
Galatians Chapter 4 

A Deep Expository Study: Sons, Not Slaves — The Fullness 
of Time, the Spirit of Adoption, and the Danger of Returning 
to Bondage 

 

Introduction to Galatians Chapter 4 

From Slavery to Sonship — and the Tragedy of Turning Back 

Galatians chapter 4 is one of the most emotionally rich and theologically dense chapters 
in all of Paul's letters. It moves from majestic doctrinal declaration to personal pastoral 
anguish to careful Old Testament interpretation, and it does all of this in service of a 
single, burning argument: you have been made sons of God through Jesus Christ, and to 
return to any form of religious slavery is not humility -- it is tragedy. 

By the time we reach chapter 4, Paul has already established the divine origin of his 
gospel (chapter 1), its confirmation by the Jerusalem apostles and its defense at Antioch 
(chapter 2), and the argument from Abraham, the law, and the promise that justification 
is by faith and not by works (chapter 3). Now in chapter 4, he draws the personal and 
experiential implications of all of that theology. He moves from the courtroom to the 
household. He moves from the argument about legal standing to the reality of family 
identity. He is no longer asking: how does a person get right with God? He is now 
asking: do you understand who you actually are because of what Christ has done? 

The Galatians, under the influence of the Judaizers, were in danger of treating their new 
identity in Christ as something to be supplemented or secured by law-observance. They 
were beginning to keep special days, months, seasons, and years -- the Jewish religious 
calendar -- as though their standing before God depended on it. And Paul sees this not 
as a minor adjustment but as a return to slavery. The chapter is his urgent, anguished, 
personal appeal: do not go back. You are not slaves. You are sons. Act like it. 

The Four Major Movements of Chapter 4 

The chapter moves through four distinct and building sections. First, Paul develops the 
analogy of the heir and the guardian, showing that before Christ came, even God's 
covenant people were in a condition analogous to slavery -- under the supervision of the 
law -- but that in the fullness of time, God sent His Son to redeem them and grant full 
sonship (vv. 1-7). Second, he applies this directly to the Galatians' situation, expressing 
dismay that they are turning back to the weak and beggarly elemental principles they 
had been freed from (vv. 8-11). Third, he makes a deeply personal appeal, reminding 
them of their original relationship with him and how he now labors in anguish for them 
like a mother in childbirth (vv. 12-20). Fourth, he concludes with an allegory drawn 
from the story of Hagar and Sarah -- the two covenants, the two sons, the two cities -- 



establishing that those who are in Christ are children of the free woman and must 
therefore live in freedom (vv. 21-31). 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we come to Galatians chapter 4 asking You to do what only You can 
do -- take words on a page and make them living and active in our souls. This chapter 
is about identity. It is about knowing who we are because of what Christ has done. 
Lord, so many of us live as though we are still servants trying to earn a place in the 
household, when You have declared us sons and daughters with a full inheritance. Let 
the truth of this chapter break through whatever fog of religious performance or 
spiritual insecurity keeps us from living in the freedom You have given. 

We ask for the same Spirit that Paul prays the Galatians would receive -- the Spirit of 
adoption, the Spirit by whom we cry out 'Abba, Father.' Let that cry rise from our 
hearts, not as a theological concept we have studied, but as a lived reality we inhabit. 
And where we have been drifting back toward any form of bondage -- any system that 
promises to secure our standing before You through our own effort -- give us the grace 
to turn around and stand in the freedom for which Christ has set us free. In Jesus' 
name, Amen. 

 

 

Galatians 4:1-7 -- Heirs, Guardians, and the 
Fullness of Time 

What I am saying is that as long as an heir is underage, he is no different from a 
slave, although he owns the whole estate. The heir is subject to guardians and 
trustees until the time set by his father. So also, when we were underage, we were in 
slavery under the elemental spiritual forces of the world. But when the set time had 
fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those 
under the law, that we might receive adoption to sonship. Because you are his sons, 
God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, 'Abba, Father.' 
So you are no longer a slave, but God's child; and since you are his child, God has 
made you also an heir. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Here is what Paul is saying: imagine a child who is set to inherit an entire estate -
- the whole thing is already legally his. But as long as he is still a minor, he cannot 
touch it. He has guardians and trustees running everything for him, and he has to 
do what they say until the day his father decides he is ready. That was our 
situation before Christ came. We were like minors under supervisors, bound up 
under the basic principles of this world. But then -- at exactly the right moment 
in history, the moment God had been planning all along -- He sent His Son. And 
this Son was not some distant heavenly figure. He was born of a woman, just like 
us. He was born under the Jewish law, right into the system that had us locked 
up. He did that so He could buy us out from under that system and bring us into 



