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Part 20 – Glory in the Cross (1) 
 

Galatians 6:11-18      
Though the final section of Galatians is technically a letter 
closing, it differs substantially from the ways that Paul 
concluded his other epistles. There are none of the typical 
final greetings or requests. Even the blessing of “peace 
and mercy” is conditioned upon their faithful response to 
his gospel. In Paul’s other epistles he is able to assume 
that the gospel he preached has been received and is, 
therefore, able to give thanks accordingly. In the 
conclusion Paul returns to the major themes of the letter 
so as to remind his readers what is at stake in the doctrinal 

controversy sweeping the Galatian churches. Though Paul seemed to have dictated his epistles to a scribe 
(typical of the day), his practice was to write the concluding section in his own hand in order to authenticate 
them as the words of Christ’s apostle (vs. 11). 
  

1. A Misplaced Confidence  
Vv. 12-13 

[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. [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. 

 In a sense Paul’s letter to the Galatians is all about his confrontation with misplaced confidence. And as 
he closes his letter he takes one last aim at the false teachers. The Galatian heresy, that justification 
before God was the fruit of both faith and works, has at its heart a misplaced confidence. Whereas the 
gospel directs all confidence to the Person and work of Christ, the message of the false brothers placed 
confidence in the flesh.  

 Paul confronts the agitators by focusing on the sins which motivated them: 
A) They were prideful. (vs. 12a) 

 By forcing the Galatian Christians to be circumcised the agitators sought for themselves a following. 
They were driven in part by jealousy of the Apostle Paul. They wished to have his influence. Forcing 
circumcision would have effectively placed a wedge between the Galatian churches and their Apostle 
founder. By placing themselves in a position of leadership of the Galatian churches, they wished to 
“make a good showing in the flesh” (12a). They wanted what one writer called “ecclesiastical 
statistics.” They desired bragging rights among the churches and their fellow Judaizers. They wanted 
the recognition and respect that often accompanies a successful ministry. And they sought to have it 
through proclaiming another gospel.  

B) They were cowards (vs. 12c). 

 They desired to have a reason to boast in their own works while at the same time literally save their 
skin, as it were, from persecution. As pointed out earlier in the series, Rome tended to tolerate the 
religious practices of the people’s they conquered. If the Christians had continued to practice the 
Mosaic ceremonies they would likely have gone unnoticed by Rome and tolerated by the Jews thus 
avoiding persecution. The avoidance of persecution was a chief animating factor for the false brothers 
in Galatia. Proclaiming and living by the truth of the cross of Christ was a sure road to persecution. 

C) They were hypocrites (vs. 13). 

 By insisting on the necessity of circumcision to be justified before God, the Judaizers were obligating 
their hearers to obey the entirety of the ceremonial law. The requirement of circumcision represented 
a fleshly attempt at justification through obedience to the law. Such an approach cannot pick and 
choose between the law’s requirements. If one is going to insist on one feature of the law to be 
justified, then one is obligated to keep the law in its entirety. But these false brothers who demanded 
adherence to the ceremonial law did not themselves keep it. They were hypocrites.  

 The overarching sin here is that of placing confidence in the flesh. It is the preference for an external 
religion; one of ceremony and ritual without substance. They focused on the flesh but missed the heart. 
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2. A Proper Boast  
Vs. 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” is Paul’s shorthand for the entire gospel message. It is a message that allows no boasting in 
the law or obedience as means to be justified before God. The message of the cross does away with 
human pride and pretense. It will not allow boasting in the flesh for it identifies our sin and brokenness. 
Salvation through the cross of Christ is the antithesis of works righteousness. The cross will not allow any 
room for salvation by ceremony or acts of obedience.  

 Contemporary Christians are used to placing the cross of Christ front and center with little thought of its 
gruesome origins. But for Paul’s generation, such a showing for the cross was scandalous. It was an 
instrument of the most humiliating and painful sort of execution. So cruel and humiliating was crucifixion 
that it was not permissible to crucify a Roman citizen. And yet the earliest generation of Christians began 
identifying themselves with this gruesome instrument of death. Indeed, as Paul demonstrates here, the 
cross became the Christian locus of boasting. For Christians, the cross is the key to salvation. It is through 
his death on the cross that Jesus achieved justification for sinners. 

 Paul’s confidence in the cross is not to be understood as something unique to him. Rather he presents 
his own perspective as an example for all Christians to follow. Paul’s grammar is interesting in that he 
combines a word that is typically a strong negation (“May it never be!”) with the verb “to boast” which give 
us something that can be literally rendered “May it never be with respect to me to boast…” He is strongly 
negating even the possibility that he (and all Christians) should ever boast in anything other than the 
cross of Christ.  

 Not only is the cross the means of our justification, it is also the death sentence for the world’s power 
over God’s people: “…by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” Though exerting 
great influence through temptation and deception, the world has lost its actual power over those for whom 
Christ has died. As the world parades its wares before us and peddles its lies we can have the confidence 
that its actual power over us has been broken. Through our union with Christ we have been united with 
him in his death. Therefore, we have died, as it were, to our former subservience to the world.  

 

3. A New Creation  
Vs. 15 – “For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation.” 

 We expect Paul to say that being circumcised is no ground for boasting. But here he also points out that 
being uncircumcised, likewise, provides no justification to boast. In other words, Paul’s insistence that 
circumcision adds nothing to one’s salvation in no way suggests that there is anything superior to being 
uncircumcised. To place confidence in either state is to have a misplaced confidence both in the flesh 
and in an age whose time has passed.  

 Rather, what matters is what Jesus Christ has accomplished. “Those who grasp the significance of the 
new creation march in step with it and acknowledge that circumcision and uncircumcision are insignificant 
in and of themselves.”1 To return to the ceremonial law is to negate Christ and his work on the cross. It 
is to reject the substance in favor of the shadow. It is, in effect, to live in the wrong age. It is to remain in 
that world which is passing away.  

 “Christ’s death has broken the power of the old age, the world, and inaugurated God’s all-embracing work 
of making the universe new. Recognizing that Christians by faith are participants in this eschatological 
project should go a long way to helping them resist the claims of the agitators, bound as they are, 
according to Paul, to a past age and a world already in principle judged by God.”2 

 By his incarnation, death, and resurrection, Jesus Christ has inaugurated his new and everlasting 
kingdom. Throughout his ministry Jesus preached that the kingdom had both come and was still yet to 
come. While it is true that we have not yet received the kingdom in all of its fullness (for that we wait for 
Christ’s glorious return) it remains true that in Christ, the kingdom has broken in to our present fallen 
reality. The rituals of God’s ceremonial law have served their purpose. The kingdom has come and is 
coming. So we can live confidently in Christ because he has brought about a new creation whose final 
dawning we await with eager longing.  

                                                           
1 Thomas Schreiner, Galatians, ECNT (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2010) p. 376. 
2 Douglas Moo, Galatians, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013) p. 390. 


