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I remember the first time we landed in Busan, South Korea.  Nikki and I had just spent 30 hours traveling.  We were exhausted, disoriented, and everything felt unfamiliar.  The signs were in Korean – we couldn’t read anything.  The people looked different – I was suddenly tall!  Everything was strange.  

But as we drove through the city at night, one thing stood out – something surprising and familiar.  Everywhere we looked were red neon crosses lighting up the skyline.  

The cross is undeniably the most recognizable symbol in human history.  It’s everywhere.  But “what does it actually mean?”  While everyone has seen the cross, the meaning isn’t as obvious or as uniform.

So for some, the cross has meant conquest.  The Spanish explorers planted it in newly claimed lands.  Constantine marched under it into battle, believing it guaranteed victory.  The cross was a symbol of power and authority.  

But before Jesus, the cross meant the exact opposite.  It was an execution device.  An electric chair.  A guillotine.  The cross meant defeat and shame.  You had been conquered.  So which is it?  Victory, defeat or something else altogether?  

Galatians 3 answers that question more directly than almost anywhere else in Scripture.  So let’s turn there now.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  We are going to pick it up in verse 10.  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Galatians 3:10-18]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

Theologian John Stott writes, “These verses constitute one of the clearest expositions of the necessity, the meaning and the consequence of the cross.”[footnoteRef:1]  And this is what we are going to dig into today: why the cross was necessary, what the meaning is behind it and finally how the consequence of the cross transforms us.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  John Stott “The Cross of Christ, Centennial Version” (Lisle, Illinois, Intervarsity Press) 2021.]  [2:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/self-substitution-of-god/ Other works consulted J.Piper https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/christ-redeemed-us-from-the-curse-of-the-law Matt Chandler https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H0-jQwMbZ6o JD Greear https://summitchurch.com/message/freed-from-the-law-for-the-law ] 


So first, why is the cross necessary?  Alright, a bit of context.  We are in the middle of a section where Paul is outlining how impossible it is for people to earn our way to God.  Like even though God literally told His people what He wanted – He recorded it on stone for them – still they couldn’t do it.  And that’s where Paul picks up today.  So in verse 11 he says:
	Clearly no one who relies on the law is justified before God (Galatians 3:11)

And this is the big thing that humanity is hungry for – to be right with God – justified.  So in the beginning humanity had this.  In the garden, Adam and Eve walked with God in the cool of the night.  God would come down and hang out with His people.  He created us for relationship – to share Himself with us.  

But it didn’t last.  The serpent planted a lie: “God’s holding out on you.  You can’t trust that He’s got your best in mind.”  And in that moment, trust broke.  We chose independence over relationship – and everything fractured.  We lost what we were made for.  This is how our story starts.

But God didn’t give up.  Throughout Scripture, He keeps inviting us back.  He keeps working to make a people who would be His own.  And so throughout the Old Testament we read things like:
The Lord appeared to [Abraham] and said, “I am God Almighty; walk before Me faithfully and be blameless. (Genesis 17:1)

It was an invitation to relationship.  And that phrase – walk before Me – means have an open, honest relationship.  It’s the opposite of talking behind someone’s back.  Nothing is hidden.  Everyone is fully known and loved.  And this is what we want… but it’s also what we fear.

Like what if everything about you was exposed?  All your secret thoughts were uncovered.  Every word you’d spoken and regretted.  Every lustful look displayed.  Not just to God but to everyone.  That’s terrifying.
…
One of the major threats young people are experiencing right now is sextortion.  The RCMP were recently at our school and talking about how common it is for someone to pose as a friend.  They build trust, draw a young person in.  It culminates in swapping intimate pictures.  And then flips.  “Pay me or everyone will see who you really are.”  And the threat works because exposure feels like death.  

And the RCMP spoke about how many cases of this they’ve dealt with in our city.  It’s shocking.  So parents, talk to your kids about this and set up safeguards.  

But really this is the human condition.  We long to be known and loved – but we’re afraid that if we’re truly known, we won’t be loved.  So we hide.  We perform,  We manage our image.  
So I remember being 15; I was the shortest and scrawniest kid in class.  Always chosen last.  And I just wanted to be accepted.  And since athletics weren’t an option, I turned to computers.  And since I was better than most people I started telling my friends I was hacking.  I wasn’t.  I didn’t know how.  But I told people I did and built a version of myself I thought people would like – and then I lived in fear of being exposed.  