the family as full sons and daughters. And here is how you know it is real: God 
sent the Spirit of His Son into your heart -- the very same Spirit that made Jesus 
cry out 'Abba, Father' -- and now that same Spirit is in you, making the same cry. 
You are not a slave anymore. You are God's own child. And that makes you an 
heir. 

 

The Analogy of the Minor Heir 

Paul opens with a legal and domestic illustration drawn from Greco-Roman inheritance 
practice. An heir -- someone who legitimately owns an entire estate -- is, while still a 
child, functionally no different from a slave in terms of his practical freedom. He cannot 
access his inheritance. He cannot make his own decisions. He is subject to guardians 
appointed over him and trustees who manage the estate on his behalf, and this 
arrangement continues until the time set by the father. 

This is the condition Paul assigns to humanity -- and specifically to Israel under the law 
-- before the coming of Christ. The 'elemental spiritual forces of the world' (Greek: 
stoicheia tou kosmou) refers to the basic, preliminary, supervisory structures of the pre-
Christ era -- the law functioning as overseer and guardian over a people who were not 
yet in full possession of the inheritance. The law was not evil. The guardians and 
trustees of a minor heir are not villains. But they represent a stage of life that is not yet 
the full freedom of sonship. To choose to remain under guardians after the father has 
declared you of full age is not piety. It is foolishness. 

"When the Set Time Had Fully Come" 

Verse 4 contains one of the most compressed and magnificent declarations of divine 
sovereignty over history in the entire New Testament: 'But when the set time had fully 
come, God sent his Son.' The Greek word (pleroma) means fullness or completion -- the 
moment when all the preparatory work of history reached its appointed culmination and 
God acted decisively. This verse insists that the Incarnation was not improvised. It was 
not a divine response to a crisis that caught God off guard. Every century of human 
history, every covenant, every prophecy, every exile and restoration, every movement of 
empires -- all of it was the unfolding of a plan moving toward a moment. And at 
precisely that moment, God sent His Son. 

The description of the Son in verse 4 is carefully constructed: 'born of a woman, born 
under law.' Born of a woman -- fully human, entering the human condition at its most 
vulnerable point. Born under law -- entering the very system that condemned the people 
He came to redeem, living under its demands so that He could fulfill them on behalf of 
those who could not. These two phrases together describe the perfect fitness of Christ to 
be the Redeemer. He was human enough to stand in our place. He was obedient enough 
to accomplish what we never could. 

Redemption and Adoption 

The purpose of the Incarnation is given a double statement in verse 5: 'to redeem those 
under the law, that we might receive adoption to sonship.' Redemption is a legal and 
economic term -- it means to buy out, to purchase freedom from a state of obligation or 



bondage. Christ redeemed those under the law by taking that curse upon Himself 
(Galatians 3:13). This is a courtroom transaction: the debt is paid, the obligation is 
cancelled, the captive is released. 

But Paul does not stop at redemption. He goes further: the goal of redemption is 
adoption. Adoption (Greek: huiothesia) is a legal act in which a person who has no 
natural claim to an inheritance is given the full legal status of a son -- with all the rights, 
privileges, and responsibilities that entails. This is not merely freedom from slavery. 
This is elevation to family. God did not just purchase us out of captivity and leave us as 
freed people with no home. He brought us into His household and gave us the standing 
of sons. 

The Spirit of Adoption 

Verse 6 gives us something extraordinary: 'Because you are his sons, God sent the Spirit 
of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, Abba, Father.' Two things deserve 
close attention here. First, the logic: because you are sons -- not in order to become 
sons. The Spirit is given as a consequence of the adoption that has already been 
accomplished, not as a means by which you prove or secure your sonship. The 
indwelling Spirit is not a reward for successful Christian living. He is the seal and 
evidence of what God has already declared. 

