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A few little boys have been coming into my office. They run in, climb up on the chairs, 
and chatter away about all manner of things that occupy their minds and imaginations. I 
hear about Pokémon, Transformers, karate moves, and things that look like a person’s 
bottom. 
 
Recently one little guy launched into a long and detailed description about a game or 
movie (I couldn’t determine which) that involved flying discs, mutations, and all manner 
of digital mayhem. As he caught his breath I said that when my kids were young we 
didn’t let them play video games. He looked at me as if I had asparagus suddenly 
growing out of my ears. I said we knew they played at their friend’s houses, but we didn’t 
own a platform and we thought there was always something that they could play outside. 
That was our family rule. 
 
He looked crestfallen but then added, “My mom and dad don’t let me play video games 
either….” 
 
Every family has rules. 

When Sandi was growing up she couldn’t play with the neighbor kids on Sunday. 
After church, family dinner, doing the dishes, and maybe a nap, she could play 
outside, but not with other kids. When I was a child there was clearly no “potty 
talk.” Using salty language in front of my mom and dad would mean getting my 
mouth washed out with soap. There was a long list of words (that I now use 
regularly) that I would never breathe in front of my parents. 

 
You get the idea. 
The rules are different from family to family, but every family has rules. 
What rules do you remember? 
 
Maybe a more substantive question is about the purpose of those rules. What were their 
underlying goals or assumptions? What was their purpose? 

Some rules are meant to keep us safe. 
Some rules shape identity, set fences, and engrain habits. 
Some rules have a moral component while other are purely utilitarian. 
And some rules are idiosyncratic cultural heirlooms. 

 
Well, dear friends, in our text this morning Paul is writing about the nature of family 
rules. Consider…. 
 
 
 



Paul was raised in the belly of the Torah ~ the Law of God as revealed to Moses. That 
Law included all sorts of rules for the Hebrew family. For example: 
 

Remember the Sabbath day… 
Honor your father and your mother… 
Do not plant your field with two kinds of seeds… 
Do not wear clothing woven of two kinds of material… 
If a man meets a virgin pledged to be married and he sleeps with her, you shall 
take both of them to the gate of town and stone them to death… 
If your servant says to you, “I do not want to leave you,” because he loves you 
and your family and is well off with you, then take an awl and push it through his 
ear lobe into the door, and he will become your servant for life. Do same for your 
female servant… 

 
Hebrew prayer shawls typically have tassels that include 613 knots because tradition has 
it that there are 613 commandants in the Torah. And, in writing to the Christ-followers in 
Galatia, Paul is wrestling with the implications of keeping those 613 commandments as a 
symbol of being at peace with God. In light of Jesus, and the gift of the Spirit, he’s trying 
to get at the place and purpose of those family rules. 
 
The letter suggests a division between Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians about the 
purpose of the Law. Some maintained that in order to be in relationship with Christ you 
must also, or first, keep the Law. Paul is arguing that our standing with God is a matter of 
grace and the coming of the Spirit and not a function of keeping the Law. 
 
So, what then is the purpose of the Law? 
 
Paul writes that living under the Law was a kind of confinement that he describes by 
using two words: 

One has to do with the protection of a military guard who stood watch at the city 
gate. The second means to keep something under restraint, to “hem in” or “coop 
up.” Both words suggest that the law held people in check, confined them, so that 
they couldn’t escape. Our translation puts it, “…we were held in custody under 
the law, locked up…” 

 
But then Paul shifts metaphors and writes that the law is like a paidagagos, which often 
gets translated as teacher or disciplinarian. The same root from which we get pedagogy. 

The law is like a teacher or a tutor, but here it has less of an educational function 
and more of disciplinary function. It refers to the practice of assigning to (mostly) 
boys a personal slave-attendant who went wherever the boy went and exercised 
discipline over him ~ sort of like a babysitter. 

 
Paul describes the Law, these family rules, as a babysitter until Jesus comes home. It is a 
wonderful playful image. 
 



I was naughty by nature so when we had a babysitter I pushed the boundaries of every 
rule. When my parents walked out the door the rules flew out the window. One 
unsuspecting neighbor boy was a babysitter, and all sorts of mischief must have ensued 
under his watch because one summer night he was so frustrated that he locked me outside 
in my underwear. I was in junior high and hiding in the bushes in nothing but my tighty-
whiteys. That same babysitter put my head under a pillow and sat on it. I think my 
brother tattled about that incident and that was the last time my parents hired that boy to 
watch us. As if it was his fault…. 
 
