
Noon Bible Study: Galatians 4
The last word of Galatians 3 told us that if we belong to Christ (by faith (v.26), initiated through baptism (v. 27)), we are 
Abraham’s descendants and as a result “heirs” according to the promise God made to Abraham (land, descendants, & blessing).  So 
in the next section we will read, Paul is going to talk about what it means to be an heir.  Merriam Webster defines our English 
word “heir” like this:

(1) one who receives property from an ancestor : one who is entitled to inherit property (2) one who inherits or is entitled 
to succeed to a hereditary rank, title, or office

Galatians 4:1-7 - Slaves, Children, & Heirs

When an “heir” is just a small child (v. 1), even though they are destined to receive all that their parent owns/gives, 
functionally they are no different than a common servant in the same household.  Paul is going to use this life example 
as a metaphor for the Galtains relationship with God as keepers of the law compared to followers of Christ.

A child/heir does not know when the time will come when they inherit what had been promised. Similarly, at the “fullness 
of time” God sent his Son which began the process of transitioning the “children” from slave-like status to full grown 
heirs of the Father.

Now, those who are children of God are no longer slaves.  Before Christ came they were no different than slaves. In fact, 
as they kept the law to stay on the straight and narrow as children, they were enslaved to the Law and it’s 
blessings/curses.

That’s how it used to be.

Now, once they had been made right with God by having faith in Chrst, they are no longer slaves, they are fully children 
of God and not just the “runt of the litter’ child but adopted as full-status children of God.  They have been “born of 
God” by His spirit and this marks them as children and heirs.

This is a long way to get to the main point of Paul - Spirit-filled Christian, you’re a son/daughter of God now, there is 
a new way to live for and relate to God. It’s not as master/slave, it’s loving father-child relationships (as implied by 
the use of the ultra personal “abba”, v. 6). And if you’re a son/daughter, you’re an heir of what God has promised to 
give.  What an amazing reality!

Galatians 4:8-11 - Children Shouldn’t Go Back To Slaves

Paul returns to his concern for the Galatians turning back to their old ways. Up until now he has questioned and 
challenged them as to why they would return to keeping of the Law of Moses but here he reminds the Gentiles among them 
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how foolish it would be for them to return to their idolatrous ways - and compares their desire to keep “days and months 
and seasons and years” (presumably Jewish feasts) as profitable as going back to worshipping false gods!

Keeping the Law of Moses does about as much to earn God’s favor and love as serving idols.  That’s quite the statement for 
the former Pharisee to make.  This again shows Paul’s grave concern for their own progress and spiritual state.  He’s put a 
lot of work into serving and shepherding the Galatians churches and doesn’t want those labors to be in “vain (v. 11).”

Galatians 4:12-20 – Don’t forget what we’ve had!

Paul uses some pretty graphic language here to describe the nature of his relationship with the Galatian believers.  As 
we saw earlier in our study when we went back to Paul’s missionary journey to the Galatian region (Acts 13-14), Paul 
had spent a good amount of time with these churches. He suffered greatly during his time ministering there (including the 
famous stoning incident near Lystra, Acts 14:19-20). Apparently Paul had a great love-relationship with the saints 
there.  Let’s revisit the phrasing he uses here:

I beg of you brethren (v. 12)
You have done me no wrong! (v. 12)
I was sick when I first came to you, but my condition didn’t cause you to turn away or reject me. (v. 14)
You welcomed me like you would have welcomed an angel or even Jesus himself! (v. 14)
I believe that if I needed a new eye, you would have been willing to give me yours! (v. 15)
My (little) children (v. 19)

Paul reminds them of the love-relationship that they have (had?) when he appeals to them to hear his heart. The false 
teachers are trying to keep the Galatian believers away from Paul, that should be a sign to them of something not being 
right!

Paul wants to keep being a brother and father figure to them - he wants to see them become more and more like Christ 
and he is willing to work for and with them until that happens. He feels like he is going through labor again - but he 
seems willing to out of his love for them!  His appeals in this letter are not because he is angry with them or that he 
has become their enemy - but he is being firm, truthful and direct because he loves them.

Galatians 4:20 (NLT) - I wish I were with you right now so I could change my tone. But at this distance I don't 
know how else to help you.

