
ECF 18th May 2014 Galatians 4:8-20 Don’t Walk Away from The True Gospel 
In 2006, a 23-year-old man, Detlef Federsohn, was released from prison in Vienna, Austria, after serving two years for theft.  
But he was soon arrested again when police were called out to a suspected prison break after they saw someone on the 
roof of the jail.  But the surprising thing was, that no one was trying to break out of prison.  Instead Federsohn was trying to 
break back in.  
 
The reason?  Well Federsohn said this: “Life is so much easier on the inside. They feed you, do your washing and let you 
watch TV, which I can tell you is a lot more than my mom does.  So I thought if I could sneak back in I would blend in with 
the others and the guards wouldn't notice.” 
 
What a ridiculous idea!  Can you imagine wanting to go back into the prison after being set free?  It is an absurd thing to do.  
And yet, that’s what the Christians in Galatia were doing.  As we’ve seen, they’d been set free through faith in Jesus.  They’d 
been declared righteous in God’s sight, brought into the community of faith with Abraham, and they’d even been adopted 
as sons of God, with the full rights and privileges of sonship – dressed in new clothes, with a new confidence to speak to 
God and the new certainty of a glorious future with God. 
 
But amazingly the Galatians were being tempted to walk away from this and go back into the prison of slavery to rules and 
regulations.  And so Paul passionately pleaded with them not to walk away from the true gospel.  Galatians 4:8-20: 
“Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who by nature are not gods. 9 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 principles? Do you wish 
to be enslaved by them all over again? 10 You are observing special days and months and seasons and years! 11 I fear for you, 
that somehow I have wasted my efforts on you. 
12 I plead with you, brothers, become like me, for I became like you. You have done me no wrong. 13 As you know, it was 
because of an illness that I first preached the gospel to you. 14 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. 15 What has 
happened to all your joy? I can testify that, if you could have done so, you would have torn out your eyes and given them to 
me. 16 Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth? 
17 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 be 
zealous for them. 18 It is fine to be zealous, provided the purpose is good, and to be so always and not just when I am with 
you. 19 My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, 20 how I wish I could be 
with you now and change my tone, because I am perplexed about you!” 
 
1. Remember what God has done for us 
It is ridiculous, but sometimes we can forget what God has done for us.  We can lose sight of how lost we really were 
without Christ and we can overlook how amazing it is to know Christ.  It is at those times that we can be tempted to walk 
away from the true gospel.   
 
a) We Used to be Slaves  
The Galatians were doing this.  And so Paul here reminds them of the slavery that they used to experience before they came 
to Christ: “Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who by nature are not gods.”  Galatians 4:8 
 
Of course, at that time, they didn’t know this.  They were caught up in bondage to false gods.  Many of them were living in 
idolatry, bowing down to “Man-made gods of wood and stone, which cannot see or hear or eat or smell.” Deuteronomy 
4:28   They were praying, giving and sacrificing to images and statues that could do absolutely nothing to help them.  
 
Through this they were in bondage to the powers of evil in this world, as “the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, 
not to God.”  1 Corinthians 10:20.  They thought they were worshipping gods that would protect them, provide for them 
and bless them, when in actual fact they were serving evil spirits that were deceiving them, enslaving them and leading 
them to a lost eternity!   
 
Our lives before we trusted in Jesus were probably very different.  And yet we were no less lost.  We didn’t know God.  We 
were separated from him, cut off from fellowship with him, isolated from the one our hearts were made for.  We were in 
slavery to trying to be good enough for God and yet never reaching it.  We were truly lost and heading for a lost eternity 
without God.   
 
b) We are now Sons   
But all this changed when we trusted in Jesus.  “Now… you know God—or rather are known by God.” Galatians 4:9  The 
Galatians had been emancipated – set free from their former slavery.  And they had been brought into a relationship with 
God.  They were now sons of God, adopted into his family, brought into the intimacy of personal communion with God.    



 
In the same way, through Christ, our lives have been transformed from slavery to sonship; from bondage to freedom; from 
isolation from God to intimacy with God.   
 
c) So Live as Sons 
But the Galatians were not living like sons.  They were starting to live as slaves again.  “You are observing special days and 
months and seasons and years!” Galatians 4:10  They were being pulled into the religious rules of the false teachers, 
thinking that their acceptance by God was based on keeping Sabbath days and sacred festivals.   
 
