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Text 
But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the 

Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. 

There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely 

by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of 

atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he 

had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished-- 26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present 

time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 27 Where, then, is boasting? It 

is excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith. 28 For we maintain 

that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law. 

 

Introduction 
 I wrestled a lot with how to preach this sermon, what to say at an occasion like 

this.  It’s very tempting at times like these to talk about all the great things that have 

happened in the last 20 years, all the ministry we have done, all the lives we have 

changed, all the money we’ve given to missions… and try to convince myself and you 

about how great we are.  At first, I’ll admit, that’s what I wanted this to be.  And if I tried 

I could maybe spin the story that way; there have been some neat things that have 

happened. 

 But you know if we’re really honest, as we look back on the past 20 years there 

have been a lot of mistakes made.  You don’t want to talk about this at a 20 year 

anniversary service, but we’ve seen marriages fall apart, people leave the faith, broken 

and strained relationships, a church plant train wreck.  We haven’t accomplished great 

things in the city.  There’s so much of our vision that’s still unrealized.  There are people 

who have been an integral part of us who wouldn’t come back to something like this 

because it would be too painful for various reasons. 

So we can’t really sit around and cheer – “Yay!  Go us!”  Immanuel Baptist 

Church isn’t great.  We aren’t the cool church that can point to all the amazing things 

we’ve accomplished.  There’s not much we can boast about. 

Which led me on a study in the Bible on this topic of boasting.  So that’s what I 

want to talk about today.  What does the Bible have to say about boasting? 

 

Boasting is Bad 
 First off, boasting is generally bad.  The basic definition of boasting is bragging, 

saying, “Look at me!  Look at what I’ve done.  I’m pretty awesome.”  It’s tied very 
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closely to pride.  And so we see boasting listed several places in the Bible right along 

with a bunch of other bad things. 

 

Romans 1:29-31 – “They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, 

greed and depravity.  They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice.  

They are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they 

invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they are senseless, faithless, 

heartless, ruthless.”  That’s quite a list!  And boasting is right in the middle of it 

all. 

 

Similarly 2 Timothy 3:2-4 – “People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of 

money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, 

without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of 

the good, treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of 

God.” 

 

Or think about 1 Corinthians 13:4 – “Love is patient, love is kind.  It does not 

envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.” 

 

Boasting is bad.  And people generally recognize this; we don’t like boasting… 

and yet, we’re strangely drawn to it.  We’re insecure and want to feel important so we 

will try to find ways to let people know what we know or what we’ve done.  And we 

don’t want to be known as boastful, so we’ll mask it but we’re still touting our record 

somehow, trying to spin things to make us look as good as possible, trying to make sure 

we get the credit where we can.  We can be boastful ourselves. 

And, have you ever thought about this: we can also gravitate towards boastful 

people or organizations because that’s another way to feel important – I know someone 

who is important or I’m part of something that’s important.  Boasting is bad and yet 

we’re drawn to it. 

 

Boasting in the OT 
 There are two passages in the OT that are illuminating on this topic of boasting.  

The first is Judges 7.  This is a story of a man named Gideon that God calls to rescue the 

Israelites from the oppressing Midianites.  Gideon gets all of his men together and is 

ready to go and we read – “The LORD said to Gideon, ‘You have too many men…  In 

order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her…” and 

then we read about how God whittled the force down from 32,000 to 300.  Why?  God 

wanted it to be crystal clear that they did not save themselves.  He wanted to eliminate 

the option of boasting. 

 The other OT passage is Jeremiah 9:23-24 – “This is what the LORD says: ‘Let 

not the wise man boast of his wisdom or the strong man boast of his strength or the rich 

man boast of his riches, but let him who boasts boast about this: that he understands and 

knows me…”  So here we see clearly that God is opposed to boasting in your own 

qualities or achievements.  But we also see that there is a good kind of boasting – 

boasting that we know the Lord, really know him.  We shouldn’t be talking about 

ourselves and how great we are.  We should be saying, “I know Someone who is really 
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great!  That’s the only thing about me really, my only claim to fame, the only thing I’ve 

got going for me… and it’s amazing!” 

