
 
 

The Power of the Cross  -  May 17, 2020 
 

OPEN 

 
What do you think of when you hear the word “power”?  The dictionary 
describes power as the “ability to act or produce an effect; might, energy; 
influence” and in another sense “authority, possession, control”.   (Merriam 
Webster)  Today we are going to talk about power – the power of the cross. 
 
Allan Cole wrote, “The Epistle to the Galatians is spiritual dynamite, and it is 
therefore almost impossible to handle it without explosions.”  (TNTC: 
Galatians, Eerdmans, 1978, 11) 
 
Paul helped start these churches in what is now central Turkey.  Acts 13 tells of 
the church planted in Pisidian Antioch.  From there “the word of the Lord was 
being spread through the whole region” (13:49).  This gave joy to Gentiles 
(13:48); but stirred opposition from Jews (13:50). In Iconium there was more 
conflict (14:1-5) so Paul preached in Lycania, Lystra, Derbe, and region (14:6). 
Jews from Antioch and Iconium came and even stoned Paul and left him for 
dead.  But God raised him up (14:19-20). 
 
Paul and Barnabus then returned through Galatia, encouraging, and 
strengthening the churches.  So, it was understandable that Paul would write a 
laser-like letter correction to a church in turmoil.  Paul’s letter highlighted a 
terrible turn in theses churches, namely that they had allowed the Gospel 
message to become perverted and themselves to be “bewitched”.  (1:6-7; 3:1) 

 
In his letter to the Galatians, Paul shared from his own personal journey from 
performance-based religion to freedom and new life in Jesus Christ.  Perhaps 
his greatest expression of the power of the cross in his own experience is 
found in Galatians 2:20. 

 
So, what is the contentious issue that caused so much trouble in these 
churches?  In a word, circumcision.  This important Jewish ritual stood for 
Jewish ritual purity and performance.  So, it became the main point of 
contention, challenging these Christians to waffle.  Rather than walking in 
grace and freedom, they were being once again enslaved by legalism.  (5:1-6)   
 
 
 

DIG 

 
It is this contrast between the “self-life” and a “cross-life” that Paul described 
our passage for today, Galatians 6:12-16. 
 
[A]  The “self-life” is powerless  -  vv. 12-13 
 
In his letter to the Galatian churches Paul was addressing a power struggle.  
Would they rely on personal performance of religious ritual or would they allow 
their lives to be lived in the power of the cross.  As noted, the central issue was 
the ritual of circumcision. In 2:12 Paul identified a loud lobby group, which he 
called “the party of the circumcision”.  But here in 6:12 they are described as 
“those who desire to make a good showing in the flesh.” This term means “to 
play a good role.”  These are people who are wrapped up in appearances, 
performance, and outward display.  This is the “self-life”. 
 
But the problem, argues Allan Cole, was not just that they were substituting 
something for the Gospel, but that they were adding to it.”  (11-12)  This is the 
insidious nature of slipping back into performance based religion, once a 
person comes to faith in Jesus Christ.  And it often involves those who will 
pressure, and coerce others into a self-defeating pattern.  Notice two problems 
of the “self-life”. 
 

1. A lack of resilience - v. 12 
 
As we saw from Acts, the message of grace stirred opposition in Galatia.  So it 
is not surprising that one of the motives of the “party of the circumcision” was to 
avoid persecution.  They were willing to pad the Gospel with performance 
simply so that they would escape the pain and problems of being opposed.  
Obviously, there is no resilience in the “self-life”.  Rather, there is fear and 
anxiety – even pressuring others to compromise for selfish reasons. 
 

2. A lack of authenticity - v. 13 
 
How often in your life have you experienced disillusionment because an 
authority figure in your life held you to a standard that they did not keep for 
themselves?  This was the problem in the Galatian churches, and Paul 
exposed it.  Religious performance does not lead to an authentic, reproducible 
life.  “Do as I say, not as I do” was as meaningless in the first Century as it is 
now.  Remember, as we learn from 5:1-3, the thinking that we must add self-
effort to the grace-gift of salvation is a return to bondage.  Why?  Because 
adding just a little of the Law is in fact, a return to all of it. 
 