Second, the content of the Spirit's cry: 'Abba, Father.' Abba is an Aramaic term of 
familial intimacy -- the word a son or daughter would use to address their father with 
confidence, trust, and closeness. It is the word Jesus used in the Garden of Gethsemane 
when He prayed in His deepest anguish (Mark 14:36). The Spirit takes this word -- this 
intimate, trusting address -- and produces it in the hearts of believers. Authentic 
Christian experience is not primarily characterized by religious duty or fear of divine 
displeasure. It is characterized by the Spirit-produced confidence of a child who knows 
their Father. 

"No Longer a Slave, but God's Child" 

Verse 7 brings the argument to its conclusion with a directness that should stop every 
reader in their tracks: 'So you are no longer a slave, but God's child; and since you are 
his child, God has made you also an heir.' This is not aspirational. Paul is not telling the 
Galatians what they could become if they work hard enough or believe strongly enough. 
He is telling them what they already are. The verb is present tense. The reality is 
established. You are not a slave. You are a son. You are not working toward inheritance -
- you already have it. Everything the Judaizers were offering -- a more secure standing 
before God through law observance -- was, by the logic of this passage, a return to the 
nursery. 

Key Observations 

• The law functioned as a necessary guardian in a specific historical 
era, but not as the permanent or final arrangement for God's people. 

• The Incarnation was perfectly timed by the Father -- every detail of 
history was moving toward the moment God sent His Son. 

• Christ's double identity -- born of a woman, born under law -- makes 



Him uniquely qualified to redeem those under the law. 

• Redemption is not the final goal; adoption is. God purchases us out of 
slavery in order to bring us into family. 

• The Spirit of adoption produces a relationship of intimate confidence 
with God, not a spirit of fear or religious performance. 

• The identity of son and heir is already established -- it is not a destination 
to be reached but a reality to be inhabited. 

 

 

Galatians 4:8-11 -- Turning Back to Slavery 
Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who by nature are 
not gods. But now that you know God -- or rather are known by God -- how is it that 
you are turning back to those weak and miserable forces? Do you wish to be 
enslaved by them all over again? You are observing special days and months and 
seasons and years! I fear for you, that somehow I have wasted my efforts on you. 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Think back to where you came from. Before the gospel reached you, you were 
Gentiles worshiping gods that were not real gods at all. You were in bondage to 
spiritual forces that had you completely in the dark. But then something 
happened -- the gospel came, and you came to know God. Actually, let me put it 
better: God came to know you. He reached down to you. He found you. That is 
what your new life rests on -- His initiative, not yours. So here is what I cannot 
figure out: after everything you have been given, how in the world are you turning 
back to those same weak and pitiful elemental forces? Do you actually want to be 
enslaved all over again? Because that is what is happening -- you are keeping 
special days and months and religious seasons and sacred years as if your 
standing before God depends on it. I am honestly scared for you. I am starting to 
wonder if everything I poured into you was for nothing. 

 

The Galatians' Former Condition 

Paul reminds the Galatians of where they came from. Before the gospel reached them, 
they were Gentiles worshiping idols -- beings that by nature are not gods. They were in 
slavery to elemental forces, to spiritual powers that held them captive. But something 
happened. The gospel came. And through the gospel, they came to know God. Paul 
immediately and beautifully corrects himself: 'or rather are known by God.' This is one 
of the most important corrections in all of Paul's writing. The knowledge is not 
ultimately ours reaching upward to God; it is God's reaching downward to us. To be 
known by God is to be the object of His electing, saving, covenantal love. The Galatians 
did not find God. God found them. Their new identity rests entirely on divine initiative, 
not human seeking. 



"Weak and Miserable Forces" 

Given everything they have been given -- knowledge of God, adoption as sons, the Spirit 
of Christ within them -- Paul's question in verse 9 is almost incredulous: 'how is it that 
you are turning back to those weak and miserable forces?' He describes the elemental 
forces as literally 'poor and powerless' (ptōcha kai asthena) in the Greek. These forces 
cannot justify. They cannot adopt. They cannot produce the Spirit. And here is the 
stunning move Paul makes: he places Jewish law-observance in the same category as 
pagan idolatry. Not because the law is equivalent to paganism in its origin or content, 
but because for a Gentile believer to adopt Jewish law-observance as a means of 
securing their standing before God is to turn back to the same basic structure they came 
from -- human effort, religious performance, external observance as the basis of 
relationship with God. That structure, in any form, is slavery. 

