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Galatians 4:8-31 
July 26, 2020 

 
1) Galatians 4:8-11 – Paul Accuses the Galatians 

 
a) In verse 8 Paul asked the Galatians to remember their condition before they 

heard the gospel message. They were enslaved to powers that were certainly 
not divine. In verse 9 he told the Galatians that things were different after 
they have formed a relationship with the true God. But now, Paul says, they 
have returned to their former ways of slavery: “how can you turn back again 
to the weak and beggarly elemental spirits? How can you want to be 
enslaved to them again?” 
 

b) In verse 10 Paul describes how they were led by others to follow the dictates 
of the law by observing the special days of the Jewish calendar. There is no 
need to follow the practices of circumcision, kosher diet, and the Jewish 
calendar. Our faith in Jesus Christ has freed us from slavery to the law, but 
you have forgotten the gift of freedom so graciously provided by God’s 
grace. Sadly, Paul laments in verse 11, “I am afraid that my work for you 
may have been wasted.” What a sad statement to be made by the one who 1st 
introduced the Galatians to Jesus Christ. 
 

2) Galatians 4:12-20 – Paul’s Tender Appeal 
 
a) The language in this passage is tender and personal as Paul recalls his 1st 

visit to Galatia and how warmly he was received. Now, he seems to be 
treated with hostility and skepticism. Paul responds in deep agony, like a 
mother in childbirth. He questions the motives of those who have turned the 
Galatians against him, and he is perplexed about the whole situation. 
 

b) Paul begins in verse 12 by addressing the Galatians as “friends,” begging 
them to follow his example. This need not be taken as a prideful statement 
made by Paul. Rather he is referring to his own biography where he once 
stood as a staunch proponent of the law and for the scrupulous keeping of 
pious ritual. But having found faith in Christ, the shackles of the law and 
ritual have been broken, and Paul had been freed. So, he begs the Galatians, 
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“become as I am.” That is, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, just as he 
urged Simon Peter in 2:14. 
 

c) In verses 13 and 14 Paul speaks of a physical ailment that plagued him when 
he 1st met the Galatians. We do not know what this illness was, and we need 
not assume that it was the same as his “thorn in the flesh mentioned in 2nd 
Corinthians 12:7.” The sickness was so obvious and so frightful that it could 
have caused the Galatians to “scorn or despise” Paul. It was not uncommon 
to interpret many illnesses in the 1st century Mediterranean world as the 
result of demon possession. Some commentators suggest that the sickness 
might have involved his eyes and blindness, taking the words of verse 15 
literally when Paul mentions that some would have torn out their own eyes 
and given them to him. Regardless of what the illness may have been, the 
Galatians received Paul with open arms, treating him “as an angel of God.” 
 

d) In verses 15 and 16 Paul asks, “What has become of the goodwill you felt? 
… Have I now become your enemy? How did things change so dramatically 
from a relationship of devotion to an attitude of mistrust? What happened to 
stir up so much anger against Paul among the Galatian Christians? 
 

e) In verses 17 and 18 Paul knows exactly why the attitude of the Galatians 
have been so abruptly changed. It is because of the itinerant preachers who 
came to Galatia teaching a different gospel, insisting that the Gentiles follow 
the dictates of the Jewish law and ritual. These renegade missionaries 
attacked Paul and his message of freedom from the law. In these verses Paul 
criticizes his opponents for their unworthy motives. These people don’t 
really care for you. They are intent on cutting the ties binding us together 
and they are focused on building themselves up by belittling Paul. Their 
motives are selfish, and their intentions are focused on themselves, not on 
the well-being of the Galatians, and certainly not on the gospel of Christ. 
 

f) Verses 19 and 20 give us an exceptionally good picture of Paul’s tender 
feelings as a pastor anguishing over the plight of the Galatian congregation. 
He speaks of them as “my little children,” and uses the analogy of childbirth 
to describe the agony he feels for the children he brought into the world of 
Christian faith. It is as if Paul is saying that they needed a new birth in Christ 
because they have reverted to their pre-Christian life. Paul is perplexed by 
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the agonizing situation and he longs to be with them once again. There are a 
few places in all of Paul’s letters that expose this level of raw emotion 
stemming from his pastoral heart. 
 