Galatians 4:21-31 - One Final Allegory: Isaac & Ishamel, Sarah & Hagar

Paul returns one more time to the story of Abraham to illustrate the difference between being connected to God by faith 
or by works of the Mosaic Law.

If you are unfamiliar with the story (found in Genesis 16 & 22), here’s a brief summary.  God had promised Abraham and 
Sarah a child, even in their old age. This child would be the first of a multitude of descendants.  But there was a time 
gap between the giving of the promise to have a son and the actual realization of his birth (Isaac).  And during that 
time Abraham and Sarah decided to take matters into their own hands and bring about God’s will by their own efforts (or 
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so they thought). Abraham impregnates Hagar, one of Sarah’s servants, and she will give birth to Ishamel.  Though both 
Isaac & Ishmael were related to Abraham, only one was the blessed promised heir of Abraham.  Isaac was the child of 
promise and Ishmael was the child of human efforts.  Isaac was the son of Abraham’s wife Sarah, Ishamael was the son of 
Sarah’s slave.

With that background Paul uses these two individuals to double down on the point he has been making throughout this 
chapter. Do you want to be a son or slave?  If you keep the Law, you’re just like Hagar’s son Ishmael. If you live by 
faith in Christ, you are a child of the promise, like Sarah’s son Isaac.  Figuratively speaking, you can either worship God 
at Mount Sinai (where the Law was given to Moses) or you can worship God by faith at the new Jerusalem, which is where 
Christ is now and will come to the earth at the end.  We can’t be or do both.

A lot of imagery and Old-Testament rooted examples, but I think the point Paul has been making in this chapter are clear 
enough to grasp.  But nevertheless, this is a good place to pause and take a breath.

Galatians 4 continues to make Paul’s case to the church that we are made right by faith in Christ - and that’s the only way.  We 
shouldn’t think that our efforts (either based on the Mosaic Law or our own good deeds) can cleanse us from sin or keep us in 
God’s love. Those things become realities when we have faith in Christ and are filled with God’s spirit.  We’re reminded again not 
to turn away from that simplicity.

Before we close, let’s consider one point that Paul makes quickly in this section which is a timely reminder for us.  Paul appeals 
to the church in 4:12-20 that they remember their love for each other in the midst of this “conversation” so that they can 
rightly interpret Paul’s heart when they read the emotionless black and white ink on the page.  I appreciate that he reminds them 
of his love for them and the relational history that they have.

He’s saying “guys, it’s me! Hear my heart in these words!”  And famously he asks:

“Have I now become your enemy because I am telling you the truth? (4:16, NLT)”

That’s a good question for Paul to pose to them.  And its a good question for us to consider.  When some speaks truth to us - How  
do we respond?  How do we feel?  How do we react?  Does a confrontation cancel out relational capital that has been built over 
the years?  Sadly, it often does.  But it shouldn’t.

I’m not thinking about someone being a jerk or rude or unkind.  Speaking the truth as a jerk doesn’t make what you’re saying 
right. - that’s not love. Love is not rude or easily angered (1 Corinthians 13:4-6).  If someone gets upset at your because you are 
rude, harsh, unkind, abrasive, etc. - you need to repent.  Truth is to be spoken in love. Just the fact that you spoke “truth” 
doesn’t necessarily mean you were loving (...ok, rant over).

That being said, we need to include truth-telling as a part of our relationship within a family.  This is a part of love.  
Receiving truth without being easily offended is hard, but important.  Speaking truth with compassion and concern for the other 
person is rare, but needed.  
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Fostering a love relationship amongst brothers and sisters in Christ is important. One of the reasons why is that we will surely 
have to navigate difficult, awkward and trying situations together.  Being in close proximity to someone is required in order to 
love them - but it also comes with the risk of being close enough to be hurt by them.  But that’s the risk that love demands.

If you continue to keep people at arms length so as to not be hurt, you will never grow close with people so as to be loved.

Truth telling should not put relationships at risk.  And that’s why Paul reminds the church that even though he is speaking 
truth, it’s because he loves them so much.  It’s his love for them that prompts him to speak the truth.  Their spiritual lives are at 
risk and so he wants to take initiative and get involved to help.

Oh to have and be a friend like that. 
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