 

Boasting in NT 

 Coming into the NT we see the same things.  Very much like with Gideon in the 

OT we see clearly in the NT that God arranges our ultimate salvation in such a way that it 

eliminates all grounds for boasting in ourselves.  How?  By making it absolutely clear 

that we’re not saved by our good works but entirely by God’s grace, through faith in 

Jesus.  We can’t take any credit for it.  The only thing we contribute to our salvation is 

the sin we need to be saved from.  We’re helpless.  Like someone caught in quicksand, 

any effort of our own only gets us in deeper.  We need someone from the outside to come 

in and pull us out. 

 And that’s what Jesus does.  He lived the life nobody ever could – total 

perfection.  Then he died the death we all deserve to die – under God’s wrath.  And he 

rose from the dead conquering sin, Satan, and death.  And we get joined to him so that his 

life of perfection stands in for us and our life of sin is paid for by him and all that he 

achieved and enjoys forever and ever becomes ours. 

 That’s what that passage that was read earlier from Romans 3 is laying out so 

beautifully.  We call it the gospel, because it’s good news.  It’s not about us and what we 

have to do.  It’s about Jesus and what he has done.  And did you notice how that section 

ended?  With the question – “Where, then, is boasting?  It is excluded.  On what 

principle?  On that of observing the law?  No, but on that of faith.  For we maintain that a 

man is justified by faith apart from observing the law” (Rom. 3:27-28). 

If you were saved by observing the law, by something you did, by being good 

enough, smart enough, kind enough, religious enough, disciplined enough, earnest 

enough, whatever enough – there would be something you could boast about.  But if 

you’re saved simply by trusting in the work of another for you on your behalf, then 

you’ve got nothing to pat yourself on the back about. 

Faith is not a work.  Back to the quicksand analogy: faith is going limp and letting 

the guy on a rope attached to a helicopter pull you out.  Maybe he says, “Don’t do 

anything, just lean onto me and I’ll grab you and get you out.”  No newspaper headline 

the next day is going to say, “Quicksand survivor saved by superior limpness and 

leaning.”  If Jesus has saved you there is nothing you can boast about.  Boasting is 

excluded. 

 Romans 4 makes sure there’s no confusion, using the OT figure Abraham as an 

example.  “If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about 

– but not before God.  What does the Scripture say?  ‘Abraham believed God, and it was 

credited to him as righteousness.’  Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to 

him as a gift, but as an obligation.  However, to the man who does not work but trusts 

God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness” (Rom. 4:2-5).  That’s 

the gospel – God saves and you have nothing to boast about. 

 Ephesians 2:8-9 makes the same point – “For it is by grace you have been saved, 

through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that 

no one can boast.”  Salvation by grace alone through faith alone strips all our grounds for 

boasting away.  And that is what the Bible offers.  And it’s good news.  You can get off 

the exhausting treadmill of trying to save yourself.  You can stop trying to re-write God’s 



4 

laws so that you’ve not done anything wrong after all.  You can stop trying to make up 

for the wrong things you’ve done.  You can stop trying to spin things to make yourself 

seem better than you are.  None of it will work.  You don’t have to pretend you’re not 

messed up and put on make-up, present an airbrushed version of you all the time.  You 

don’t have to live like you’re constantly preparing for and going to job interviews.  Yuck! 

 Isn’t it good news that God doesn’t act like a team captain on the school 

playground, just picking the cool kids.  God doesn’t save people if they’re strong or 

competent or smart, people that have proven themselves and could be a good asset to 

God’s team.  That’s just not how it works.  1 Corinthians 1 – “Brothers, think of what 

you were when you were called.  Not many of you were wise by human standards; not 

many were influential; not many were of noble birth.  But God chose the foolish things of 

the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong.  

He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things – and the things that are 

not – to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him.  It is because of 

him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God – that is, our 

righteousness, holiness and redemption.  Therefore, as it is written: ‘Let him who boasts 

boast in the Lord’” (1Cor. 1:26-31). 

