Fighting for Freedom #13

“Who’s Your Momma?”

Galatians 4:21-31


Some years ago, a common phrase among young people was, “Who’s your daddy?” I never quite knew what was meant by that, though it was apparent that the one asking looked for an admission of superiority by the one being asked.


As we continue in our study of Paul’s letter to the Galatians, we come to what seems to us as a strange text, Galatians 4:21-31. While the approach Paul uses in this passage might appear foreign to us, the bottom line is very relevant to us today. Instead of asking the question, “Who’s your daddy?” Paul is, in effect, asking, “Who’s your momma?” Let’s read through these verses together:

Tell me, you who want to be under the law, are you not aware of what the law says? For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman and the other by the free woman. 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. 
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. 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, O barren woman, who bears no children; break forth and cry aloud, you who have no labor pains; because more are the children of the desolate woman than of her who has a husband.”﻿ ﻿

Now you, brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise. At that time the son born in the ordinary way persecuted the son born by the power of the Spirit. It is the same now. But what does the 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, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the free woman. 

Paul is still fighting for the freedom of his Galatian converts. In the first section (verses 21-27) Paul addresses the false teachers—the Judaizers or the legalists—who were influencing the Christians away from Paul and his teaching. He then writes to these believers in the second section (verses 28-31) and provides practical application. Chuck Swindoll notes, 

Paul is going to show here (as he does in other places in the New Testament) that it is not simply being related to Abraham physically that sets us right before God; but being in league with Abraham spiritually that sets us right before God..

Right off the bat Paul sets the stage for this showdown. He begins in verse 21, “Tell me, you who want to be under the law, are you not aware of what the law says?” I believe he is addressing the Judaizers in this text. (Later in the passage he comes back to the Galatian Christians, whom he refers to as “brothers.”) But with these Judaizers he meets them and refutes them on their own ground. He exposes the inconsistency, the illogical nature of their position. “You want to be under the law?” he asks. “Then just listen to the law! For the very law, whose servant you want to be, will be your judge and condemn you.”

Remember, Paul was well-versed in the Hebrew Torah. When we think of “the Law,” we often envision rules and regulations regarding sacrifices, worship, and details of everyday life. But to the Jew the Law includes Genesis as well as Leviticus, so when Paul reaches back past Moses to Abraham, he is still using “the Law” to preach grace!

Verse 21 is misleading in most English translations, for the original Greek uses two different phrases that are translated “the law” in English. The first instance does not use an article while the second usage does.
 The first refers to law as a means of attaining holiness and earning salvation, and the second to the ﻿Old Testament books of the law (Genesis through Deuteronomy). Paul is saying, “Tell me, you who desire to obtain favor with God by law-keeping, do you not listen to the message of the book of the law?”

Not only does Paul use their own book against his opponents, he also employs their favored method of interpretation to make his point. In verse 24 he writes, “These things may be taken figuratively…” The King James Version uses the word “allegory,” which the Jewish rabbis often used in interpreting the Old Testament. An allegory has been defined as “a metaphor that has been developed into a story conveying truths other than what the surface story is about.”
 In this manner every detail of a story is thought to represent a deeper, spiritual truth.

I should point out that allegory is not a preferred way to handle Scripture. As John MacArthur points out, 

Allegory as such is a tenuous and dangerous means of interpretation. Because allegory does not need to be based on fact, it is limited only by an interpreter’s imagination and is easily influenced by his personal predispositions. It frequently leads to biased and often bizarre conclusions.
Allegory is a Pandora’s box that ignores the literal, historical meaning of Scripture and opens biblical interpretation to every extreme. Because of man’s finiteness and fallenness, it inevitably leads to arbitrariness, absurdity, and futility.

The Holy Spirit directed Paul to use analogy on this occasion in order to show the Judaizers that God’s plan of redemption has always been by grace. The law itself both teaches and illustrates that salvation has never been through the law.


The fact that Paul states that he is using an allegory in this passage, along with the fact that Paul nowhere else in the New Testament uses this approach, should tell us that we should not try to find “hidden meanings” in every detail and event in the Bible.
 He is using it because it was familiar in the Jewish rabbinical schools—and probably the false teachers in Galatia.
 Even the way Paul uses allegory is not the same as the Jewish rabbis.  As Stott puts it, “It is allegorical, although not arbitrary.”