So Paul asks, “How is it that you are turning back to those weak and miserable principles?”  Galatians 4:9  After experiencing 
the joy of sonship, why would they return to slavery?  After experiencing God’s grace, how could they go back to the old 
way of law again?  Had they forgotten what their lives were like before?  Had they forgotten the miracle they’d 
experienced?  Were all his efforts for nothing?  Had he labored to set them free, only for them to walk back into prison 
again? 
 
What about us?  Are we living like sons or slaves?  Is our Christianity dominated by law or by grace?  Is it just about religious 
routines, rules, rituals and regulations?  Are we just going through the motions of worship times, prayer times, Bible reading 
and service hoping that if we do enough God will accept us.   ?  
 
Or is it really about a personal, living, intimate relationship with God?  Are we living in  
the security of knowing that we are sons of God, in the wonder of growing in our relationship with God and the joy of 
serving God in love?  Are we living in the good of what God has done for us? 
 
2. Keep Accepting God’s Truth  
But the Galatians were not only forgetting that God had freed them - they were also rejecting the one God had sent to 
them.   
 
a) Before they welcomed him 
At first the Galatians had welcomed Paul.  When he first arrived in Galatia on his first missionary journey, it was a really 
difficult time for him.  “It was because of an illness that I first preached the gospel to you.” Galatians 4:13 
 
Luke doesn’t mention this in the Book of Acts, so we don’t have any details about Paul’s illness.  Some have suggested that 
this illness was the thorn in the flesh that he mentions to the Corinthians.  Others have suggested that it might have been 
malaria caught in the mosquito-infested swamps of coastal Pamphylia, at the time when John Mark lost his nerve and went 
home.   
 
This illness seemed to affect his eyesight as Paul says about the Galatians that “you would have torn out your eyes and 
given them to me.” Galatians 4:15, and Paul continued to have sight problems: “See what large letters I use as I write to you 
with my own hand!” Galatians 6:11 
 
But whatever the illness was, it certainly had unpleasant and unsightly symptoms as he said that “my illness was a trial to 
you.” Galatians 4:14.  He knew that it was difficult for them to accept him at that time.  It would have been tempting for 
them to keep their distance and reject him. 
 
But they hadn’t! “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.” Galatians 4:14   They didn’t turn away from him, as sick as he was.  Rather they saw beyond his 
limitations and his weakness and saw that he was God’s messenger, that he was Christ’s representative.  They welcomed 
him, accepting him as an apostle, commissioned by Christ and presenting the message of Christ.  
 
b) But now they were rejecting him  
But now their attitude had changed.  “What has happened to all your joy?” Galatians 4:15  They had been so pleased to 
have Paul with them in the past.  Now they did want him to listen to him at all.   
 
In fact things were so bad that Paul asks, “Have I now become your enemy?” Galatians 4:16  Before they stood with him, 
now they were standing against him.  Before they’d accepted him, now they were rejecting him.  
 
Why?  Well part of the reason was that he was “telling the truth.” Galatians 4:16  They’d stood with him before, because 
they liked what they heard.  It was new, fresh and good news.  But now, Paul’s gospel challenged what they believed.  He 
rebuked them for walking away.  He called them to repent and turn back to Christ.  And they didn’t like it! 



 
Of course this was wrong.  If Paul had been a messenger of God, a representative of Christ before – then they didn’t have 
the right to reject him now!   
 
c) Stick to God’s Word  
We need to avoid doing the same.  We read the Bible and welcome the words of comfort, healing, support, encouragement.  
But we need to be equally committed to reading and accepting the parts that unsettle us, challenge us, even rebuke us!   
 
“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness..” 2 Timothy 3:16  
This means that we cannot set ourselves above the Bible to selectively pick and choose the parts we like, edit the parts we 
feel uncomfortable with and reject the parts that we object to.  If we believe that the Bible is God’s Word, then we need to 
accept it all – whether it suits us or not, whether it agrees with us or not, whether we like it or not!   
 
We need to be thoroughly biblical.  We need to base all our beliefs on the foundation laid down by the prophets and 
apostles.  We must not walk away from the truth of the Bible – but need to stick to God’s Word! 
 
3. Be Careful Who We Listen To  
But the Galatians weren’t only forgetting what God had done for them and rejecting God’s messenger.  They were also 
listening to the false teachers who’d come into their fellowships.   
 
a) Don’t Follow those who promote themselves  
On the surface it looked like these teachers cared about them.  “Those people are zealous to win you over.”  Galatians 4:17  
The false teachers were clearly passionate in their preaching and ministry.  They did everything they could to convince their 
audience of the truth of what they were saying. 
 