This is Genesis 3.  We want to walk openly with God and others – but instead we cover ourselves.  We hide behind fig leaves, hoping no one sees the truth.  And this is how scripture describes the primary problem of humanity.  We can’t justify ourselves.  And that’s exactly why the cross is necessary.  Because what we cannot do, God does for us.
…
So second, what happens on the cross?  What does it mean?  Look at the verses around 11:
All who rely on the works of the law are under a curse… Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a pole.” (Galatians 3:10;13)

Now what’s all this curse language?  This sounds really strange, but it’s central to the Bible’s story.  But to understand it, you need to understand covenant.  

So in the Old Testament, every important relationship was built on covenant.  If you bought land from a neighbour, you would draw up a covenant.  Marriage was a covenant.  Kings ruled by covenant.  And at Mount Sinai, God made a covenant with Israel: “I will be your God, and you will be My people.”  
…
So there are two things you have to know about covenant.  First, covenant is relational which makes it different from a contract.  When you sign a contract with your mobile provider, you are a number to them.  They don’t care about you.  They just want your money.  And they provide you a phone in order to get it.  But covenant is about connection.  The goal isn’t getting something – it’s being with someone.

That’s why covenant is good.  With God it means life.  With a good king, it means protection.  In marriage, it means being known and loved.  The blessing of covenant is relationship – this is abundant life.  So the first think you have to know is covenant is that it’s relational.
…
But the second thing about covenant is that it has teeth.  There are blessings for keeping it – and consequences for breaking it.  That’s the “curse” language Paul is talking about.  

So in Deuteronomy Moses is preaching the law to Israel – these are the terms of the covenant they’ve entered with God.  And in chapter 28 he gets to the blessings and the curses.  So the chapter starts saying:




All these blessings will come on you and accompany you if you obey the Lord your God:
You will be blessed in the city and blessed in the country.
The fruit of your womb will be blessed, and the crops of your land and the young of your livestock—the calves of your herds and the lambs of your flocks.….
The Lord will establish you as His holy people, as He promised you on oath, if you keep the commands of the Lord your God and walk in obedience to Him. (Deuteronomy 28:2-9)

And on and on Moses goes describing what life walked with God looks like.  And this is what God wants for us.  He wants abundant life for us in relationship with Himself. 

But the covenant doesn’t end there, it’s got a second side.  And so Moses preaches:
However, if you do not obey the Lord your God… all these curses will come on you and overtake you:
You will be cursed in the city and cursed in the country….
The fruit of your womb will be cursed, and the crops of your land, and the calves of your herds and the lambs of your flocks….
Then the Lord will scatter you among all nations, from one end of the earth to the other. There you will worship other gods—gods of wood and stone, which neither you nor your ancestors have known. (Deuteronomy 28:15-64)

Now what does all this mean?  It’s not an abstraction.  God isn’t demanding obedience for its own sake.  This is about relationship.

See all relationship works this way.  There are ways to live that build connection – and ways to break it.  

So when Nikki and I were dating I was at school in Langley a lot of the time and we did our relationship long distance.  And so we talked on the phone a ton, and things were going great.  And then I came home at Christmas and we spent lots of time together.  We bought each other gifts and celebrated our relationship.  And then on about January 7 I headed back to school.

Well her birthday is January 14.  And something you need to know about my family is that birthdays were no big deal.  I had to remind my dad about my birthday every year.  Birthdays were for kids.  

And since we had just spent a lot of time and money together I figured what I would do is call Nikki on her birthday and say “Happy Birthday.”  That was my plan.  And so I did.  And we hung up and everything was great until January 15 when we almost broke up.  And I had no idea why.  




And so I asked.  And she told me.  And at first, I couldn’t believe what a small thing she was so worked up over.  But then I realized I had a choice.  This thing was big to her and if I valued the relationship I could change.  Or I could do whatever I wanted and not have this relationship.  And so I considered my options and repented.  (Nikki’s upstairs teaching Sunday School.  To get her version of this story you need to talk to her).

And this is the law of love.  If you love someone then you move toward what matters to them.  And when this goes both ways, there’s blessing – deep relationship.  But when it doesn’t, the relationship breaks.  And that’s the “curse.”  Not lightning from the sky – but the loss of relationship.

Now just one other word here: sometimes you might find yourself in a relationship with no boundaries.  And this happens when someone doesn’t treat you the way you deserve, but you don’t break off the relationship.  You say “You can treat me terrible.  You can step on me and beat me down and I won’t leave.”  But guess what?  There’s no blessing of relationship there either.  There’s no intimacy.  It’s a relationship of abuse, and it’s not love.  I mean imagine I had told Nikki I’m not going to ever celebrate your birthday.  The things you care about aren’t important to me.  So will you marry me?  She would have sent me packing.

But the point is, without obeying the law of love there is no blessing, there is only the curse of broken relationship.  And this isn’t only a human thing; this happens in our relationship with God too.  So God says, “This is who I am.  This is what I love.  Walk with Me.”  But all of us have said, “No – I want life my way.”  And scripture calls this sin.