 That’s a reference back to the Jeremiah passage we looked at in the OT (see also 

2Cor. 10:17).  So salvation by grace and not by effort – God’s work and not ours – 

eliminates that bad kind of boasting – the prideful, self-promoting kind.  But there is a 

good kind of boasting – boasting in the Lord.  Not – “I’m great.”  But – “God is great!”  

Not – “Look what I’ve done.”  But – “Look at what he has done!”  As Galatians 6:14 

says, “May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  That is all we’ve 

got going for us… and it is everything! 

 It’s hard to swallow.  We so easily slip back into working for God’s approval and 

wanting to take credit for something.  That’s why we need this gospel not just at the 

beginning of the Christian life, but week in and week out.  Listen to Martin Luther’s 

insight at 20 years into the Reformation: 

 

[I]t will be exceedingly difficult to get into another habit of thinking….  

The heart is always ready to boast of itself before God and say: After all, I 

have preached so long and lived so well and done so much, surely he will 

take this into account…. But it cannot be done.  With men you may 

boast….  But when you come before God, leave all that boasting at home 

and remember to appeal from justice to grace.  [But] let anybody try this 

and he will see and experience how exceedingly hard and bitter it is….  I 

myself have been preaching and cultivating [this message of grace]… for 

almost twenty years and still I feel the old clinging dirt of wanting to deal 

so with God that I may contribute something, so that he will have to give 

me his grace in exchange for my holiness.  And still I cannot get it into my 

head that I should surrender myself completely to sheer grace; yet [I know 

that] this is what I should and must do.
1
 

 

There’s that passage that scares a lot of people (I think a lot of times for the 

wrong reasons) in Matthew 7 where Jesus says, “Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, 

Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform 
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many miracles?’  Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you.  Away from me, you 

evildoers’” (Mt. 7:22-23)!  We get scared that this might be us, that we will arrive to the 

last day and not have done enough and not make it in.  But do you see?  We miss the 

point.  These people had done a lot.  In fact, they are kind of boasting about all that they 

had done – prophesied, drove out demons, performed miracles; pretty cool stuff.  But 

that’s just it.  They were still boasting in themselves.  They didn’t know the Lord, really 

know him as Savior who had done everything for them – all they had, but in whom they 

had all. 

 So in the OT and in the NT we see how God has set things up in such a way that 

we cannot boast in anything we’ve done, but can only boast in the Lord, that we know 

him in Jesus Christ.  My deepest desire is that you would know him this way, that 

anybody who is or has been connected with Immanuel would not boast in anything about 

themselves or anything else but only in the Lord. 

I think this is what Paul means when he talks about boasting “on the day of Christ 

that [he] did not run or labor for nothing” (Ph. 2:16; cf. 2Cor. 1:14).  If he could be said 

to boast on that final day it would be that he taught people not to boast in anything but 

Christ and that those he had invested in are there with him reveling in Christ as their 

everything.  That will be a joyous thing!  I pray and hope and trust that this reunion is just 

a foretaste of heaven when people that the Lord brought through Immanuel are gathered 

around the throne relishing Christ, boasting in him. 

 

Boasting in Weaknesses 

 Now in my study of boasting in the Bible I did come across a few instances of 

boasting that seemed a bit strange,
2
 especially in the extremely personal book of 2 

Corinthians.  Paul at places seems to be boasting in himself, his experiences and authority 

(i.e. 2Cor. 10:8, 11:10). 

But you have to understand the background for this letter.  Paul preached the 

gospel in Corinth and saw this church planted, he knew them deeply, and after he left he 

found out that they were becoming enamored with some false teachers that came in and 

were called ‘super-apostles’.  The ‘super-apostles’ were teaching this troubled church that 

they needed something more than what Paul gave them.  They needed dynamic 

leadership, big growth, powerful ministry, more effectiveness.  These ‘super-apostles’ 

were questioning Paul’s authenticity and authority because his life didn’t look successful.  