The Observance of the Calendar 

Paul gives a specific example: 'You are observing special days and months and seasons 
and years.' The Galatians were beginning to keep the Jewish religious calendar -- the 
Sabbath, new moons, annual festivals like Passover and Yom Kippur, sabbatical years. 
The issue is not that the days themselves are evil. The issue is the motive and the 
theology behind the observance. If the Galatians were observing these days because they 
believed their standing before God depended on it -- if they thought that keeping the 
calendar made them more acceptable, more complete, more truly God's people -- then 
they had left the ground of grace and returned to the ground of performance. They had 
traded the freedom of full sonship for the anxiety of a slave who must earn his place 
every week. 

Paul's Fear 

Verse 11 is one of the most personally vulnerable statements Paul makes in any of his 
letters: 'I fear for you, that somehow I have wasted my efforts on you.' This is not a 
statement of theological uncertainty about the Galatians' salvation. It is the anguish of a 
pastor who sees a community he loves moving toward disaster. He poured himself into 
those churches. He preached the gospel, planted the congregations, endured suffering in 
Galatia (Acts 14:19). And now he watches them walking back toward the very bondage 
from which Christ freed them. The fear is real. The grief is genuine. Paul is not a 
detached theologian writing from a distance. He is a father watching his children make a 
terrible mistake. 

Key Observations 

• The Galatians' pagan past was characterized by slavery to false 
powers -- and returning to law-observance for justification is structurally the 
same slavery. 

• The correction 'or rather are known by God' places the entire foundation 
of salvation on divine initiative, not human discovery. 

• Paul categorizes law-observance for justification alongside paganism, 
not because the law is pagan but because the underlying posture -- earning 
standing through religious performance -- is the same. 



• Keeping religious calendars is not inherently wrong, but doing so 
because your acceptance before God depends on it is a return to bondage. 

• Paul's fear reveals that theological error is not an abstract problem -- 
it is a pastoral emergency that produces real grief in those who love the church. 

 

 

Galatians 4:12-20 -- A Personal Appeal: 
Remember What We Were to Each Other 

I plead with you, brothers and sisters, become like me, for I became like you. You did 
me no wrong. As you know, it was because of an illness that I first preached the 
gospel to you, and even though my illness was a trial to you, you did not treat me 
with contempt or scorn. Instead, you welcomed me as if I were an angel of God, as if 
I were Christ Jesus himself. Where, then, is your blessing of me now? I can testify 
that, if you could have done so, you would have torn out your eyes and given them to 
me. Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth? Those people are 
zealous to win you over, but for no good. What they want is to alienate you from us, 
so that you may have zeal for them. It is fine to be zealous, provided the purpose is 
good, and to be so always, not just when I am with you. My dear children, for whom 
I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, how I wish I could 
be with you now and change my tone, because I am perplexed about you! 

 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

I am begging you, my brothers and sisters -- become like me, because I became 
like you. When I lived among you, I set aside every Jewish advantage and lived as 
a Gentile for the sake of the gospel. Now I am asking you to live as I live, in the 
freedom of the gospel. You have not wronged me in the past. You know the story -
- I ended up among you because I was sick. And even though my condition was 
hard to look at, you never turned your nose up at me or showed me contempt. 
You welcomed me like I was a messenger from God himself, like I was Christ 
Jesus in person. You would have torn your own eyes out and given them to me if 
that would have helped. So what happened? How did I go from that to being 
treated like your enemy? All I did was tell you the truth. The people who are 
working so hard to win you over are not doing it for your benefit -- they want to 
cut you off from us so you become loyal to them instead. True zeal for someone's 
good does not disappear the moment the teacher leaves town. My dear children -- 
and I mean that with everything I have -- I am in anguish over you again, like a 
mother in labor, and I will not stop until Christ is fully formed in you. I wish I 
could be there with you right now. I am at a loss with you. 

