God stands ready to forgive your sins 
every day, to break the power of sin in your life every day, and to fill you with His Holy 
Spirit every day.  Through the Holy Spirit you get God’s power every day, God’s 
perspective every day, God’s presence every day.  The cross is a powerful reminder 
that God wants to guide and lead you today and tomorrow.  He had not left you to fend 
for yourself and figure it all out on your own.  The cross tells you that God wants you to 
discover and live into His purpose for your life. The cross is a constant reminder that 
when you die, Heaven and eternal life with God is certain, sure, and secure. 
 
Whenever you look at the cross and start to think about its significance – be it this 
Lenten season or whenever – be reminded of the awesome power of God.  He gives 
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you His power to live freely and fully despite whatever negative experiences come to 
you along life’s journey.  The cross means you can live every day with joyful 
expectancy.  Despite all that is happening today and might happen tomorrow, God is in 
control.  The cross reminds you and me that God is working out all things for His glory 
and our good right in the midst of occasional heartaches and tears.  Because of Jesus, 
you and I have what is most important and no one can ever take it away!  “May I never 
boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been 
crucified to me and I to the world.” 
 

Let me tell you about a woman named Joyce.  She was at a party talking with a friend.  
She said, “You know, this is a great evening. Such a happy occasion.”  Her friend 
agreed, “Yes, it is. But what makes you so happy?” her friend asked curiously.  “Well, 
maybe I shouldn’t be so happy,” Joyce answered.  “My son, Hadley – in his 40s with a 
wife and 14 year old son – went to the doctor recently.  The doctor said, ‘There’s 
something in your chest that’s causing you pain.  I don’t think it’s either pneumonia or a 
lung problem.  Here’s some medication.’  A week later, Hadley died of leukemia.”  Joyce 
paused for a moment and then she added, “You know, you have to go on. I know my 
son is in Heaven.  He was a real believer.  I can’t dwell on the sadness of it.  His wife 
and son – my grandson – we’ve been so supportive of each other.  I’ve been so 
blessed.”  Somewhat for a loss of words, Joyce’s friend said, “It’s a real tragedy to 
outlive a son.”  “Oh, this isn’t the only son I’ve lost,” Joyce explained.  “I lost one by 
drowning, also, years ago.  But it’s all right.  You have to get on with your life.  And I can 
because of Christ.”   
 
The fact is that followers of Jesus don’t escape the heartaches, the losses, and the 
setbacks of life.  But every time you see the cross of Jesus, it can restore to you a 
sense of joyful expectation.  Because God loved us so much back then some 2,000 
years ago, the cross is this visible reminder that He loves us today, He will love us 
tomorrow, and He will love us forever.  Could you say what Joyce did if the worst 
happened to you?  “You have to get on with life.  And I can because of Christ.”  Why the 
cross, anyway?  The cross guarantees God’s acceptance of me.  The cross keeps the 
dead things in my life dead.  The cross invites my joyful expectation.  Would you say 
that verse with me this morning in closing?  “May I never boast except in the cross of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me and I to the 
world.” 
 