 
After a person has experienced the free gift of salvation, what attracts them to 

return to some former habit of trying to earn God’s forgiveness? 
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[B]  The “cross-life” is powerful  -  vv. 14-16   
 
In contrast to the “self-life”, at verse 14 Paul began to present the features of 
the “cross-life”.  In the same spirit as his testimony in 2:20 he expressed a 
desire to boast only in the cross.  Why?  The cross is the instrument “through 
which” the Christian actually dies to the world – there is a separation from the 
old order.  This co-crucifixion to the old self is followed by being co-resurrected 
to new life!  (see Ephesians 1:18-20)  Living by the power of the cross leads us 
into three exciting new possibilities. 
 

1. A new allegiance - v. 14 
 
In so many ways, the bondage that we see described in this passage is 
cultural, not a product of deep, mature spirituality.  The Judaizers wanted the 
freedom and joy of God’s forgiveness.  But they also wanted the comfort and 
pragmatism of not ruffling the feathers of their culture.  The power of the cross 
helps us over that hurdle. It helps us embrace a new allegiance to God which 
surpasses the never-ending pressure to conform to cultural expectations. 
 

2. A new creation - v. 15 
 
The next possibility of the “cross-life” is that we become a new creation in 
Christ.  This is so far removed from just “ticking all the boxes” on some lifestyle 
qualification list.  Notice in verse 15 that Paul pointed to the powerlessness of 
circumcision.  It was a significant symbol of the old covenant, but God never 
intended for it to produce new life.  Only God can do this when we are “in 
Christ” (see II Corinthians 5:17).  Only then can the Holy Spirit produce a new 
lifestyle within us – see Galatians 5:16-26. 
 

3. A new peace  -  v. 16 
 
Verse 16 is one that we must not miss, thinking it is just a quick conclusion.  
Paul communicated something significant when he promised peace to a new 
people!  The power of the cross brings a new experience of peace and mercy.  
There is a liberty and rescue from the pressure of performance and 
appearance.  And notice Paul’s reference to the “Israel of God”.  This tells us 
that believers are those who are not just culturally or religiously Jewish but are 
“one new man” in God – see Ephesians 2:15. 
 
 

 
Perhaps you have thought of the power of the cross to take away – our sin and 

guilt.  Have you thought of the power of the cross to add to our lives?  For 
example, a new sense of peace and purpose, as a new creation. 

 
 
 

REFLECT 

 
Marcion was born in the year 85 AD on the north coast of ancient Pontus – in 
Sinope.  This is the most northern reach of Turkey into the Black sea.  So 
Marcion became a mariner and did very well.  We know that in 130 AD he 
travelled to Rome with a large sum of money for the church there. 
 
Though his father was the bishop of Sinope,  Marcion championed a radical 
heresy.  He taught that Jesus came to destroy the Law and the prophets – the 
opposite of what Jesus Himself said (Matthew 5:17).  Marcion believed Jesus’ 
“body was a mere appearance, and his death an illusion, though they had real 
meaning.” 
 
Marcion dismissed the Old Testament, mutilated the New Testament, and 
adopted a harsh life-style code.  He avoided all festivals, meat, marriage, and 
even the cup at communion.  Ironically, he believed himself a follower of the 
Apostle Paul (whom he thought to be the only true apostle), Marcion made a 
mockery of the true Gospel message. 
 
the great church historian Phillip Schaff writes, “…he was utterly destitute of 
historical sense, and put Christianity into a radical conflict with all previous 
revelation of God; as if God had neglected the world for thousands of years 
until he suddenly appeared in Christ.”  (History of the Christian Church Vol 
II, Eerdman’s, 1910, 486, 483)  
 
Why do I tell you about Marcion?  He doesn’t sound like the people we’ve been 
talking about today who led the Galatians astray?  But he suffered from the 
same ailment – he chose the “self-life” rather than the power of the cross.  
What makes this so dangerous is that it looks so spiritual!  But beneath 
grandiose religious activity the true Gospel is often missing! 
 
What is the answer?  We must return to the cross!  The cross is our true “north 
star” to God’s great plan of salvation.  Do you know the power of the cross in 
your life today? 
 
Take some time to ponder the cross…here are two reflective songs that will 
help you worship God for the cross. 
 

• The Wonder of Your Cross 
 

• My Worth Is Not in What I Own 
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