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Sunday before the Holy Cross 2013 
14May I never boast of anything except the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which* 

the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.15For* neither circumcision 

nor uncircumcision is anything; but a new creation is everything! (Gal. 6) 

 

It’s hard for us to hear the radical message in this epistle of St. Paul because for us 

circumcision or uncircumcision is a “non-issue”, interesting perhaps in terms of 

changing medical conventions and social attitudes, but it has hardly any religious 

significance whatsoever for us.  That would not have been the case for those who 

first read or heard what St. Paul was saying.   

 

Circumcision was one of the crucial boundary-markers in 1st-century Judaism that 

gave God’s people their identity.  Modern Jewish scholarship has emphasized that 

Jewish laws were not designed as a legalist’s ladder up which one might climb to 

heaven, as has sometimes been suggested since the controversies of the 16th-

century Protestant Reformation.  Rather, Jewish laws, like the law concerning 

circumcision, were the boundary-markers of a beleaguered people.  The clash 

between Jesus and the Pharisees over the Law that we see throughout the gospels 

was not because Jesus was against the Torah or because he taught “justification by 

faith” while the Pharisees taught “justification by works”.  Their conflict arose 

because Jesus’ Kingdom-agenda for Israel demanded that Israel leave off her 

frantic self-defense and self-absorption, symbolized and reinforced by the ancestral 

codes of behavior, and now embrace Israel’s God-given vocation to be the light of 

the world and the salt of the earth.  Jesus’ opponents, on the other hand, saw him 
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as refusing to embrace and defend the standard symbols of the nation’s hopes and 

aspirations.  Did he fly the flag?  Was he a loyal Torah-observant Jew?  Jesus’ 

attitude and freedom towards the Sabbath, dietary laws, family identity, and the 

Temple were all, in one way or another, problematic for those who saw him as 

being less than faithful in the way he treated these boundary-making symbols of 

Jewish life and identity.  He was, in effect, a “transgressor”, a “false prophet”, a 

rebellious son, or as we might say today, “a liberal”, “leading the people astray”. 

 

And now St. Paul was dealing with a similar problem in his own young, fledgling 

Christian community in Galatia as Gentiles, pagans, heathens, Greeks and Romans 

were now finding their way into the Church alongside the still-dominant Jewish 

Christian community.  And we need to remember that most of the original disciples 

and apostles of Jesus were also still Torah-abiding Jews who genuinely struggled 

with the question of how, or even whether, Gentiles might be made part of God’s 

Covenant People if they didn’t first become, in effect, Jews and embrace Torah. 

 

In the text we heard this morning from Galatians, Paul drops a bomb-shell- 

circumcision- the pre-eminent sign of Jewish male identity- doesn’t matter.  Neither 

does uncircumcision, for that matter.  This ancient boundary-marker of God’s 

People is now irrelevant.  The only thing that matters is the Cross of Jesus, and the 

new creation, that is, the new transformation of people and of life that springs out 

of what happened during the events of what we call Holy Week.  Paul’s message 

was that the Kingdom of God that Jesus was always talking about burst into this 

world in a powerful and radically new way as Jesus was executed on a Roman 
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cross, buried in  a tomb, and then raised from the dead.   Now all that matters is 

that human beings- all human beings- are being called to share and bear the pain 

and puzzlement of the world so that the crucified and healing love of God in Christ 

might be brought to bear in their lives- “May I never boast of anything except the 

cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which* the world has been crucified to me, and I 

to the world”, Paul wrote.  On Easter morning, the new creation began, a new order 

of things burst upon a startled old world.  It’s the “new creation” that matters. 

That’s what matters, Paul said, not the old boundary-marker of circumcision.   

 

But can you imagine what that was like for a devout Christian Jewish believer, who 

knew that the gift of circumcision was from God, that it was part of the Torah, that 

it was the sign of the covenant? Can you imagine what that would have been like 

for him to hear Paul’s words? Paul is overturning the Law, rejecting tradition, 

erasing a boundary that God had erected and His people have observed for 

hundreds of years!  In the same epistle to the Galatians, Paul had already 

articulated a principle that would have seemed so radical, so disruptive, and so 

subversive:  “As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves 

with Christ.28There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there 

is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”  The old 

boundaries and differences no longer mattered in the Church. 

 

The salvation of almost all of us here today, all of us who are not ethnically Jewish 

and who do not observe Torah, depends on taking this message of St. Paul 

absolutely seriously.  You and I can be here today, standing in the presence of the 
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God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, standing in the presence of the God of Israel, 

and in the presence of Jesus the Jewish Prophet, the Messiah of Israel, and eternal 

Son of God, precisely because God’s Spirit has broken down barriers that God’s 

People at one time had thought were permanent and unshakeable. Paul had 

struggled deeply with the question of whether or not Gentiles like us could come 

into the new community of Jesus without first becoming Jews, and he finally 

answered that question in the negative: No we don’t!  But how and why is this 

possible? 

 

In order for us to be here, in order for us to be part of God’s Covenant People, God 

acted, St. Paul says, “contrary to nature”.  In his epistle to the Romans, Paul wrote 

exactly that- that “you [Gentiles]- us- were cut from what is by nature a wild olive 

tree and grafted, contrary to nature, into a cultivated olive tree [Israel] (11:24). 

Paul can talk this way because he saw the difference between Jews and Gentiles as 

being both a “natural” and a “moral” distinction.  So God, in order to save us, had 

to act “contrary to nature” to bring us home, to bring us back to Himself.  This is 

the radical and free work of God for our redemption and salvation-  God pours out 

God’s life and Spirit and salvation even on us idolatrous, promiscuous, unrighteous 

Gentiles, and contrary to nature, now through the Cross of Jesus God brings us into 

the covenant He had made with Israel centuries ago and which He has now 

renewed through the blood of His Son.  

 

If we can hear Paul’s message, it should fill us with a deep sense of humility as we 

stand here today offering this Liturgy because you and I have no “natural right” to 
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be here.  We are not God’s first love. We can be here today and do what we do only 

because God has acted “contrary to nature” in order to rescue us, in order to 

reconcile the entire world, and not just Israel, back to Himself. On the cross God 

was shouting his “yes” to all of humankind, and in baptism we Gentiles have also 

become a “new creation”, we too have “put on Christ”. 

 

The shocking answer that St. Paul gave to the problem of whether we Gentiles 

could be brought into the worship of the God of Israel without circumcision and 

without Torah observance is what enables us to be here today.  God has invited us 

into table fellowship with Himself.  The astonishing and radical thing is that God has 

accepted us Gentiles without us becoming Jews.  There are lots of implications to 

that, and we should never forget it!  


