
 
 

Page 1 of 5 

 

 
 

A Lenten Rule by Paul Hahn 
 

Galatians 6:11-16 

Scripture Reading: Galatians 6:11-16 

Homily 

• “Three strikes and you’re out.”   
• “Do not chew gum in class.” 
• “All papers must be turned in on time, or a letter grade is subtracted.”  
• “Silence your cell phones before the feature presentation begins.”  
• “Don’t text and drive.”  
• “Please shower before and after swimming in the pool.” 
• “File your taxes by April 15th, or with an extension, by October 15th.”  

Rules. They tell us what to do and what not to do. We need rules. You cannot play games, or 
drive cars, or develop societies without them. We all get that. I was Jim’s soccer coach when he 
played U-5 and U-6. We had an awesome team and almost never lost.  But, one time we did 
when Fran had to fill in for me as coach. In this league, one coach from each team stood on the 
field with the players and served as a referee. The other coach decided to have no out-of-
bounds rules that day! He let the kids dribble and pass anywhere beyond the lines and even 
score from behind the goal! Our team would stop, because they knew the rules, but he just let 
them play on and cheered when they scored goals that were not goals. Fran didn’t know what 
to do, as this guy was really forceful. So that game was lost, in more ways than one.   
 
Rules are important. You can’t play without them. But, rules are never the thing. They provide 
space and freedom for us to do the things that really matter. The lines in soccer help you play 
the game inside them. If we have rules against polygamy and adultery in our society, the rules 
are given to give you room to learn to deeply and faithfully love one spouse, and be loved by 
him or her, across a span of years, inside of a monogamous relationship.  
 
So, rules are good, but only when they are not the main thing. Whenever someone says 
something like, “You know, I am a rules person,” or “I am a real stickler for those rules!” I get 
uneasy. That usually, though not always, is a real strong signal that major dysfunction lies 
ahead. It can mean that the essence of the thing – a game, a relationship, a community – has 
been lost in an effort to be scrupulous about the rules. 
 
It is a terrible thing to reduce the Christian life, which is about knowing a Person, One God in 
Three Persons actually – God the Father, and God the Spirit, through Jesus Christ the Son – to a 
set of rules to keep. Eternal life, said Jesus, is knowing him and the Father who sent him: “And 
this is eternal life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.” 
(John 17:3)  
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So, we must put off all the ways we tend to reduce the faith to rule keeping. This is what Paul’s 
letter to the Galatians is all about, a challenge to live by faith in a Person, rather than by 
keeping rules through the power of self: Having begun so well in grace that leads to freedom 
through obedience to the truth of the gospel, which leads us to have faith in Jesus, Paul says, 
“Who has cut in on you?” This is a thinly veiled reference to circumcision, the number one rule 
that was being pushed in the Galatian church community onto new Gentile converts. (see 
Galatians 5:1-15) And there were other rules being pushed in Galatia by false teachers. Gentiles 
must keep the Jewish dietary laws and observe the special holidays of the Old Testament. 
Jewish believers in Jesus must stop eating freely and publicly with Gentile followers of Jesus. 
Even Peter, it seems, felt pressure to follow this rule! And Paul rebukes him publicly for it! 
(Galatians 2:11-14)  Paul tells them that if they submit to these rules, they are functionally 
denying the gospel of hope in Christ alone. Rather, instead, they are placing confidence in their 
“own flesh”, that is, their religious effort.  
 
But surprisingly, Paul does speak of our need to keep a rule as he ends his letter: As for all who 
walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the Israel of God. (Galatians 6:16) 
Early Christians, considered a rule as a way of life, a pattern to live by in order to know God’s 
love in Christ, to know that love deeply and then in turn to love him dearly in response. We 
should think of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount this way (Matthew 5-7; Luke 6), or more succinctly, 
his Great Commandment (Matthew 22:36ff.) or his Golden Rule (Luke 6:31). Really, even the 
Ten Commandments should be thought about this way, as a pattern for a blessed life in 
communion with God for a redeemed and loved people (first Israel out Egypt and through the 
Red Sea; now all of us, the true Israel of God, out of sin and through the jaws of death). So, 
what is this rule, this way of life that flows with peace and mercy, that Paul desires us to follow? 
Listen to him as he lays it out:  
 
11) See with what large letters I am writing to you with my own hand. 12) It is those who want 
to make a good showing in the flesh who would force you to be circumcised, and only in order 
that they may not be persecuted for the cross of Christ. 13) For even those who are circumcised 
do not themselves keep the law, but they desire to have you circumcised that they may boast in 
your flesh. 14) But far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by 
which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 15) For neither circumcision counts 
for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation. 16) And as for all who walk by this rule, 
peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the Israel of God.  (Galatians 6:11-16) 
 
Paul’s rule has three parts to it, or three steps to it, like a waltz. And it is a beautiful dance to 
learn during Lent, for it directs us away from ourselves and toward Christ crucified for us. The 
first move is to stop trusting in the flesh. Paul has been rehearsing this concern throughout the 
letter, but he caps off his instruction here with yet a final urge, written in his own hand, rather 
than that of a secretary. He says: Stop listening to those voices who would force you to be 
circumcised! Stop listening to any voice who wants you to make a good showing in the flesh!  
 
