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“We who are Jews by birth and not ‘Gentile sinners’ 
know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we, too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified.



“If, while we seek to be justified in Christ, it becomes evident that we ourselves are sinners, does that mean that Christ is a servant of sin? Absolutely not! 
If I rebuild what I destroyed, I prove that I am a lawbreaker. 
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 live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me. 
I do not set aside the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died for nothing!”


People are still being crucified these days.  Each year around Easter time, numerous people are crucified in the Philippines.  It has become a traditional part of their worship for people to volunteer to be crucified.  After rigorous preparation, they are actually nailed to crosses and left to hang there—for a short amount of time.  No deaths have been reported in connection with these crucifixions.  They have gone through the motions of crucifixion, and then called it off before it became serious.  This past Good Friday, two dozen required crosses for their own crucifixions.


Why would they do such a thing?  Does this help them or others to understand the love of our Lord Jesus in being crucified for us?  Will not God have to listen to their prayers, will not God have to be well-pleased with them after they have gone through this crucifixion ritual?  That seems to be the idea behind these crucifixions.  This is a special way of earning God’s favor.  Look at how dedicated they are to God!  They have even gone through crucifixion for Him!


Martin Luther went through similar things in the monastery.  His father had wanted him to be a lawyer, and had even bought him the ex​pen​sive set of law books necessary for that study.  But Luther had barely begun the study of the law when he suddenly entered the monastery.  His concern was how he could be right with God.  He was very conscious of his own sins, and sins called for punishment.  He had been taught that he needed to make up for his own sins.  Luther tried hard to do that.


He became a very dedicated monk in the Augustinian monastery in Erfurt.  He later said that if anyone could have gotten into heaven by his monkery, then he would have.  The monastery required total dedication, which Luther gave, and more.  When after all of his hard work he still felt no peace in his heart, he took the next step, similar to the Philippine cruci​fixions.  They had then developed the practice of flagellation, a fancy word for whipping.  Luther engaged in that disgusting practice, thinking that if he punished himself for his sins, God would have to be pleased with him.  Similar thoughts made their way into The Da Vinci Code.


And here the Lord’s apostle Paul writes to us, “I have been cruci​fied with Christ.”  Is Paul writing the same thing?  Was Paul crucified?  We are given a fairly complete account of Paul’s life in the book of Acts and through autobiographical notes in his thirteen letters in the New Tes​ta​ment.  Paul was raised in Tarsus in Cilicia, came to Jerusalem for his higher education, and became a leading Pharisee there.  He was thus poised to take a leading the role in the persecution of Christians.  After his conversion on the road to Damascus, Paul spent fourteen years restudying everything he had learned before, finding Jesus throughout the Old Testament Scriptures.


The remainder of Paul’s life was spent on what may be called five missionary journeys.  The first four are described by Luke in Acts.  On the first, he and Barnabas preached the Gospel on the island of Cyprus and in Galatia in southern Asia Minor.  On the second missionary journey, Paul and Silas revisited Galatia, and then ended up in Philippi, Thessalonika, Berea, Athens, and Corinth.  On the third missionary journey, Paul spent time mainly in Ephesus, and then revisited the other churches he had founded.  The fourth missionary journey was as a prisoner, when Paul finally made it to Rome, where he was able to preach the Gospel.  The fifth missionary journey is more speculation from what Paul intended to do, and a few references in his later letters; Paul then traveled to Spain, revisited the Greek churches, and then was arrested and executed for his faith in Jesus.


But Paul was not crucified.  He was probably executed by sword.  Legend says that Peter was crucified, but not Paul.  Paul included a list of some of his near-death experiences in one of his letters:

I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again. Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers. I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. 2Cor11v23-27.
But no mention of crucifixion.  There were times when people tried to kill him, as they had in Lystra, but never was Paul crucified.