 

"Become Like Me, for I Became Like You" 

Paul shifts tone entirely in verse 12. He has been making arguments. Now he makes an 



appeal -- personal, direct, emotional. When Paul came to the Galatians, he came as a 
Jew who had abandoned every advantage of his Jewish identity in order to live among 
Gentiles on Gentile terms (cf. 1 Corinthians 9:19-23). He became like them -- 
uncircumcised in practice, free from the law's ceremonial demands, living as a Gentile 
among Gentiles for the sake of the gospel. He became like them so that they could come 
to know Christ. Now he is asking them to become like him -- to live as he lives, in the 
freedom of the gospel, neither Jew nor Gentile in terms of religious standing before God, 
but sons and daughters of the living God through faith in Christ. 

The Memory of His Illness 

Paul recalls the circumstances of his first coming to them. He came because of an illness 
-- something that had forced him to stop in Galatia, whether on his way somewhere else 
or because the region's climate offered some relief. We do not know with certainty what 
the illness was. Some scholars have suggested a painful eye condition, which would 
explain the reference to their willingness to give him their eyes in verse 15, and his 
mention of large handwriting in Galatians 6:11. Others have suggested malaria, or the 
aftermath of the stoning at Lystra recorded in Acts 14:19. What is clear is that the illness 
was visible, perhaps off-putting, 'a trial' to those who saw it. 

The Galatians' original response to Paul in that condition is the point. They did not treat 
him with contempt or scorn -- the word for scorn (ekptuō) literally means to spit out, 
suggesting disgust or disdain. They did not recoil from him as a sick, possibly disfigured, 
weak-looking stranger. They welcomed him as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus Himself. 
Their reception of Paul was wholehearted, extravagant, and costly. They would have 
literally torn out their own eyes and given them to him if it would have helped. 

Truth-Telling and False Friendship 

'Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth?' (verse 16). This question is 
one of Paul's most piercing in all of his letters. It identifies a dynamic that is tragically 
common in human relationships, and especially in churches: the person who flatters you 
feels like a friend, and the person who tells you the truth feels like an enemy. The 
Judaizers were zealous for the Galatians -- Paul acknowledges that in verse 17. But their 
zeal was not for the Galatians' good. It was to win them over, to recruit them into the 
Judaizers' camp, to build a following. True pastoral zeal wants the sheep to be well -- 
even when being well requires hard words. False pastoral zeal wants the sheep to be 
loyal -- and will say whatever is necessary to secure that loyalty. 

A Mother in Labor 

Verse 19 contains one of the most emotionally raw statements in all of Paul's 
correspondence: 'My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until 
Christ is formed in you.' Paul has already spoken of his apostolic identity, his divine 
commission, his authority as one sent by Christ. But here he reaches for the most tender 
and costly image available to him: a mother in labor. He says 'again' -- he has already 
gone through this labor once, at their conversion. But now he is in labor again because 
they are in danger of losing what was born in that first labor. 

The goal of the labor is precise: 'until Christ is formed in you.' The word translated 



'formed' (morphōthē) means to take on a particular shape or image -- to be conformed 
to a specific likeness. Paul is not laboring for the Galatians to become successful 
religious practitioners. He is laboring for Christ to be visibly, recognizably present in 
their lives -- for the character, love, and freedom of Christ to so fill them that His image 
is what people see when they see the Galatian churches. That is what gospel ministry is 
for. Not church growth. Not theological correctness as an end in itself. Christ formed in 
His people. 

Key Observations 

• Paul's personal appeal is inseparable from his theology -- his 
relationships with the Galatians were built on the gospel, and the gospel is what 
is now at stake. 

• The Galatians' original reception of Paul was a model of true 
hospitality -- wholehearted, costly, and unconcerned with appearances. 

• Truth-telling is often mistaken for enmity; flattery is often mistaken 
for friendship. The Galatians were in danger of making exactly this error. 

• False teachers build loyalty to themselves; true teachers build loyalty to 
Christ and His truth. 

• Paul's maternal imagery reveals that genuine pastoral ministry is 
inseparable from genuine pastoral suffering. 

• The goal of all Christian formation is not religious behavior 
modification but Christ being shaped within us. 