When we hear the word flesh, if we have been around the church for very long, we 
immediately think of doing bad things – dirty things, sexually immoral things, dishonest things, 
drunken things, angry things. This isn’t a wrong understanding of Paul; he will sometimes make 
lists of fleshly activities like these. He does that here in Galatians: Now the works of the flesh 
are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, 



 
 

Page 3 of 5 

 

fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I 
warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of 
God.  (Galatians 5:19-21) Most of us think of “flesh” exclusively in this way when we read our 
Bibles.  
 
But, Paul also uses “flesh” in another way, and he will often switch gears quickly with his usage 
and meaning. Flesh is effort to justify oneself before God through one’s own power and action, 
especially through religious activity, like circumcision. Paul warns that those who want to make 
a good showing in the flesh do so to avoid identifying with the cross of Christ, with Jesus 
crucified. It is those who want to make a good showing in the flesh who would force you to be 
circumcised, and only in order that they may not be persecuted for the cross of Christ. (v.12)  
 
This is such a good word for us during Lent, for we can turn Lent into a season of the flesh, of 
great religious activity and effort that has the effect of drawing us away from Jesus. Lent is 
meant to be a time when we give up on ourselves. This is what the denials of food or drink or 
action are always meant to be about: giving up on what we can do, on who we are in ourselves, 
leaving exclusive space for the mercy and love of Jesus to flood the rooms of our hearts and 
minds. But, when we make Lent about our willpower, our rigor, our setting tough spiritual goals 
and then achieving them, we miss badly.  
 
Let me say it this plainly: giving up chocolate, sugar, coffee, television, or social media for Lent, 
or meeting a goal of reading the Bible and praying so many minutes a day, and achieving those 
goals in your own strength for the sake of your own spiritual pride, as acts of the flesh, to self-
justify your sense of status with God and with his people, can be dangerous to your soul. As 
dangerous in some ways as indulging in the other kinds of fleshly activity – like getting 
hammered or binging on porn. Do you ever think about the flesh like that? You should! Let us 
beg the Spirit to help us put off this Lent all forms of religious pride. It is ugly; it is repulsive; 
worse still, it is deadly. This is the first part of Paul’s rule, the first step in his waltz, to put no 
confidence in the flesh. (Philippians 3:3) 
 
The second step in the waltz is to boast in the cross of Christ. …Far be it from me to boast 
except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ. (v.14) We boast in those things for which we are 
proud, those things that make us feel strong and powerful, those things that give us meaning 
and joy – our money, achievements, fame, power, beauty, and endurance; our children and 
their accomplishments; our teams and their victories. Paul wants us to be like him with our 
boasting: to boast in nothing except the cross of Jesus. This is so counter-intuitive, so different 
for us in terms of boasting, for the cross is a place of cursedness, powerlessness, defeat, 
poverty, ugliness, death. Don’t let the familiarity of the cross block this from your view – we are 
being asked to embrace a completely different kind of boasting as Christians, something that is 
so different that it will leave us mocked and persecuted together with Jesus when we do. Paul 
alludes to this earlier in our passage. One of the allurements of religious fleshly activity is it 
tends to help us avoid persecution (v.12), because people can dismiss it as just another plan of 
human effort and show of pride.  
 
When you boast in something or someone, you are consumed with thinking about it, you roll it 
around in your imagination and thoughts the way you would roll a favorite piece of candy inside 
your mouth. This is the real challenge of Lent, as well as of this chapter: Do we, or don’t we, 
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follow a crucified Messiah? Is Jesus on the cross our boast? Do we satisfy ourselves richly and 
deeply with the sweetness of the cross? There is only one pedestal in the kingdom of God, and 
only one person to be put on it. But it isn’t a statue to be put up as a monument in a town 
square. It is a cross; and the Messiah who hung and died on it passed judgment on all human 
fame, celebrity, popularity and reputation. (NT Wright)  
 
There is a third step in the waltz. We cease with the flesh; we boast in the cross; and we 
embrace the patterns of new creation. Hear Paul: But far be it from me to boast except in the 
cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 
For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation. (vv.14-15) 
 
We boast in Jesus’ death. In doing so, we begin to emulate that way. Think about kids imitating 
their favorite musicians and athletes, who have become their heroes. Paul says there is more 
though; in fact, we receive a new birth into the way of the cross. We are crucified to all the old 
ways of the world – the power and money grabs, the rushes for fame and honor – and born 
again for something new, for crucifixion.  
 
