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I’m thinking about getting a tattoo. 

The women and men who complete an Ironman often get the Ironman symbol tattooed on 
a calf. Swim 2.4 miles, bike 112, and run 26.2 in under 17 hours and get a tattoo. It’s a 
moniker of accomplishment. It’s a sign that you’re in the club. When you cross the finish 
line the announcer says your name followed by “You are an Ironman!” But, that’s a 
passing moment. A tattoo lets you boast forever. So, if I complete my 5th Ironman in a 
few weeks I think I’ll get a tattoo…. 

 
I’m kidding. 

Nothing against tattoos but on me it would scream, “mid-life crisis.” My goal was to be 
an Ironman at 60 and I’ll be proud of finishing, but if was going to get a tattoo it would 
be of something for which I’m really proud: Sandi, Zach and Lauren. That’s what I’d 
boast about. An Ironman symbol seems a vanity project…. 
 

What would you get tattooed? 
What are you proud of? 
What would you boast about? 
 
At the end of his letter to the Galatians Paul grabs the pen and with his own hand writes that 
finally nothing matters but the cross. Everything else is vanity. Everything else, while fine and 
fancy, is of no account. What counts is the cross. 
 
 May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ… 
 
The only tattoo Paul’s getting is of the cross.  For Paul all the religious rigmarole in the world 
didn’t amount to squat. Even the symbol of circumcision didn’t matter. There was no way to 
finagle God’s favor by what you did. The old order of things was dead on the cross. There is now 
a new creation. So, in the last few lines of his first letter, Paul signs off with that core message. 
 
 May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ… 
 
And quite frankly that mystifies me. 

Why the cross? 
Why not the empty tomb? 
Why not the resurrection? 
Why not the teachings of Jesus? 
Why not the gift of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit? 
Why the cross? 

 
 



Given all the other dynamics of faith in Jesus Christ why boast in cross? 
As Fleming Rutledge puts it: 
 

Until the gospel of Jesus Christ burst upon the Mediterranean world no one in the history 
of human imagination had conceived of such a thing as the worship of a crucified man. 
The early Christian preaching announced the entrance of God upon the stage of history 
in the person of an itinerant Jewish teacher who had been ingloriously pinned up 
alongside two of society’s castoffs to die horribly, rejected and condemned by religious 
and secular authorities alike, discarded onto the garbage heap of humanity, scornfully 
forsake by elites and common folk, leaving behind only a handful of scruffy disciples who 
had no status whatsoever in the eyes of anyone… 

 
Dear friends, why would the state sanctioned torture and execution of Jesus be the focus of 
Paul’s boast? 
 
I think part of an answer lies in the relationship between law and freedom. 
Let’s come at it this way…. 
 
In this letter to the new church in Galatia Paul wrestles with the relationship between the Law 
and faith Jesus Christ. There were those who were saying to Gentile Christians that in order to 
follow Jesus they must also follow the Jewish Law ~ of which circumcision was a symbol. It was 
Jesus plus circumcision, Jesus plus the Law. And Paul writes, “No! It’s Christ alone.” (To quote 
the contemporary hymn.) In his words: 
 

For through the law I died to the law so that I might live for God. I have been crucified 
with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I now live in the body, I 
live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself up for me. I do not set 
aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died 
for nothing. 

 
The Law, as revelation of the way and will of God, was the vehicle by which the Hebrews found 
identity and purpose. They were made right before God in the faith implicit in the Law. 

But, Paul writes that the death of Jesus on the cross changed that equation. Whatever 
confidence there was in human effort, whatever faith there was in religious practice, is 
crucified. We no longer find identity and purpose in the Law. We are no longer made 
right before God in the keeping of the Law. That effort, or that requirement, or that faith, 
was fulfilled, or dismantled, or killed on the cross. Because of Jesus on the cross you are 
free from the Law. Again, to quote Paul: 
 

It is for freedom that Christ has set us free…. For in Christ Jesus neither 
circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith 
expressing itself through love. 

 
 
 



Now. Throughout scripture there are a variety of theories, images, motifs and descriptions about 
what is accomplished on the cross. And there are books upon books upon books that illumine 
those theories, images, motifs and descriptions. An ocean of ink has been spilled trying to get our 
minds around the scandal of the cross. And Paul doesn’t offer a specific theory here…. 

But he does write that any confidence in the flesh, whether for good or for ill, is null and 
void by what Christ does on the cross. Our efforts at rightness, religious or otherwise, are 
done away with in the crucifixion. Our faith in human activity or human responsibility is 
crucified. Rather, as we are united with and participate in what Christ accomplishes on 
the cross, we are free…. 

 
Joseph Mitchell, American man of letters, grew up in the south and in the church. He was at his 
sister’s bedside when she was dying and she asked him, “Buddy, what does Jesus’ death on the 
cross a long time ago have to do with my sins now?” And Mitchell, who you would think would 
have the right answer with the right words, could only stammer out, “S-s-s-somehow, he is our 
representative.” 
 
Somehow Jesus on the cross is our representative. There are all sorts of ways to understand and 
interpret that reality, but finally Paul says that is  

all that matters,  
all that we have to hope in,  
all that we have in which to put our faith,  
all that we have to boast about. 

 
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. Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 
means anything what counts is new creation… 

 
That phrase “new creation” can be translated as “new creature.” What counts is that you are 
transformed into a new creature. And in doing so it points to some essential, internal, spiritual 
change, but the phrase can also be translated, “new creation.” And in doing so it suggests that the 
very fabric of creation has been changed. Either translation is appropriate. 
 
Paul Tillich puts it this way: 
 

Circumcision is a religious rite, observed by Jews; sacrifices are religious rites, observed 
by pagans; baptism is a religious rite, observed by Christians. All of these rites do not 
matter – only a New Creation. And since these rites stand, in the words of Paul, for the 
whole religion to which they belong, we can say: no religion matters ~ only a new state 
of things. 

 
And that is to say that Paul signs off by saying  

whatever is essential to being human,  
whatever is essential to creation,  
whatever it is that we count ~ it has all been changed. 



The only thing to boast in is that God in Christ entered into creation and died 
upon a cross that there might be a new creation, a new order of things, a new 
reality. Thanks be to God. 

 
My father was a college professor and as a kid I remember visiting his office – a small cloister 
with the overwhelming musty smell of books. On his office door there was a bulletin board on 
which he posted schedules and a variety of pictures and quotes that caught his attention or meant 
something to him. One of those quotes was by Thomas Merton, the modern Trappist monk. He 
wrote this: 
 

If you want to identify me, ask me not where I live, or what I like to eat, or how I comb 
my hair, but ask me what I am living for, in detail, and ask me what I think is keeping me 
from living fully for the thing I want to live for. 

 
Dear friends, what would you get tattooed? 

What are you proud of? 
What would you boast about? 
What are you living for and what keeps you living fully for the thing you want to live for. 

 
I want to be a good husband, father, and friend. I like to think that my work on behalf of Hope 
Church serves some good. I’m grateful for the health and joy of swimming, riding, and running – 
even obscenely long distances. But, when it all boils down to my ultimate, eternal, existential 
hope, I’m left with Jesus ~ even Jesus on the cross. I can’t fully explain it or make it plausible or 
palatable. Most days I’m stuck with my own doubt, depravity, and dumbfoundedness. But to the 
extent that the crucifixion informs my living may it be what I live for and the only thing in which 
I boast. 
 

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. Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 
means anything what counts is new creation… 

 
I’m thinking about getting a tattoo. 
Maybe it will be the cross. 
 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen. 


