
ECF 15th June 2014 Galatians 3:21-31 A Picture of the True Gospel 
We’ve already been thinking about how today is a day to honour and express gratitude to dads in all that they do for their 
kids.  But of course, sadly, some dads fail to live up to their responsibilities. 
 
In April of last year, Germain Gardea was arrested for having two families.  The 38 year old, flight instructor spent his 
weekdays with his wife Jennifer and their son in Arlingotn, Texas.  But on the weekends, he was always away from home, 
because he claimed that he had to travel for work.   
 
But what his wife didn’t know was that instead, he was spending time with his other wife, Leslie in the nearby city of 
Grapevine.  She also knew nothing of his deception because she always worked away from home during the week.  These 
two wives lived less than 20 miles apart were devastated when they discovered Germain’s betrayal and he was arrested for 
bigamy. 
 
In his letter to the Galatians, Paul writes about another man who had two wives and two families.  The man was Abraham 
and this situation arose because of his lack of faith in God.  And yet, even in this messed up situation, Paul saw a picture of 
the true gospel and he used it to challenge us to be sure that we are living in the privileges of the true gospel.  Galatians 
4:21-23: “Tell me, you who want to be under the law, are you not aware of what the law says? 22 For it is written that 
Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman and the other by the free woman. 23 His son by the slave woman was born 
in the ordinary way; but his son by the free woman was born as the result of a promise.” 
 
1. Two Mums and Two Sons 
When Abraham was 75 years old, he was called by God to leave his home town of Ur and travel to the land of Canaan.  At 
that time God gave him amazing promises: “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you.” Genesis 12:2  This 
promise seemed so unlikely, because at that time, he and his wife Sarah were childless.  But still, in an amazing act of faith, 
Abraham obeyed God’s call and travelled to Canaan. 
  
And for the next 10 years, Abraham and Sarah lived in Canaan and waited for God’s promises to be fulfilled.  But no son 
came.  They remained childless.   
 
In desperation, Sarah came up with a plan.  It seemed that she couldn’t have any kids, and so she gave her maidservant, an 
Egyptian called Hagar, to Abraham as a second wife.  She hoped to build a family through her.  In their society, this was a 
legal thing to do, but it was not God’s will.  Abraham agreed to this, only because he grew tired of waiting for God’s timing.   
So when Abraham was 86 years old, his second wife Hagar gave birth to a son.  God named him Ishmael, because God heard 
the cries of Hagar when she was persecuted by Sarah.   
 
But God’s promises were not going to be fulfilled through Ishmael.  Fast-forward another 13 years, and God appeared again 
to Abraham.  He promised that Sarah will have a son and told Abraham to call him Isaac, which means he laughs.  When 
Sarah heard about it, she laughed to herself as she was well past the age of childbearing.   
 
But despite the impossibility of her situation, when Abraham was 100 years old and Sarah was over 90, Isaac was born – the 
promised son had arrived. 
 
a) One Slave, The Other Free 
So Abraham was the father to both Ishmael and to Isaac, but their different mothers meant that their situations were very 
different, because according to ancient law and custom the status of a mother affected the status of her son.  Ishmael’s 
mum was “the slave woman,” Galatians 4:22 Hagar, and so her son, even although he was a son of Abraham, was born into 
slavery.  In contrast, Isaac’s mum was “the free woman,” Galatians 4:22 and so he was born into freedom.   
 
b) One Natural, The Other Supernatural  
Their births were also very different.  In a sense every birth is miraculous.  The birth of every child is amazing and every child 
is precious and special in God’s sight.  But the births of Ishmael and Isaac were distinctly different.  
 
Ishmael was “born in the ordinary way.” Galatians 4:23  Yes this was the result of unfaithfulness to God’s promises, but 
physically there was nothing abnormal or unusual with this.  It was a natural biological process. 
 
But Isaac was “born as the result of a promise.”  Galatians 4:23.  His birth was truly miraculous as Abraham and Sarah had 
been childless and Sarah was too old to have a child.  But God promised it.  And God kept his promise.  His was a 
supernatural birth!   
 



2. Two Covenants  
These were actual historical events.  They actually happened to a family that lived in the land of Canaan just over 2000 years 
before Jesus was born.  But Paul sees that this is also an allegory, a picture of the true gospel and a helpful reminder of how 
important it is to live out who we are in Christ.  Galatians 4:24-28: “These things may be taken figuratively, for the women 
represent two covenants. One covenant is from Mount Sinai and bears children who are to be slaves: This is Hagar. 25 Now 
Hagar stands for Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present city of Jerusalem, because she is in slavery with her 
children. 26 But the Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our mother. 27 For it is written: 
“Be glad, O barren woman, 
who bears no children; 
break forth and cry aloud, 
you who have no labour pains; 
because more are the children of the desolate woman 
than of her who has a husband.” 
28 Now you, brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise.” 
 