 

 

Galatians 4:21-31 -- The Allegory of Hagar and 
Sarah: Two Covenants, Two Sons, Two Cities 

Tell me, you who want to be under the law, are you not aware of what the law says? 
Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman and one by the free woman. His son 
by the slave woman was born according to the flesh, but his son by the free woman 
was born as the result of a divine promise. These things are being taken figuratively: 
The women represent two covenants. One covenant is from Mount Sinai and bears 
children who are to be slaves: This is Hagar. Now Hagar stands for Mount Sinai in 
Arabia and corresponds to the present city of Jerusalem, because she is in slavery 
with her children. But the Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our mother. For 
it is written: 'Be glad, barren woman, you who never bore a child; shout for joy and 
cry aloud, you who were never in labor; because more are the children of the 
desolate woman than of her who has a husband.' Now you, brothers and sisters, like 
Isaac, are children of promise. At that time the son born according to the flesh 
persecuted the son born according to the Spirit. It is the same now. But what does 
Scripture say? 'Get rid of the slave woman and her son, for the slave woman's son 
will never share in the inheritance with the free woman's son.' Therefore, brothers 
and sisters, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the free woman. 



 

IN SIMPLE AMERICAN ENGLISH 

All right, you who are so eager to be under the law -- let me ask you something. 
Have you actually listened to what the law says? Here is the story: Abraham had 
two sons. One was born to Hagar, his slave. The other was born to Sarah, his free 
wife. The slave's son came about the normal human way -- Abraham and Sarah 
took matters into their own hands because they got tired of waiting on God. But 
the free woman's son came through a miracle -- God had promised a son, and 
God delivered, even though both Abraham and Sarah were way past the age of 
having children. Now here is the deeper meaning in that story: those two women 
represent two covenants. Hagar stands for the covenant made at Mount Sinai -- 
the law -- and the children of that covenant are born into slavery. And here is the 
bold thing Paul says: that corresponds to the actual city of Jerusalem right now, 
the Jerusalem that is the headquarters of law-keeping and circumcision. She is in 
slavery with her children. But there is another Jerusalem -- the Jerusalem above, 
the heavenly one -- and she is free. And she is our mother. Isaiah even predicted 
it: the woman who looked barren would end up with more children than the one 
who seemed to have it all together. That is us -- we are like Isaac, children of the 
promise. And just like Ishmael persecuted Isaac back then, the same thing is 
happening now. Scripture is clear: the slave woman and her son do not share the 
inheritance with the free woman's son. So the bottom line is this: we are not 
children of the slave. We are children of the free woman. 

 

An Appeal to the Law Against the Law 

Paul's opening move in this section is rhetorically brilliant. He addresses those who 
want to be under the law and asks: have you actually listened to what the law says? The 
Judaizers prided themselves on their knowledge of and commitment to the law. Paul is 
about to show that the law itself, read carefully, argues against their position. This is not 
Paul abandoning the Old Testament. This is Paul reading the Old Testament more 
deeply than his opponents. 

The Two Sons 

The story is well known from Genesis. Abraham had two sons: Ishmael, born to Hagar 
the slave woman, through ordinary human biology and human strategy; and Isaac, born 
to Sarah the free woman, through divine promise when both Abraham and Sarah were 
far beyond natural childbearing ability. Paul calls Ishmael's birth 'according to the flesh' 
-- not meaning sinful, but meaning that it came about through normal human effort and 
arrangement. Hagar was available, Abraham was desperate for an heir, and the couple 
took matters into their own hands (Genesis 16). Isaac's birth, on the other hand, was the 
result of divine promise kept against all natural probability. 

The Allegory: Two Covenants 

Paul explicitly says he is reading this story allegorically -- not abandoning the literal, 
historical meaning, but drawing from the historical account a deeper typological 



significance. The two women represent two covenants. Hagar represents the covenant 
from Mount Sinai -- the Mosaic law. Her children are born into slavery. The covenant 
that operates on the principle of law-observance for acceptance before God produces 
slaves -- people bound to a system of performance they can never fully satisfy. And Paul 
makes the astonishing identification: Hagar corresponds to 'the present city of 
Jerusalem' -- the center of the Judaizing movement, the city that represented Torah 
observance and circumcision as the marks of God's true people. 

Sarah represents the covenant of promise -- the covenant God made with Abraham 
before circumcision, before Sinai, before any law-observance whatsoever. Her children 
are born free. And the Jerusalem she represents is not the earthly city but 'the 
Jerusalem that is above' -- the eschatological, heavenly Jerusalem, the city of God's own 
dwelling, the mother of all who are in Christ (cf. Hebrews 12:22, Revelation 21). This is 
our mother, Paul says. Not Sinai. Not earthly Jerusalem. The Jerusalem above, the city 
of the living God, the home toward which all who are in Christ are traveling. 