So then why does Paul write, “I have been crucified with Christ”?  He is not lying.  He does not mean to say that when Jesus was crucified, he climbed up on Jesus’ cross and was crucified with Him, perhaps being nailed to the back side of Jesus’ cross.  Only three men were crucified that day, Jesus on the middle cross, and a criminal on either side of Him.  It is, by the way, possible that Paul was there to witness the crucifixion.  He was in Jerusalem for his education, which definitely overlapped part of Jesus’ life.  Paul was there shortly afterwards when the deacon Stephen was stoned.  It is very possible that Paul, then called Saul, was standing among the other Pharisees, making fun of Jesus as He was crucified.  He does write, “I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man.” 1Tm1v13.

But Paul was not crucified up on the cross alongside of Jesus.  And yet he writes, “I have been crucified with Christ.”  What can he possibly mean?  Those in the Philippines who have themselves crucified temporarily may well be thinking that this is God’s required payment for their sins.  God will certainly be pleased with them because they have been crucified.  I submit that if they have that attitude, then they are being crucified without Christ, not with Christ.  They are really saying to God: “Please take my own crucifixion as my payment for my sins.”  But God never demands a mock crucifixion in payment for sins.  God clearly demands death as the payment for sins, a full and permanent and eternal death.  If they were crucified all the way, and then spent the rest of eternity in hell, then they would succeed in paying for their own sins, if eternity would ever end.


Sin is serious, because it offends the holy God.  Sin is serious, not because of what we do, but because of who we offend with our sin.  Sin gains its magnitude not from us, but from God whom we offend.  Therefore the only way to atone for sin is to pay God’s price, which is far beyond our ability to pay.  That was the lesson Martin Luther learned in the monastery.  It was not an easy or a quick lesson to learn.  At his time, people were quite aware that no one could pay for his own sins, but they had invented other ways around that.  They sold indulgences, really buying other people’s excess good works, as if there were such a thing.  It was in opposition to that silly practice that Luther posted his Ninety-Five Theses.  God, he wrote, does not want our money in purchase of indulgences, but He wants our hearts devoted to Him.  If the pope had the power to grant forgiveness for the payment of money, why didn’t he grant forgiveness to all out of the goodness of his heart?


When Luther in that way attacked the pocketbook of the pope and of the church, he had to be opposed.  He was threatened.  He was excommuni​cated.  He was declared to be an outlaw.  He had to go into temporary exile at the Wartburg Castle.  But he was never crucified.  Yet, as Luther studied Scripture he came to understand what Paul was writing and to claim Paul’s words as his own: “I have been crucified with Christ.”  The Lord does not desire my crucifixion, not at all.  He already has Christ’s crucifixion, which was more than sufficient to cover all people.  God now wants me to claim Christ’s crucifixion as my own.  Then I can also say, “I have been cruci​fied with Christ.”


You see, when Christ was crucified, it was the same in God’s eyes as if I and all other people had been crucified.  God took all our sins and put them on Jesus and then punished Jesus for all of our sins.  Because Jesus is God, His one death by crucifixion was sufficient to cover the sins of all people in the world.  Because Jesus paid for all sins on the cross, God has justified the world.  Justification has been explained in this way: God made it just as if we had never sinned, because Jesus paid for all those sins.  The blood of Jesus, God’s Son, wipes away all of our sins so that they are per​manently gone.  That’s part of what it means to be crucified with Christ.


Paul goes on to write about the rest of what it means to be crucified with Christ: “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.”  Paul came to faith in Jesus and saw that Jesus was crucified for him.  He claimed that crucifixion as his own.  His sins were paid for.  Now the rest of his life became Jesus.  Now, Paul wrote, Christ lives in him.  His life from that point forward was Christ.  He lived each day by faith in Christ.  That’s why Paul went on his missionary journeys and endured all he did.


Luther came to understand the same thing, and dedicated the rest of his life to Jesus.  He preached and taught, wrote and counseled and advised because of Jesus.  Jesus lives throughout Luther’s writings.  We do well to remember Luther on this day because of Jesus.


May each of us also be able to say today, “I have been crucified with Christ.”  It is true.  And then tomorrow and the rest of our lives we can live for Jesus, saying with Paul, “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.” Amen.
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