Maybe my naughtiness is instructive. Paul is suggesting that as history unfolded the Law 
was given to hold us in place, babysit us, until Jesus arrived. Our translation has it this 
way: 
 

So, the law was put in charge of us until Christ came… 
 
Evangelical Englishman John Stott offers this summary: 
 

…the oppressive work of the law was temporary, and it was ultimately intended 
not to hurt but to bless. Its purpose was to shut us in prison until Christ should set 
us free, or to put us under tutors until Christ should adopt us as sons (and 
daughters)… 

 
Is that helpful? 

The family rules functioned to protect us and instruct us until God came in Christ. 
We’re naughty by nature and the family rules were meant to hold us until our 
Father came home. 

 
“I Will Follow You Into the Dark,” by Death Cab for Cutie, is an earnest, emotive, 
adolescent meditation on love and death. In the middle of the song these lyrics caught my 
attention: 
 

In Catholic school as vicious as Roman rule 
I got my knuckles bruised by a lady in black 
And I held my tongue as she told me, “Son, fear is the heart of love” 
So, I never went back 

 
The image of a nun rapping a student’s knuckles with a ruler is common comedic fare. 
But, underneath that image is the notion that rules (and nuns) are designed to keep us in 
check and in some manner teach us the will and way of God. 

And when we don’t measure up,  
or can’t measure up,  
or won’t measure up,  
or when we’re too naughty,  
or we’re too normal,  
those rules are meant to rap our knuckles, throw us outside half naked, and point 
to our guilt…. 



 
And in that fear, we would be driven to God? 
 
Listen to how Martin Luther writes about it: 

 
God… uses the Law to bring life. God saw that the universal illusion of self-
righteousness could not be put down in any other way but by the Law. The Law 
dispels all self-illusions. It puts the fear of God in a man. Without this fear there 
can be no thirst for God’s mercy. God accordingly uses the Law for a hammer to 
break up the illusion of self-righteousness, that we should despair of our own 
strength and efforts at self-justification. 

 
Now. Methinks that makes good sense to guilt-burdened Catholics and Calvinists, but it 
would barely make a ripple for those who don’t give the Law, a law, any law a second 
thought…. 

It is religious gibberish in a world were human freedom is the highest good. It 
makes little sense in a culture where “I’ll do me and you do you” is the guiding 
principal. It is antiquated rubbish for those who only know the rule of rational 
self-interest or the pursuit of pleasure. 

 
So, in our context is there any way to understand these family rules?  
Is there some function to the Law? 
Even today, what are we to make of it? 
 
Let’s come at it this way…. 
When I was a kid I pushed hard and long against my father’s rules. I told him at one point 
that I didn’t want to be anything like him. I couldn’t wait to bust out of what felt like 
confinement. They were his rules, not my rules. They were rules that were outside of me: 

A guard at the gate,  
a prison,  
a babysitter. 
And I was tired of getting my knuckles rapped…. 

 
But, as it turns out, those rules also kept me safe. They made me feel guilty. They held 
me in check. They held me together. And I couldn’t shake them. 

And today, by love and grace, those essential rules ~ that defined who my father 
was ~ are no longer outside of me, they’re inside of me. Somehow, they’re part of 
me. I want to follow the rules not out of fear, but out of love. I constantly fail and 
fall short. But I am forgiven and free. 

 
Or, as Scott Hoezee puts it: 
 

The reason we can treat each other in love and with such generosity over and 
above the distinctions in life that so often keep people apart is because we have 
internalized the Law of love and all its myriad implications. We no longer need to 
be told to keep the Law—the Spirit that lives in us on account of baptism keeps it 



for us and in us and goads us in gratitude for our salvation in Christ to follow 
God’s ways joyfully. 

 
Dear friends, scripture talks about the Law in all sorts of ways, but in our text this 
morning, the Law held us in check, and pointed us toward our inability to make things 
right with God. The Law babysat us until Christ came home. And in Christ we are at 
peace with God…. 

We are at peace with God not by bruised knuckles but by forgiveness. 
We are at peace not because we kept the rules but because we belong to Christ; 
and the very Spirit of God lives in us so that we might live into God’s will and 
way in this world ~ a world in which there is no longer Jew nor Gentile, slave or 
free… but all are one in Christ. 

 
The rule of God’s family is love ~ a love that drives out all fear. 
Thanks be to God. 
Amen. 