Let’s get into the text itself. Paul introduces his argument in verse 22, “For it is written that Abraham had two sons…” Genesis records Abraham had more than two sons, but the ones spoken of here are contrasted: his first son, Ishmael, as is recorded in Genesis 16, and his second son, Isaac, recorded in Genesis 21.
 While each can rightly claim to be a “son of Abraham,” their relationship is more contrast than comparison. Paul points out three major differences between these two.
They Were Born To Two Different Mothers 

The first major difference is that they were born to two different mothers. On the surface this is simple—Ishmael was born to Hagar, who was Sarah’s servant, while Isaac was born to Sarah herself. This, according to ancient law, affected the sons’ status.
 Even though Ishmael was technically the firstborn, because he was born to a slave he did not have the same legal rights of inheritance as Isaac, who was born to Abraham’s wife and, thus, free.

In verse 24, Paul refers to the two mothers as representing two covenants. What is meant by “covenant”? Stott defines it this way: “A covenant is a solemn agreement between God and men, by which He makes them His people and promises to be their God.”
 We may also use the word “promise” or even the older word “testament.”
Hagar represents the covenant from Mount Sinai in Arabia—the law given to Moses, which the Judaizers taught was their ticket to Heaven. This is often called the “Old Covenant.” Sarah, though she is not named herself in this entire passage, represents not the “New Covenant” but, if I may coin the phrase, the “Older Covenant.” I know that sounds strange, but follow me.

Warren Wiersbe makes an astute point:

Hagar was Abraham’s second wife. She was added alongside Sarah. Likewise, the Law was “added” alongside God’s already existing promises and was temporary (Gal. 3:19, 24–25). God did not start with Law; He started with grace. His relationship to Adam and Eve was based on grace, not Law, even though He did test them by means of one simple restriction (Gen. 2:15–17). The redemption of Israel from Egypt was an act of God’s grace, as was His provision, the sacrifices, and priesthood. Before Moses gave the Law, Israel was already in a covenant relationship with God (“married to God”) through His promises to the patriarchs (Ex. 19:1–8).

Even though Ishmael was Abraham’s first son (chronologically), his mother Hagar was Abraham’s second wife. Before this ill-conceived plan to “help” God keep His promise, Abraham was already married to Sarah. In the same way, salvation by grace predates the giving of the Mosaic Law. 

The promise of the good news had been given to Abraham 430 years before the law came. [Remember that Paul used this same argument in Galatians 3:17.] Moreover, if one is to argue that salvation could only come as a result of obedience to the law, then Christ died for no good reason. Such an offer was never part of the law, nor did it appear anywhere else in the revelation of God to humanity. It was a later invention that many had confused with what the law itself taught… Surely, the law had a purpose to fulfill in that it led us to Christ. But whatever other purposes were to be found in the law, serving as a means of salvation was not one of them.


Where did this “later invention” come from? It would appear that that this phrase was used at Qumran and in later Rabbinic Judaism to refer to what was known as the halakah. The halakah was an interpretation of the law of Moses that demanded obedience to the law as a basis for acceptance into the membership of the people of God. It would appear this is the law the Judaizers had in mind as they appealed to it for their authority. Yet, as Kaiser concludes, 
The Torah never stated that one of the purposes of the law was to be a means of salvation. To argue that such was the law’s purpose was to forfeit the freedom offered in Christ, and it further was to be made slaves out of the present generation, just as Israel once had been in Egypt.


To suggest that God gave the Mosaic law in order to enslave people is to grossly misunderstand both God and His law. It was legalism that took God’s law and twisted it into a slave master. Paul is not writing against the Mosaic law (or the Old Testament as a whole), but against the unwarranted misuse of the law as a means to salvation by works.