Children of Promise, Like Isaac 

Verse 28 brings the allegory home: 'Now you, brothers and sisters, like Isaac, are 
children of promise.' The Galatians -- Gentile believers who never received the law, who 
came to faith in Christ through the preached gospel -- are not second-class spiritual 
citizens who need circumcision and law-observance to complete them. They are Isaac. 
They are the children born of promise, born of the Spirit's work, born into freedom. 
Their birth into God's family was not accomplished by human strategy or religious 
performance. It was accomplished by divine promise, just as Isaac's physical birth was. 

"Get Rid of the Slave Woman" 

Paul quotes the resolution of the Genesis story: Sarah demands that Abraham send 
Hagar and Ishmael away, and God confirms this is the right course of action (Genesis 
21:10-12). The slave woman's son will not share the inheritance with the free woman's 
son. This is not cruelty -- it is clarity. The two systems cannot coexist. You cannot live 
simultaneously in the freedom of grace and in the bondage of law-as-justification. They 
are mutually exclusive. One must go. For the Galatians, this means the Judaizers' 
message must be rejected -- entirely, without partial accommodation. The slave woman 
and her son must go. 

The Concluding Declaration 

Verse 31 is the triumphant conclusion: 'Therefore, brothers and sisters, we are not 
children of the slave woman, but of the free woman.' This is Paul's declaration of 
identity, grounded in the allegory and grounded in the work of Christ that the allegory 
represents. We are not Ishmael. We are Isaac. We are not Sinai. We are the Jerusalem 
above. We are not slaves performing for acceptance. We are sons living in freedom. This 
is who we are. This is what the gospel has made us. 

Key Observations 

• Paul uses the Old Testament to argue against a misuse of the Old 
Testament -- showing that the law itself testifies to the priority of promise over 



performance. 

• The two sons represent two ways of relating to God: by human effort 
(flesh) or by divine promise (Spirit). 

• The Sinai covenant, for all its glory, produced a form of slavery when 
treated as the ongoing basis for standing before God. 

• Our true mother is the Jerusalem above -- the city of God, the home of all 
who are in Christ. 

• The two systems -- grace and law-keeping for justification -- cannot 
coexist. The gospel demands a complete choice. 

• Believers in Christ are children of promise, like Isaac -- born of the 
Spirit, heirs of the covenant of grace. 

 

 

What This Chapter Means for Us Today 

1. Know Who You Are -- You Are a Son, Not a Slave 

The single greatest practical implication of Galatians 4 is this: your identity before God 
is not slave but son. Not probationer but heir. Not someone still working to be accepted, 
but someone already welcomed into the family. This has enormous implications for how 
you pray, how you approach God when you have sinned, how you respond to His 
commands, and how you relate to other believers. Slaves obey out of fear of punishment. 
Sons obey out of love for their Father. Slaves do the minimum required to avoid 
consequences. Sons give freely because they have freely received. The question this 
chapter asks each of us is: which orientation actually characterizes your inner life? 

2. Recognize Modern Forms of "Turning Back" 

The specific form the Galatians' returning took was Jewish calendar observance for 
justification. Our versions may look different but the structure is identical. Turning back 
looks like: making your spiritual worth contingent on your performance in prayer or 
Bible reading. It looks like measuring your acceptance before God by how well you kept 
your temper this week. It looks like defining your standing in the Christian community 
by how thoroughly you adhere to a certain tradition's cultural expectations. Anytime 
your sense of God's acceptance of you rises and falls with your behavior rather than 
resting on Christ's completed work, you are in Galatian territory. 

3. Let the Spirit Produce the Cry of a Son 

The Spirit of adoption produces the cry 'Abba, Father.' This cry -- this Spirit-generated 
intimacy with God -- is not something you manufacture through discipline or achieve 
through performance. It is something the Spirit produces in those who rest in their 
adoption. But it can be suppressed by a performance-based orientation. When you relate 
to God primarily as Judge before whom you must perform, the natural cry of the son 



gets buried under the anxiety of the slave. Paul's point is that this cry belongs to you. It 
is not presumption. It is not arrogance. It is the Spirit bearing witness that you are a 
child of God (Romans 8:16). 