3) Galatians 4:21-31 – The Allegory of Hagar and Sarah 
 
a) In this passage Paul presents an allegory of 2 women, Hagar and Sarah. The 

purpose of the story is to get the Galatians to identify themselves with the 
family of Sarah and to start seeing themselves as heirs to Abraham’s 
promise. If they can do that, Paul is hoping, they can begin acting like 
blessed and free people instead of as people enslaved by the Jewish law. 
This passage can be broken down into 3 separate parts: 1) an introductory 
question; 2) the allegory of Hagar and Sarah; and 3) a concluding statement 
that serves as a bridge to the following verses. 
 

b) The passage begins in verse 21 with a question for the Galatians who desire 
to be subject to the law: “will you not listen to the law?” Paul wants to use 
the law to argue for his interpretation that persons of faith are called to 
freedom. He is arguing that the Torah itself speaks of the coming promise of 
God’s grace found in Christ. Paul is making the point that the law admits 
that it is incomplete and points toward the freedom found through Christ. 
 

c) The allegory of the 2 wives comes from Genesis 21:9-12. Abraham had 2 
sons by 2 separate wives. One wife was a slave named Hagar and the other 
wife was a free woman named Sarah. In Paul’s telling of the story, Hagar is 
identified with Mount Sinai and therefore identified with the law. Hagar is 
also identified with Jerusalem and therefore with all the temple ritualistic 
regulations. Paul sums up the status of Hagar by saying, “she is in slavery 
with her children.” Sarah, on the other hand, is characterized as free and 
identified, not with the earthly Jerusalem, but with the heavenly city of God. 
It is the free Sarah who “is our mother,” proclaims Paul. 
 

d) The child of Hagar was born “according to the flesh,” while the child of 
Sarah “was born through the promise.” Ishmael is the son of Hagar and he 
was born in an ordinary way. The birth of Isaac, however, was an 
extraordinary event because of Sarah’s age. That is why Isaac symbolizes 
God’s promise and hope. The scriptural quotation in verse 27 is drawn from 
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Isaiah 54:1 and is used by Paul to describe the birth of Isaac and the promise 
made to Abraham and Sarah. The descendants of both Ishmael and Isaac can 
be traced back to Abraham, but they are clearly distinguished as to their 
mothers, one a slave and the other free. 
 

e) In verse 28 Paul declares to the Galatians that they “are children of the 
promise,” like Isaac. The Gentile faithful stand in the tradition of Abraham, 
Sarah, and Isaac. They stand as the fulfillment of the promise made to 
Abraham: “in these shall all nations be blessed.” In that promise and in that 
blessing the Gentiles discover their true freedom in Christ. As heirs of 
Abraham and Isaac, the Christians of Galatia are the children of promise. 
 

f) In verse 29 Paul returns to his allegory and speaks of how Ishmael 
persecuted Isaac and for that reason Hagar and Ishmael were driven out and 
did not share in the inheritance of Sarah and Isaac. Sarah demanded that 
Hagar and Ishmael be sent away because Ishmael scorned Isaac. Paul draws 
an exact parallel between the ancient story and the current situation when he 
says in verse 29, “so it is now also.” Evidently, what Paul sees as the parallel 
to Ishmael’s persecution are the attacks he suffered from his opponents in 
Galatia who were insisting that the male members of the Christian church be 
circumcised, and that kosher dietary laws and the Jewish calendar be 
followed. Paul’s allegorical treatment of the 2 wives and 2 sons may seem 
extreme to us, but it would not have been that uncommon in the 1st century 
world. In fact, that allegorical interpretation of the Old Testament was 
followed by many in the early Christian church. 
 

g)  So, Paul preaches to his friends in the Galatian Christian fellowship, “we 
are children, not of the slave but of the free woman.” As a result, Paul is 
telling the Galatians live as free people and not as slaves. You have been 
freed from the law and all its restrictions. Recognize your freedom and leave 
the shackles of slavery behind you. The imagery of slavery and freedom was 
exactly the picture that Paul wanted to leave in the minds of the Galatians. 
Christ has set you free from the enslavement of the law. Just as Israel 
became a nation by the liberation of God’s people from bondage in Egypt, 
so Christ has liberated us and is leading us towards God’s new kingdom. We 
have been delivered from our bondage to the law by Christ and now live in a 
kingdom of faith and freedom. 


