I want to talk about something more enjoyable in wintertime 


than walking on the ice this week, 


writing Christmas Cards.  

A daunting task at times 


that has all kinds of ways to save time and effort.  


But one way in which we as a family can not cut out 



is the most time consuming part.  


The writing of the note at the end.  

I understand why people don't do that anymore, 


as it is hours in the undertaking 


and if you haven't seen the person face to face in a decade, 



what is there to say?  

Yet, in doing so, 


in using your own hand to write the message, 


the hand cramps send a message of love and care 



that is hard to express any other way.  

The change in medium is the message.

We are aware that Paul did not have a computer to write with, 


not even a typewriter.  

He had the ancient version called a scribe.  

He dictated 


and someone listening to him, 



wrote what he said.  


Much like many of us text, 



with fewer mistakes.  

Here at the end of this letter however,


 Paul grabs the quill, 


animal skin, 


and ink himself 



and writes this concluding paragraph.  


Why change?

There are four reasons.  

First is authenticity.  


So that the Galatians know Paul 


and not someone impersonating Paul 



wrote this.  


Forgeries 


or writing in the name of someone 



was an issue then 



as it is now.  

Second is connection.  


To say 



as we try to do with the Christmas card note, 


“You are important and matter to us.”  



Our relationship matters 




and is worth a hand cramp 




and remembering I have not wrote in cursive since college.  

Third, 


a call back to who Paul is.  

Throughout the letter, 


there are references to Paul's physical condition 



in which he first interacted with the Galatians.  


The large letters support the near blindness theory.  




Paul may have contracted Malaria in the lowlands 





and come to the highlands of Galatia to recover when they first met.  

The fourth reason is emphasis.  


We know that all caps and bold mean 



pay attention.  


So does Paul's large letters 



in his own handwriting.  

Paul has already dictated a brilliant 


and well reasoned argument against circumcision 


and following any gospel but the one preached to them by Paul. 

 That does not automatically mean people received the message.  


Teddy Roosevelt said, 



“speak softly 



and carry a big stick; 




you will go far".  


I would not necessarily say that Paul was speaking softly up to this point.  



“You foolish Galatians!” is not really speak softly rhetoric.  

The words Paul has to say here are the big stick, 


they drive the point home.

The full point driven home is often missed.

If you were to look at an kindle version of the Bible 


that tracks the times people highlight and quote a verse, 



verse 14 would most likely be the highest quoted.  


“May I never boast except 



in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ,”  

There is good reason for this honor.  


Without Jesus on the cross, 



nothing else Paul has written about matters.  


Without Jesus dying, 



our sins are still not atoned for.  



We would still be carrying a huge debt.  



The freedom we have in Jesus does not exist.

We should feel at least a little self conscious wearing a cross around our neck.  


It is the most gruesome torture machine ever invented 



and used on a massive scale.  

The Romans took the method 


and conquered the known world with it, 



causing rebels to hang on it outside of towns across the empire.  


Rebel against the emperor 



and you will get to hang tight.  

I do not see very many people wearing diamond covered guillotines 


or emerald electric chairs.  

We have our fair share of jewelry stores in town to serve people from around the world.  


The only symbol of execution I see in any of them are crosses.

The reason we wear the cross however, 


is not just because Jesus died on it.  

We wear the cross because of verse 15.  


“What counts is a new creation.”  

The cross is the dividing line between the old and new creation.  


Without the cross, 



Jesus would not have been raised to new life 



and would not have ushered in the beginning of the new creation.  

The cross, 


the shape itself tells of what happened.  

Looking at the vertical beam, 


we see a change in the way history moves forward.  



It is not longer a kingdom of flesh, 



but a kingdom of new creation.  

The horizontal beam 


shows the change in the relationship between heaven and earth.  



They are no longer separated, 




but have come down and are melting together.  

On the intersecting lines 


was Jesus' heart and breath.  



His love and his words.

When we try and say 


that something else matters more than this, 



we are idolizing something that does not exist at this level.  

The ones stirring up trouble in Galatia 


were saying that circumcision was on par 


or just as necessary 



as Jesus dying and rising to new life 




for the life of new creation to be available to us.  

Paul is telling them they are wrong.  

Paul is telling us we are wrong, 


in his own handwriting.  

There are many things that we try and put up on the same level 


as Jesus death and resurrection in our lives; 



Friendships, family, work, or citizenship.  

We do this for the same reason as the Judaizers in Galatia did.  


It takes conflict out of our lives.  

If they could say to their Jewish friends and family, 


yes, Jesus did great things, 


but we are still following the Torah, 



Thanksgiving dinner could happen peacefully.  
If they said, 


“Grandma, 



circumcision is no longer necessary 



because Jesus died on the cross.”  


They could also eat Thanksgiving dinner peacefully, 



as long as made the dinner themselves 



and ate it by themselves.

There are times when I hide my allegiance to the cross.  


I want to fit in, 


I want to have more friends, 


I want to be normal.  



Normal carries with it the lack of eternal life, 




but immediate gratification is good in the moment.  

If we are going to be the Christians that Paul and Jesus call us to be, 


we need to realize that the cross is not just an intersection between the followers of God 


and the follower of the world.  

It is a dividing line between those who are willing to be persecuted for Jesus 


and those that are not.  

Jesus did not have a slip of the tongue 


and meant to say, 



“Take up your sandals and follow me.”  


Nor was Matthew hard of hearing 


and Jesus was a man of comfort and said, 



“Take up your crocs and follow me, 




when he said “take up your cross.”  

We are called to stand for the ways of God, 


because we are followers of Jesus.

If we are doing this in even the most docile of ways, 


we are going to find resistance.  

Many in this town say they would like to join us for this hour of worship.  


Taking the time off work 


or asking for a particular day off consistently 



is often seen as more trouble than it is worth.  

To tell someone that something is wrong or sinful, 


seems like more trouble than it is worth.  

To spend our time justifying our actions 


is more productive than doing the right thing to start out with.  

But this is not the way of the new creation.

The new creation that started with the day Jesus hung on the cross 


lays down its life for its friends.  


Serves others 



when it should be served. 


Is persecuted for righteousness sake.  

If we want Jesus without these parts 


so that we can stay socially relevant.  



We should not use the cross to show we belong to Jesus.  

The cross carries with it 


the idea that we too will suffer 



because we are children of God.  



That we too are a light to the nations, 




living out as best we can 





God's calling on our life 





and being dependent on the cross, 






because we are going to mess that up too 







 because we are sinful still, 






until Jesus returns.  

If we are unwilling to take steps towards that life now, 


what makes us think we will be ready when the time comes.  

At some point, 


the way of the old world has to hang on that cross 



if we want to live into the new creation.  


If the way of the old world is so engrained upon our bodies, 



who says we will be able to endure all the changes when the time comes.  

My hope is that like Paul, 


we can start to have the marks of following Jesus appear on our body now.  


That we can have scars upon our lives 



that show 




not how foolish we were on a motorbike, 




but how committed to Jesus we were.  



How we pushed the limits of our bodies and souls, 




for the sake of the gospel.  



That we served beyond what we thought we could do 




and found Jesus serving with us.  



That we gave more than we thought we could 




and still found God providing.  

This is what makes us the Israel of God.  


Not a ritual on day 8 after we were born, 


but the acts of servanthood and suffering 



everyday of our life.
