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A Radical Faith
Based on Galatians 3:23-29

Preached on January 1, 2012

New Year’s Day/Circumcision and Name of Jesus

By Pastor Nathan Fuehrer
Based on God’s covenant of Circumcision and on the Epistle lesson from Galatians, especially this verse: “So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might be justified by faith.”  Thus our text.
There are some strange customs out there in the world.  For instance, in Arab cultures, you need to be sure not to show the bottom of your feet…it’s an insult.  It’s customary in the western world for women to shave their armpits, but some places not.  
Even around here, we have customs that seem normal to us ‘cause we’re used to them, but would seem strange to a stranger.  Like a handshake.  It’s a greeting, I know, but how bizarre would it be to stick your hand out to someone who didn’t know.  And a tie, what’s a necktie anyway, who thought that one up?…certainly not someone who wanted to be comfortable while they look good.  Clapping, applause…what a strange thing to do if you weren’t used to it…banging your hands together to make a slapping sound to show approval, how bizarre.
I’m sure that all of these customs came about in some rational way that made sense at the time, and we just got used to them.  But I can say with full confidence that there is one custom--more than a custom to those who practiced it—one custom that makes no rational sense.  Could there be anything more ridiculous than circumcision.  
Circumcision was commanded to Abraham in the OT as a sign of God’s covenant, His promise that Abraham’s family would be great, and a sign of Abraham’s faith in that promise.  Now, the practice of cutting off the foreskin was maybe around before God’s command, but it is just baffling that he would have commanded it at all.  It’s so absurd, isn’t it?  Our western society has maybe gotten used to the idea over the centuries where we can mention the practice without flinching, but I can tell you that if I had to explain circumcision to a group of people who had never heard of it before, I think I’d change the subject.  
By comparison, circumcision makes things like lip disks and tongue rings seem perfectly reasonable.  But some of us try to gentrify the idea of circumcision, make it less offensive, saying it is really a sanitary practice.  That might have been true 4000 years ago, but these days for those who shower more than once a month can’t really use that excuse.  And for those who lived 4000 years ago, there is no indication that they started circumcising to be “sanitary.”  
We always want to weasel out of taking God at his Word, and this is why.  We want to be both Christian AND rational in the eyes of the world, which is why we can talk all day long about God blessing our lives, but are afraid to talk about His Word and the crusty old Bible.  And things like circumcision are the reason.  Circumcision is an embarrassment to a rational mind.  What was God thinking?

Ladies and Gentlmen, we want to find a safe god, a tame god, a sophisticated god, a god who gives a rational explanation for everything he does.  And so the idea of a 6000 year old world; the idea that Sampson took out 1000 soldiers with the jawbone of a donkey, the idea that a grown man survived inside the belly of a whale for three days and three nights…well, what rational person can believe such things?  What civilized person could believe in such a naive God? 

We want a rational God, but we have a radical God, and it takes a radical faith to follow Him.  
Authors have written endless volumes trying to describe “faith.”  But faith is pretty simple.  Faith is simply saying “ok” when God says “trust me”, and meaning it.  And think about it, if God said to his holy people, cut your hair, “trust me…” well that doesn’t take much faith does it, no harm no foul.  If God said, put an extra portion in the offering plate this week, well okay God, times are tough, but if you say so, we can tighten the belt a bit more.  And if God had said to Father Abraham, …”Abraham wear a necktie as a sign of my promise to bless all people through your family,” Abraham’s faith might not be as legendary.
But if God said to you or your husband today, thou shall cutest off the foreskin of thy flesh and thy children’s flesh here and now…”trust me”…well let’s just say there would be no such thing as a nominal Christian.  If God commanded circumcision to new members of the church it would give the phrase “conversion experience,” a whole new meaning.  I wonder how successful Billy Graham’s evangelism would have been, had he based his mega-ministry on THAT type of altar call.  You women think you have trouble getting your husband’s to church now, there are things that could make his absence certain!  
Talk about putting up barriers to the Gospel.  Talk about not being a visitor-friendly church.  Sometimes people get insulted that we Lutherans practice closed communion.  As much as we want to be of one mind and faith when we approach the Lord’s Table together, outsiders tend to think we do it ‘cause we think we’re better than everyone else.  But I’m sure if we practiced closed circumcision outsiders would be more sympathetic to our teaching, and more willing to “understand” our point-of-view.
In our epistle lesson, St. Paul talks about the “Law”, which includes all of the Old Testament commands of God, especially that of Circumcision.  Paul says that the Law was a guardian of God’s people, and a guardian is a barrier, isn’t it?  It is someone or something thing that protects from outside danger and corruption.  The Law had a way of “cutting the world off” from God’s people, and setting them apart until Christ would come that all would be justified by faith.  The law was a sign of the promise until Christ came and a guardian of the true faith…because you can dern well bet nobody’s gonna get circumcised just to make grandma happy.  

There are a bunch of very tame explanations for God choosing such a radical measure a circumcision for his people.  First, there is no doubt that circumcision of the flesh points to a circumcision of the heart, that cutting foreskin figuratively means cutting off your sin—kind of like an extreme object lesson.  Some say that, because circumcision is bloody, it prepared God’s people to recognize Christ’s bloody sacrifice on the cross.  Some say circumcision shows us that it is our very nature that’s sinful, that sin is passed on through procreation and we are born with it.  And some say that with circumcision God chose a sign specific to men because original sin is passed on through the Father, which (if you ever wondered) is why a virgin birth could be sinless as in the case of Jesus by Mary.  
All these explanations makes nice biblical sense.  But when we Christians look at something like circumcision today, the overwhelming temptation is still to think that God’s Word is too ridiculous to be believed.   We might think to discard all of this as that “crude, bloody, primitive religion” of the OT, and search our hearts for a more sophisticated God that suits our middle class sensibilities.  It’s this temptation that makes me turn to Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians.  He says, 

For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men. For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. 

(1Co 1:25-29)
“God makes what is foolish in the world to shame the wise.”  The very foolishness of circumcision sets it against the wisdom of the world and makes it a sign of the very radical faith that justified Abraham and that justifies you before God.  There is no middle ground when it comes to the faith of Abraham.  Abraham had a radical faith, God told him to sacrifice his Son and he was willing, not out of selfish ambition, but out of faith.  God told Abraham to, without anesthetic, circumcise himself and his household, and he did it.  Now, people might doubt that God really told Abraham that, but nobody would doubt that Abraham believed it.  
In the Old Testament Law, God had given his people a guardian.  Now, God says, I have given my Word, my own Son, and by “the faith that fools the wisdom of the world” He has justifed you.  It would have been very rational for Jesus to save himself and spare the world, but he took the unconventional path to the cross to save us.
Blessed be the Name of Jesus, Amen.