And passion and enthusiasm is appealing.  Apathy and half-heartedness is really unattractive in anyone, especially in a 
leader.  
 
But Paul urges the Galatians to see through their deception.  They were zealous, but their zeal was not for the good of the 
Galatians.  “What they want is to alienate you from us, so that you may be zealous for them.” Galatians 4:17  
 
Yes, these teachers made much of them.  They fussed over them and flattered them.  They pretended to really care about 
them.  But underneath it all, they simply cared about themselves.  They wanted the Christians to stop following Paul and his 
teaching and instead become their followers.   
 
Their motives were self-seeking and selfish.  Their goal was to promote themselves, to bind people to their teaching and 
their laws.  And as a result they were turning people away from the true gospel of grace and freedom and instead putting 
them into bondage to their religion of their rules and regulations.   
 
b) Follow those who point to Christ  
But in contrast to these false teachers, Paul desperately wanted the Galatians to follow him into real freedom: “I plead with 
you, brothers, become like me, for I became like you.” Galatians 4:12 
 
This is a plea based on love and care.  He calls them his brothers.  Later on in the passage he calls them his dear children and 
refers to being like their mother.   
 
But Paul didn’t just talk about loving them.  He showed it in his ministry.  When he came to minister to them, he became 
like them.  He identified with them.  Even although he was a Jew, he set aside his cultural preferences and became like the 
Gentiles they were.  This was always his principle to reach people with the gospel: “To the Jews I became like a Jew… To 
those not having the law I became like one not having the law… I have become all things to all men so that by all possible 
means I might save some.” 1 Corinthians 9:20–22  
 
They could see how much he loved them, because he became one of them!  He was of course following in Jesus’ footsteps 
of incarnational mission.  “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.” John 1:14 
 
And as we’ve seen he did all of this even though he was suffering from a painful illness.  And he continued to suffer for 
them.  “I am again in the pains of childbirth…” Galatians 4:19  It pained him to see them drifting from the gospel and it was 
painful to speak so challenging to them.  But he was willing to do everything he could for them.  
 



And his purpose in all of this was not so that the Galatians would become his followers.  He was not looking for popularity, 
position and prestige.  Instead, he wanted them to become like him in his Christian faith and life.  He wanted them to 
experience the same freedom and joy that he had come into through faith in Christ.   
 
And he was also committed to keep on ministering to them “until Christ is formed in you.”  Galatians 4:19.  He wanted them 
to keep growing in their relationship with Christ and to experience the wonderful transformation of becoming more and 
more like Christ.   
 
We too need to be careful in who we allow to speak into our lives.  We need to ask, do they really care about us, or are they 
seeking a prominent position?  Are they seeking to dominate our lives with their rules, or lead us into true freedom?  Are 
they pointing us to themselves or are they pointing us to Christ – to trust in Christ, remain in Christ, grow in our relationship 
with Christ and become more like Christ?  Christian ministry should of course be all about Christ!   
 
Conclusion 
John Newton was only 11 when he went to sea.  He then became was involved in the barbaric African slave trade, causing 
horrific suffering to thousands.  But in March 1748, when he was 23 years old, his ship was in danger of going down in a 
storm, and he cried out to God for mercy, and God rescued him.  
 
This was the beginning of a process that led Newton to real faith in Christ.  Later in life he wrote a number of well-known 
hymns, including of course, Amazing Grace.  But he knew that he must never forget what God had saved him from.  So to 
remind himself, he had written in bold letters and fastened on the wall over the mantelpiece of his study the words of 
Deuteronomy 15:15: “Remember that you were slaves in Egypt and the Lord your God redeemed you.” 
 
He wanted always to remember what God had saved him from. And he didn’t forget it.  Before he died, he wrote his own 
epitaph.  It said this:  
JOHN NEWTON, CLERK,  
Once an Infidel and Libertine,  
A servant of slaves in Africa,  
Was, by the rich mercy of our Lord and Saviour  
JESUS CHRIST,  
Preserved, restored, pardoned,  
And appointed to preach the Faith  
He had long laboured to destroy. 
 
We too need to remember that we once were slaves.  Slaves to sin, to the law, to endlessly trying to be good enough for 
God.  But now we are sons.  So let us live like sons and refuse to go back to the old ways of slavery ever again!   
 
So let us  

 Be careful who we listen to 

 Keep accepting God’s truth 

 Remember what God has done for us 
And never walk away from the true gospel!  
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