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Paul’s Letter to the Galatians

xii. Identity and Destiny (Gal 4: 21 - 31)
9 October 2011
Many people today want to be under the law. They are not, of course, the antagonists or Judaizers to whom Paul was writing, but 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 turn the gospel into law. 
In this passage Paul exposes the inconsistency of their position. This is admittedly a difficult allegorical passage, but its message is surprisingly contemporary. 
1. List some of the rules and regulations which Christians imagine will make them acceptable to God.
2
Why do these ‘laws’ have such a persistent appeal?
Read Galatians 4: 21 – 31
3 List all the examples of symbolism you note in the passage.
4 What are the contrasts between the two women, Hagar and Sarah? 
5 How does Paul use the history of Abraham’s two sons to illustrate the supremacy of promise over law?  (See Genesis 15 – 17 and 21: 1 – 21  for background).
6 How does Paul demonstrate that physical descent from Abraham is not enough to make someone a child of God? 
7 Note verse 29. The son born “in the ordinary way”, Ishmael, would have been seventeen, and Isaac three. What was the conflict between the two sons?
8 Why does conflict persist between followers of the old and new covenants?
An understanding to the Bible is impossible without an understanding of the two covenants. After all, our Bibles are divided in two, into the Old and New Testaments, i.e. the Old and New ‘Covenants’.  A covenant is a solemn agreement between God and human beings by which he makes them his people and promises to be their God. God established the old covenant through Moses and the new covenant through Christ, whose blood ratified it. The old (Mosaic) covenant was based on law; in it God laid the responsibility on people and said, “Thou shalt …, thou shalt not…”.  But the new (Christian) covenant is base on promise; in the promise God keeps the responsibility himself and say, “I will …, I will…:.
9 What is the destiny of those ‘born in the ordinary way’ (not born spiritually in Christ)?
10 What are some of the ways that religious legalists oppose those who have found freedom in Christ?
In this passage Paul not only mentions two covenants, but two Jerusalems also. Jerusalem was the capital city which God chose for the land that he gave to his people. Jerusalem stands for God’s people, just as Moscow for the Russian people or Beijing for the Chinese. But who are the people of God? God’s people under the old covenant were the Jewish people, but His people under the new covenant are Christians, ‘fulfilled Jews’ or believers. Both are ‘Jerusalem’ but the old covenant people of God are the ‘present Jerusalem’, the earthly city, whereas the new covenant people of God are the ‘Jerusalem above’, the heavenly. Thus the two women, Hagar and Sarah, the mothers of Abraham’s two sons, Ishmael and Isaac, stand for the two covenants, the old and the new, and the two Jerusalems,  the earthly and the heavenly.
11 What is the destiny of those who believe God’s promises rather than depending 
      on the law?

12 In what ways have you seen, or experienced conflict and misunderstanding 
     between legalistic Christians and those who know God’s grace and are trusting 
     his promises?  How was it handled and what was the outcome?
Summary:

The religion of Ishmael  is natural religion, what human beings can do by themselves without any supernatural intervention of God. But the religion of Isaac is a religion of grace, what God has done and continues to do, a religion of divine initiative and intervention, for Isaac was born supernaturally through a divine promise. Everyone is either an Ishmael or an Isaac, either still what we are by nature or set free by God’s grace. We must seek to be like Isaac, not like Ishmael. We must put our trust in God through Jesus Christ. Only in Christ can we inherit the promises, receive grace and enjoy the freedom of God.
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