They Were Born By Two Different Means


The second contrast Paul makes between Ishmael and Isaac is that they were born by two different means. Ishamel’s birth was entirely by natural means. Abraham was elderly at the time, about eighty-six years old, but still the conception was natural. In Isaac’s case the conception was by means of a miracle; for by this time Abraham had passed the age at which it was normally possible to engender children—he was ninety-nine years old—and Sarah at age ninety was long past the age of conceiving them.
It is apparent that this contrast lends itself well to the very distinction Paul is trying to make between natural (man-made) religion and supernatural (God-made) religion. The religion of works and legalism corresponds to the natural birth of Ishmael. The religion of grace and the Spirit, which is Christianity, corresponds to the supernatural birth of Isaac.

As stated many times before, there are really only two kinds of religion in the world: human achievement and divine provision. One is based on what man does for God; the other is based on what God has done for man.


This distinction between Ishmael and Isaac is so basic, so simple, that one wonders if the apostle John had them in mind when he wrote in John 1:12-13,

Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God. 

Ishmael and Isaac were born to two different mothers and by two different means. The difference between religion and Christianity could not be more strikingly evident… or more substantially accurate.

They Were to Become Two Different Men


The final contrast between these two is that they were to become two different men. Ishamel, though first born, would never be anything more than a slave, whereas Isaac was literally the child of the promise.


Paul shifts gears in verse 28, addressing the Galatian Christians as “brothers” (also in verse 31). “Now you, brothers,” he writes, “like Isaac, are children of promise.” By implication, the Judaizers—who prided themselves on being “sons of Abraham”—were identified with Ishmael, the outsider. Here were at least some Gentiles among the Galatian believers who were children of Abraham while the Jews who rejected Christ were lost!


Paul also points to another comparison. Just as Ishmael “persecuted” Isaac when they were relatively young (which led to Sarah’s demand that Hagar and Ishmael be sent away), so the Judaizers were the ones persecuting Paul and his converts.


Some commentators see this as referring to the animosity between Arabs and Jews or even between Arabs and Christians to the present day.
 But Paul is not speaking of physical descendents; he is referring to the battles between legalism and grace.


As MacArthur puts it, 

Whether within Judaism or Christianity, legalists have always been persecutors. Those who trust in God have always been persecuted by those who trust in themselves. True believers have always been more mistreated and oppressed by religionists than by atheists.


What became of Ishmael and his mother Hagar? Paul concludes this section in verses 30-31, “But what does the 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, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the free woman.” Paul is subtly suggesting to the Galatians that they should “kick the Judaizers out!”


So it is that the true heirs of God’s promise to Abraham are not his children by physical descent, the Jews, but his children by spiritual descent, Christian believers whether Jews or Gentiles (as Romans 2:28-29 teaches). And since it is “the Scripture” which said, “Cast out the slave and her son,” we find the law itself rejecting the law (as a means of salvation). This verse of Scripture, which the Jews interpreted as God’s rejection of the Gentiles, Paul boldly reverses and applies to the exclusion of unbelieving Jews from the inheritance. As J. B. Lightfoot comments, “the Apostle thus confidently sounds the death-knell of Judaism.”


This might all seem dusty and dry to twenty-first century American believers. Nevertheless, the message of these verses is especially relevant for us. According to verse 21 it is addressed to those “who desire to be under law.” There are many such today—people whose religion is legalistic, who imagine that the way to God is by the observance of certain rules. There are even professing Christians who try to turn the gospel into law. They suppose that their relationship to God depends on a strict adherence to regulations, traditions and ceremonies. They are in bondage to them.


We must recognize the absolute incompatibility of man-made religion as opposed to God’s provision. They cannot coexist. You may think you can embrace both—that’s what the Galatians tried to do—“Oh, we believe in grace, but we also believe that in order to please God we have to keep these rules.” No way! You adopt grace as your life style, you embrace it fully, completely, and you cast out legalism.


Don’t think this is anything new. Paul’s gospel was no different than what God had originally given for persons to be saved in the Old Testament. Mankind has always been (and always will be) saved by grace through faith. Paul was not introducing something that was brand-new! (And neither am I.) God’s promise was the same original plan set forth before the beginning of time.

So the bottom line is this: Who’s your momma? If we are trying to earn our way to God, we are like Ishmael; if we accept God’s grace, we are like Isaac. And only one is the way into God’s family. It is by grace through faith, or it is futile.
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