Paul sees that these two mums and their two sons represent the two different covenants, the two different agreements 
that God has made between him and his people.   
 
a) The Covenant of Law 
The false teachers in Galatia were trying to pull the Christians under the demands of the Mosaic law – “you who want to be 
under the law.” Galatians 4:21  They were claiming that in order to be fully accepted by, and connected to God, you had to 
submit to circumcision and all of the rules and regulations of the Jewish Law.  But Paul challenged this by showing that the 
covenant of law, given to the Jewish nation, did not bring freedom and fulfilment. 
 
The covenant of the law “is from Mount Sinai.” Galatians 4:24.  This is the mountain on which Moses received the Old 
Testament Law.  He climbed up Mount Sinai to meet with God and receive the 10 commandments on tablets of stone and 
the rest of the laws of the old covenant. 
 
And this mountain is in Arabia.  So because the Arabians were known as the descendents of Hagar, Paul states that “Hagar 
stands for Mount Sinai in Arabia.” Galatians 4:25 
 
The Jews, physically, were descendents of Sarah and of Isaac.  But spiritually, those who’d not trusted in Jesus, were under 
the law and so they were children of Hagar. 
 

i) A Natural Birth 
And as we’ve seen, Ishmael was born in an ordinary way, a natural way.  So the covenant of the law is a religion of nature – 
it is all about what man can do by himself, without any special intervention of God.  “The law is not based on faith; on the 
contrary, “The man who does these things will live by them.”” Galatians 3:12 
 
The law is a list of do’s and don’ts.  It relies upon people obeying the rules and regulations.  If you keep the law, then you 
will live.  Of course, as we’ve seen, no-one was able to perfectly keep God’s laws and so “No-one will be declared righteous 
in his sight by observing the law.” Romans 3:20  
 
There are still many people around today who think that the way to God is through keeping the right rules, performing the 
right rituals and attending the right religious services.  But no-matter how much human effort we put into our religion, it 
can never make us right with God.  
 

ii) A Bondage to Rules 
Instead it enslaves us.  Ishmael was born into slavery, because his mother Hagar was a slave.  So the covenant of law “bears 
children who are to be slaves.”  Galatians 4:24   
 
Those who are under the law are in slavery to the rules, regulations and demands of the law.  They are left constantly trying, 
but never achieving the freedom and fulfillment that they long for.  They can never be free from guilt and condemnation. 
 

iii) An Earthly Community 
And those who live this way are only part of an earthly community.  “Hagar… corresponds to the present city of Jerusalem.” 
Galatians 4:25  Jerusalem was the capital city of Israel.  It was the centre of the kingdom life of Israel and the focus of their 
hopes and dreams.  They were looking for geographical expansion, economic blessing, and peace from their enemies.   
 



But this was a physical and earth-bound kingdom – and so it was temporary, limited and vulnerable to attack.  At the time 
that Paul wrote, Jerusalem was in fact humbled, under enemy occupation, in slavery to Rome: “She is in slavery with her 
children.” Galatians 4:25.   
 
So this is what Hagar represents.  She illustrates the experience of all who want to be under the covenant of law.  The law 
focused on human responsibility and human effort and so it left people in slavery to failure, guilt and condemnation and 
could not deliver in providing the freedom, prosperity and peace that they longed for. 
 
b) The Covenant of Grace 
But those who are in Christ, have come into a different covenant.  “Now you, brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise.” 
Galatians 4:28 
 

i) A Supernatural Birth 
Isaac was born supernaturally in fulfillment of God’s promise. It was a miracle of God’s grace in doing something that was 
otherwise impossible.  
 
And if we’ve put our faith in Jesus, we have also been supernaturally born into God’s family.  Peter wrote: “In his great 
mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” 1 Peter 1:3  This 
is not something that we can produce in ourselves.  It was paid for in full by the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus 
Christ and it is the result of the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives when we turn away from our sin and accept Jesus as the 
forgiver of our sins and leader of our lives.   
 
It is only through this supernatural and spiritual rebirth that we can enter into a new life in connection with God as part of 
God’s family.  Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, no-one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” John 3:3   
 
The covenant of the law was focussed on what we need to do.  The covenant of grace is focussed on what Christ has already 
done!   

 
ii) A Freedom to Live 

And just as Isaac was born into freedom, so Paul says to those who have accepted Christ:  “Therefore, brothers, we are not 
children of the slave woman, but of the free woman.” Galatians 4:31  We have been called to live in that freedom.   
 