He was weak and nerdy; he got rejected and beat up a lot.  He wasn’t cool. 

And so in this letter Paul gets kind of sarcastic with them, playing around a bit, 

trying to show the foolishness of these ‘super-apostles’ and their way of thinking, “in 

order to cut the ground from under” them (2Cor. 11:12) – “Okay, I’ll be like them for a 

bit, I’ll do a little boasting myself” (cf. 2Cor. 11:16).  But if you notice where it’s 

going… it’s going to 2 Corinthians 11:30 – “If I must boast, I will boast of the things 

that show my weakness.” 

The twist comes into full view in chapter 12 where he’s basically saying, “Here’s 

what we should boast about – our weaknesses, our failures, our struggles, the things that 

reveal that we are nothing, just jars of clay” (cf. 2Cor. 4:7).  It’s in chapter 12 where Paul 

reveals that he has a ‘thorn in the flesh’ to keep him from becoming conceited.  “Three 

times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me.  But he said to me, ‘My grace is 

sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’  Therefore I will boast all 
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the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me” (2Cor. 

12:8-9).  We don’t boast of our strengths, we boast of our weaknesses, for they showcase 

the beauty and power of the gospel. 

God so often and so lovingly humbles you, gives you failure and hardship and 

broken dreams.  Why?  So that you can learn to boast only in Christ.  So that you can 

depend totally on him and not think you’re hot stuff.  We so naturally want something of 

ourselves to boast in, even if it’s just patting ourselves on the back that we’re not 

boastful.  But God’s grace is so much deeper than we know.  Because he loves us and 

wants to free us from our delusions he will let us see how weak we really are so that we 

can be strong in the Lord. 

Boasting is bad.  God’s way of salvation excludes it.  Instead we should boast in 

the Lord.  And here another kind of boasting is allowed: boasting in your weaknesses, 

because boasting in your weaknesses leads to boasting in the Lord and not yourself. 

 

Conclusion 
So what does this study of boasting in the Bible mean for a church?  We’ve 

looked at it mostly from the personal angle.  But the same principles apply to a collective 

body like a church.  As we reflect on 20 years there’s not huge amazing things we can 

point to.  We’re not putting on conferences to tell everyone else how we’ve done it.  

We’re not the evangelical poster child for urban ministry.  We don’t have a lot likes on 

Facebook.  We don’t have a lot to brag about.  We are weak. 

I think the one thing we can say is that by God’s grace this church has 

consistently preached the gospel, this gospel I’ve been unpacking.  As Hobin tells the 

story, what drove that initial handful of young people praying for three years from which 

Immanuel came was a heartfelt conviction that “the church must trust in the transforming 

power of God’s Word rather than in human wisdom and embrace the cross of Jesus and 

revel in the all-sufficiency of Christ’s atoning sacrifice.”  I believe we have stayed true to 

that initial charter. 

When I came in 2004 there was a short list of questions and two of them were: (1) 

What are your convictions concerning preaching?  (2) How would the doctrine of the 

“centrality of Christ” be most visibly/practically worked out in your ministry?  Preaching 

Christ was so central to what this was about.  They didn’t ask, “What’s your plan for 

making us a mega-church?”  Lots of things have changed at Immanuel through the years, 

but the preaching of Christ from all of Scripture hasn’t.  It is the constant, because he is 

the constant.  He is all we have.  “We do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord” 

(2Cor. 4:5).  We don’t have a great resume or track record in a lot of things, but what we 

have is the gospel. 

One of my favorite authors, Jared Wilson, writes – “Big church or small church, 

growing church or declining church, well-known church or obscure church – all churches 

are epic successes full of the eternal, invincible quality of the kingdom of God when they 

treasure Jesus’s gospel and follow him.”
3
 

I also think of Charles Spurgeon, often called the ‘Prince of Preachers’.  He 

pastored a huge church in London in the 1800s and was a sought after preacher.  God was 

pleased to accomplish great things for his glory through him, as he does from time to 

time.  But Spurgeon tells the story of being delayed by the trains to go preach at this 

small church.  Since he was late, his grandfather, James, who had also been a preacher, 
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though much lesser known, began to preach instead.  Then Charles arrived and James 

stopped his sermon and said, “Here comes my grandson.  He can preach the gospel better 

than I can, but you cannot preach a better gospel, can you, Charles?’
4
 

Other churches may preach the gospel better than we do, but they can’t preach a 

better gospel.  There is but one gospel and it can’t be improved.  It is foolish and simple 

and yet it is “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16).  