And the result of sin is that we place ourselves under the curse – not because God is cruel, but because we’ve stepped out of relationship with the source of life.  And it’s at this point that we come to the cross and the center of this passage which is verse 13.  Paul writes:
Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a pole.” (Galatians 3:13)

Now that phrase “hung on a pole” comes from Deuteronomy. When someone committed a serious covenant-breaking sin, their body was displayed publicly after death—not to celebrate it, but to expose the person for who they were – a covenant breaker.  They were someone who didn’t value relationship.  And now everyone could it.  And this was the worst thing that could happen to you.
…
Now think about this, when we break covenant with a person we can usually survive without that relationship.  Like I could have found someone who didn’t care about birthdays if I had really wanted.  But with God the consequence is more severe.  He is the source of life.  So when we choose to live away from Him, we are choosing the curse of death here and now, as well as for eternity.  See God can’t just let our offence go.


Like God has boundaries.  He says I am holy.  So don’t lie.  Don’t steal.  Don’t commit adultery.  These are the things I love.  And if you love Me then you have to love the things I love.  The problem is we have all looked at God and thought – why are You all hung up on those things.  I’m going to do it my way.  And so scripture says.  “We’ve all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.”  And as a result we are under the curse of the covenant.  
…
So what could God do?  He could either throw away His boundaries which He won’t do.  He will not pretend sin doesn’t matter.  Or He could let us walk away from relationship with Him – which He will allow – He never forces Himself on us, but this isn’t what He wanted.  And He refused to abandon us.  And so there was only one other option.  He could climb down and take the penalty for our sin upon Himself.  

And Paul says that’s what Jesus did.  Think about it.  The thing we fear most – being fully exposed for who we really are – and Jesus took that on Himself.  The curse we deserved, He became.  It’s like Isaiah prophesied: 
We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to our own way; and the LORD has laid on Him the iniquity of us all. (Isaiah 53:6)

On the cross, Jesus took the curse upon Himself.  He was cut off so we could be brought in.  He was exposed so we could be covered.  He lost the relationship with the Father so we could become children of God.  That’s what happened on the cross.
…
But there is one final thing to see, and that is the consequence of the cross – what changes for us because of what Jesus did.  And we get this in the next few verses.  Paul points us back to Abraham.  He says:
Just as no one can set aside or add to a human covenant that has been duly established, so it is in this case…. The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do away with the promise. (Galatians 3:15-17)

Now this is massive.  The covenant came before the law which means God’s heart toward us was set long before we failed Him.  And here’s the point – the cross isn’t only about changing God’s posture towards us – justifying us – it’s also about changing our perception of Him.  See God’s goal has always been relationship.  The law didn’t create that desire – it just clarified how far we’d wandered from it.  But the promise came first.  Love came first.  And the cross is where God puts that love on full display.  

So this isn’t some abusive Father sacrificing His son in order to get what He wants.  Nor is this Jesus forcing the Father to forgive us.  This is a radically loving God pursuing His prodigal children at extreme cost to Himself.  



And nothing pictures this like the cross.  See at the cross God doesn’t just deal you’re your guilt – He defeats the lie that trapped you.  In the garden, we believed that life on our terms would be better.  And we’ve all played that out and seen it doesn’t work.  It leads to emptiness and death.  

But at the cross Jesus defeated the lie that trapped you.  He drew all our sin and rebellion onto Himself.  It’s like evil itself was lured to the cross.  And it thought it won.  I can see Satan jeering.  Darkness closes in.  But it’s a trap because  Jesus eats evil for breakfast.  He doesn’t just absorb evil – He overcomes it.

And when He rose on the third day, He proved His victory.  Sin, death and shame do not get the final word.  And He invites us into His victory.  So in verse 14 Paul says:
He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit. (Galatians 3:14)

Here’s the promise friends: if you trust in Jesus instead of yourself, then God gives you His Spirit.  Not just forgiveness, but presence.  Not just a clean slate, but a new life with Him.  

See you are no longer under the curse – you have been brought back into relationship with the God you were made for.  And that life starts now.  

We get to walk before God and each other – no hiding, no pretending – clothed in the righteousness of Christ.  Fully known.  Fully loved.  

And then this life doesn’t end.  It carries forward untouched by even death itself because it’s rooted in the One who overcame the grave.

So the question is: has your view of God been shaped by the cross?  Do you see that He’s not against you – He’s for you?  He’s not waiting to expose you – He’s already chosen to cover you.  So will you stop trying to justify yourself and trust Him?  Don’t keep living under a curse that’s already been broken.  Walk with God. 