We’ll think about this in more detail in our next section, but Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my 
disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” John 8:31–32  We are not called to live under the 
demands and obligations of the law, endlessly checking the rules to make sure that we still qualify.  Instead we are called to 
live in the freedom of a secure and certain relationship with God which gives us the liberty to live the live we were created 
for.   
 

iii) A Heavenly Community 
And that freedom comes because we don’t belong to an earthly kingdom with earth-bound hopes and dreams.  Instead we 
belong to “The Jerusalem that is above.”  Galatians 4:26     
 
Abraham’s physical descendents grew into a mighty nation, centred on the earthly Jerusalem.  But the people of the new 
covenant, have become members of a new community that is far greater. 
 
Paul quotes from Isaiah: “Be glad, O barren woman…because more are the children of the desolate woman than of her who 
has a husband.” Galatians 4:27  This was a prophecy that pointed forward to the future joy of the restoration of Israel as 
they came back from exile.  They would be more numerous and greater than before. 
 
But Paul sees in it a greater prophecy of the growth of the new community of grace, as it grows more numerous and more 
wonderful than the old community of law.  And we see the reality of this even now as the church, the Body of Christ spreads 
throughout this world and continues to grow, even here in Enniscorthy! 
 
And so those of us who belong to Christ can rejoice that we are part of this community of heaven.  As Paul says in 
Philippians 3:20: “Our citizenship is in heaven.”   Our focus is not on an earthly kingdom, earthly power, physical peace or 
temporary prosperity – but instead on seeing God’s kingdom grow, in the power of the Holy Spirit.  And we can experience 
the peace that transcends all understanding, and even although we go through tough times here, we can rejoice in our 
eternal inheritance that will never perish, spoil or fade. 
 



3. Two Consequences  
a) The Pain of Persecution 
This is what Paul goes on to speak about.  “At that time the son born in the ordinary way persecuted the son born by the 
power of the Spirit.”  Galatians 4:29.   
 
This again takes us back to the original story of Isaac and Ishmael.  When Isaac was about 3 years of age, there was a 
ceremony to celebrate him being weaned.  On that day, Ishmael who was by then 17 years old, ridiculed his younger 
brother.  Maybe it was out of jealousy as Isaac had taken his role as heir to their father.   
 
Paul takes this picture of what was happening to the Christian community in Galatia: “It is the same now.”  Galatians 4:29.  
Jesus was opposed most fiercely by the legalistic Pharisees.  The early church was persecuted by the Jewish religious 
leaders.  Paul was often attacked violently by the Jews in the towns and cities he visited. And the pressure they were 
experiencing was also coming from the law-keepers!   
 
Isaac will always be mocked and persecuted by Ishmael.  The community of grace will always be attacked and mistreated by 
the community of law.  The people of the true gospel will always be persecuted by those of the religion of human effort.  
And so we shouldn’t be surprised if we too face criticism and ridicule.  If we’re following Jesus faithfully, then persecution is 
a given: “Do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. But 
rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ.” 1 Peter 4:12–13  
 
b) Privilege of Inheritance 
But that’s only one side of the story.  In response to Ishmael’s ridicule of her son, Sarah demanded that Abraham send 
Hagar and Ishmael away: “But what does the Scripture say? “Get rid of the slave woman and her son….” Galatians 4:30.   
Abraham hesitated, but after God assured him that he would look after his wife and son, Abraham agreed.  Ishmael was 
sent away and Isaac was established as the true heir of Abraham.   
 
Paul again sees in this a picture of the spiritual inheritance of the new covenant of grace:  “The slave woman’s son will never 
share in the inheritance with the free woman’s son.” Galatians 4:30.   
 
The Jews interpreted this as God’s rejection of the Gentiles, but Paul turns their teaching on its head.  If people reject the 
true gospel of Jesus, if they remain part of the old covenant of law, then they will never inherit the blessings of God’s 
people.   
 
Instead, it is those who have trusted in Jesus, who have entered into the new community of God’s people through the 
covenant of grace, that are “heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ.”  Romans 8:17 
 
Yes, we may face rejection and ridicule from others.  Yes, on this earth we may face the pain of persecution.  Yes we might 
go through times of testing and trouble.  But we have “an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven 
for you.” 1 Peter 1:4 – and our troubles and difficulties cannot compare to the glory we will share in heaven!   
 
Conclusion 
Abraham’s failure to keep waiting and trusting in God brought a whole lot of grief to his family.  But through it, God 
provided a wonderful picture of the blessings that we have through the true gospel. 
 
It shows us that the law has nothing to add to our salvation today.  The law given to Moses called for human effort and 
brought people into the bondage of rules and regulations and could only bring insecure and temporary blessings. 
 
But the grace given through Jesus Christ is based solely on what he has done in giving himself on the cross, and has brought 
us into the freedom of living in relationship with God, and into the secure and eternal blessings of our inheritance in 
heaven! 
 
If we have trusted in Christ, we don’t need anything else.  All we need to do, is live in the joy and freedom of the true gospel 
each day.   
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