4. Beware of Those Who Build Loyalty to Themselves Rather 
Than to Christ 

Paul's warning about the Judaizers' zeal -- that it was aimed at winning the Galatians 
over to themselves, not at their genuine good -- is a warning that applies across every 
generation of the church. There are always teachers and leaders whose zeal is ultimately 
about building their own following, their own platform, their own influence. The test is 
not how passionate they are. The test is what they are passionate for. Are they 
passionate for Christ to be formed in you? Or are they passionate for you to be formed 
by their system, their community, their identity? True gospel ministry always points 
away from the minister toward Christ. 

5. The Two Systems Cannot Coexist -- Make the Choice 

Galatians 4 ultimately calls every believer to a fundamental choice in how they relate to 
God. Not a choice between morality and immorality. But a choice about the ground on 
which you stand before God: the finished work of Christ, received by faith, or human 
effort and religious performance supplemented by Christ. The two cannot coexist. The 
slave woman and her son must go. Paul is not asking for a theological nuance 
adjustment. He is asking for a complete, irreversible, joyful embrace of the freedom that 
Christ has purchased -- and a complete, irreversible rejection of every system that would 
quietly replace that freedom with bondage. 

 

How This Chapter Relates to Today 
Galatians 4 speaks with startling relevance into a contemporary church culture that is 
simultaneously drawn toward performance-based Christianity and hungry for genuine 
intimacy with God. The performance-based pull comes from many directions: church 
cultures that measure spiritual maturity by external behavior, prosperity frameworks 
that make God's blessing contingent on faith-as-technique, progressive frameworks that 
make acceptance contingent on ideological conformity, and traditional frameworks that 
measure faithfulness by cultural or liturgical adherence. All of these, in their various 
ways, produce the anxiety of the Galatian churches -- the nagging sense that you are not 
quite enough, have not quite done enough, are not quite secure enough in your standing 
before God. 

Against all of this, Galatians 4 announces: in the fullness of time, God sent His Son. His 
Son redeemed. His Son adopted. His Spirit was sent. The cry is already in your heart. 
You are a son. You are an heir. Stand in it. Live from it. Let it change how you pray, how 
you give, how you serve, how you suffer. Not as slaves accumulating merit, but as sons 
who already have everything in the Father -- and who therefore live with open hands, 
open hearts, and the freedom of people who have nothing to prove. 



 

 

 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, we come to the end of Galatians chapter 4 undone by the mercy of 
what You have done. In the fullness of time, You sent Your Son -- born of a woman, 
born under law -- to redeem us from the law's condemnation and to bring us into Your 
family. You did not merely pardon us and release us. You adopted us. You named us. 
You sent the Spirit of Your Son into our hearts so that we might call You Father with the 
same intimacy and confidence that Jesus Himself possessed. 

Lord, forgive us for the ways we have lived like slaves when You have declared us sons. 
Forgive us for the moments we have approached You with the furtive anxiety of a 
servant hoping not to be noticed, rather than with the boldness of a child who knows 
they are loved. Forgive us for the ways we have measured our standing before You by 
our performance rather than by the finished work of Christ. 

Renew in us the Spirit of adoption. Let the cry of 'Abba, Father' rise from our hearts -- 
not as a phrase we repeat, but as a lived orientation, a settled confidence, a daily 
reality. Let us live from our inheritance rather than toward it. Let us give freely 
because we have freely received. Let us serve joyfully because we are sons, not 
grudgingly because we are slaves. 

And Lord, protect Your church from every modern form of the Galatian error. 
Wherever leaders are building loyalty to themselves rather than to Christ, expose it. 
Wherever communities are measuring acceptance by performance rather than resting 
in grace, bring liberation. Wherever believers are turning back from the freedom of the 
gospel toward any form of religious bondage, let Your Word do what Your Word does -
- cut through, illuminate, and set free. 

Form Christ in us. That is what we want. Not religious credentials. Not theological 
sophistication for its own sake. Not impressive external performance. Christ -- formed, 
visible, real -- in us and among us, so that the world sees not our striving but His glory. 
In the name of the Son who made us sons, Amen. 



 