Ash Wednesday says to us: “You have a purpose. It is to follow Jesus in the cross. You are born 
again for this. You have forgotten this. Embrace the cross again. Live the new pattern. Old ways 
of winning have ceased to work. A new day, a new way to win has come. You win by losing. The 
way up is down, down into suffering and death, a path that you choose.” Jesus told his disciples 
repeatedly when he walked together with them that he was planning to die. He stunned them 
with his language of suffering and death, of losing when he was supposed to win, when he did 
really seem to be winning – feeding thousands of hungry with just a few loaves and fish, casting 
out demons, healing, teaching with authority like none other, forgiving sins, calming storms, 
calling men to new lives out of their empty existences. Jesus was winning. But, then he talks of 
losing! And he talks about it a lot. As the Christ, the anointed King, he will suffer and die. This is 
his mission, to win only by losing. And it is a mission that was meant to capture them, to 
capture us. We are born again for this – to keep dying to self for the sake of the world. 
 
Andrew Walls, religious historian, notes that Christianity is the only world religion that has a 
moving central locus. For Jews, the locus is always Jerusalem; for Muslims, it is still the Middle 
East; for Buddhism still the Far East; for Hinduism, it is still India. But, for Christianity, the center 
is always moving: Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, Rome, Europe, North America, now the 
Southern Hemisphere. When asked why, he notes: One must conclude, I think, that there is a 
certain vulnerability, a fragility at the heart of Christianity. You might say that this is the 
vulnerability of the cross. Walls posits that whenever Christianity is in a place of power and 
wealth for a long period, the radical message of the cross, of sin and grace, starts to get muted. 
The gospel mutates into a nice, safe religion for respectable people who try to be good. 
Eventually it becomes somewhat dormant, unless deep renewal occurs in the middle of 
brokenness. If not, then the center moves on. Lent can be the space for this kind of renewal, as 
we acknowledge our brokenness and the broken body of Jesus that mends us, as we take long 
looks at our sin, but even longer looks at Jesus, crucified for us, and boast there. And it must be 
a mission that captures our lives. This is the life of new creation. Old things have passed; new 
things have come.  
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In John Irving’s A Prayer for Owen Meany (I absolutely LOVE this book! On my all-time top ten 
list! If you don’t like John Irving’s stuff, I don’t either. But, this book is AMAZING!), Owen 
struggles to find his way, his purpose, all the way through childhood and into his early adult life. 
But, he keeps incessantly practicing something, a move that seems ridiculous, quirky at best, 
stupid and wasteful at worst. But, in the end, he discovers that this move was what he was born 
to do, the move is his purpose (he calls it “the shot”), what will save life as he sacrifices his own. 
(I won’t spoil things for you by telling you any more!) You were born again, to embody the 
moves of the cross. 
 
If you put something off or put something new on this Lent, and I really hope you will, then 
make it according to Paul’s rule, a gospel waltz step (I borrowed this image and phrase from 
Bob Flayhart, a pastor friend of mine) – a step of sacrifice or intentionality, that you take no 
pride in or freak out over if you fail to do it perfectly, that makes you more aware of and joyful 
over Jesus’ death for you, and more ready to give your life away in cross shaped patterns for 
friends, for people you don’t know, even for your enemies. Maybe it will be not watching 
television so you can be more present with others. Maybe it will be not eating or drinking 
something, then taking those cravings to God in prayer, asking him to help you taste Jesus and 
his love on the cross. Who knows? The Spirit will guide you. I would love to hear where he takes 
you and what comes from those steps.      
 
I leave you at the foot of the cross, always a good place to be. Behold the man nailed to a tree—
that peasant, from a working family, despised and unknown. Look at Him there—the weakness 
of God, rejected, despised, unfashionable as ever, cursed by His own Father. If only He’d gotten 
with the program. But He didn’t. And that’s the point of the cross. That’s why there was a cross. 
Jesus didn’t ever get with the world’s program. He remained authentic to who God wanted Him 
to be. …Maybe we should get with His program. (Brandon Ambrosino)  
 
Prayer: Almighty God, whose Son our Savior Jesus Christ was lifted high upon the cross that he 
might draw the whole world to himself: Mercifully grant that we, who glory in the mystery of 
our redemption, may have grace to take up our cross and follow him; who lives and reigns with 
you and the Holy Spirit, one God, in glory everlasting. Amen. (The Book of Common Prayer) 