It is what this church has been about for 20 years.  And it teaches us to say that Christ is 

what it’s all about. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
Hobin unfortunately was not able to be here today, but he gave me this note to 

read to you all: 

 

IBC’s inaugural service twenty years ago didn’t look much like today’s. 

First of all, we met outside, sitting on the grass near the baseball diamond 

of Loyola Park in East Rogers Park (we were worried it would rain, but 

God provided four consecutive dry Sundays until we found a storefront 

theater near Uptown). Second, those attending the service were entirely 

Asian Americans. A number of friends came out to lend support for our 

kickoff service at the park; and we hoped some of the bystanders curious 

about what we were doing would come back the following weeks to hear 

the Good News, but we knew it would be not many more than four of us 

Asians, the first members of IBC, for some time in the future (I should 

also mention another difference: we worshipped in the 80s praise songs – 

the best kind). 

 

Much has changed since then – twenty years is a long time. Not only has 

the physical location of Sunday meeting changed multiple times, but also 

the ethnic or racial diversity of the members has grown, not to mention the 

total number of the members.  The ministry focus has gone through 

changes as well.  IBC first sought to serve the poor and the needy in East 

Rogers Park neighborhood.  But after several bouts with the real life inner 

city situations, which challenged our readiness and know-how for such 

ministries, we decided to concentrate on the preaching and teaching of the 

gospel and pray God will eventually equip us to serve the poor and the 

needy with proper resources.  And about ten years ago, we heard the call 

to preach the gospel in the context of a specific city neighborhood; and we 

moved into the UIC area, where we are today. 

 

The twenty years of IBC, I guess, can be likened to twenty years of a 

person’s life.  It began with youthful exuberance and idealism – our 

prayers were loud and passionate; and wouldn’t take no for an answer.  It 

had times of pure fun and intimate joy – we would give up our lives for 

one another.  But it also had moments of darkness and heartbreaks, the 
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sins that festered and destroyed, the cynicism and distrust that followed.  

Life has a way of tempering your expectations and making you more 

cautious with your decisions.  But, here we are twenty years later, still 

meeting and hearing the good news preached each Sunday.  It is a 

testament to God’s faithfulness.  There is nobody who can claim the credit 

for perseverance of IBC’s existence.  People came and went (there is only 

one person left from the original Sunday service twenty years ago).  But 

God, for his good purpose, has sustained IBC.  In another words, God still 

wants his Son preached and his love demonstrated through and by the 

people who identify themselves as belonging to IBC family – small in 

number, yet no less than a body of Christ.  It is sobering to realize IBC in 

itself has no significance; there is nothing special about IBC that God must 

not want to let go.  But it is God who chose and still chooses to advance 

his kingdom through IBC. 

 

My prayer is not necessarily IBC remains another hundred years, but IBC 

continues to become the people through whom he chose to magnify his 

name, that we love one another better, lay down our lives for one another 

so that the world will know the Father sent his Son.  Youthful zeal can be 

short lived; and cynicism dissipates hearts.  But the hope of the future 

bought by Christ’s death and resurrection is the fountain of our joy.  I 

hope IBC continues to wrestle for this joy, and for one another.  I hope 

IBC rises above hurts and disappointments and grasp the great love of 

Christ.  I hope, therefore, our friends and our neighbors will see God sent 

his Son to redeem us and take us home. 

 

I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power 

through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your 

hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in 

love, may have power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp 

how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know 

this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure 

of all the fullness of God. Now to him who is able to do immeasurably 

more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work 

within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 

generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 24, 2014.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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