
Time for an Illustration
Galatians 4:21-31

Do you know what an allegory is?  It is an illustration, a rather 
extended illustration in which many or most of the details of a 
particular story take on symbolic meanings.  The symbolism takes 
over the whole meaning of the story, that is the purpose of the 
story.  So think of C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia or J.R.R. 
Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings.  The popularity of those two series, as 
well any number of other fantasy novels prove how popular and 
influential allegory can be.

Yet there is a danger in using allegory as a means of 
interpreting Scripture, because so often the stories we find in the 
Bible are not written such that all of the details have symbolic or 
allegorical meanings.  Very often, the details of Bible stories are 
there to make clear the main point, and we risk going beyond 
what the Scripture says to impose all sorts of fanciful, symbolic 
interpretations for all the symbols.  So it can be dangerous to 
define the symbolic meaning of many events in the Bible.

But sometimes we can, especially when the Bible itself 
identifies the symbolism.  In out text this afternoon, we have one 
of those times.  And in one sense, my job is easy.  I can clearly 
explain some of the symbols of a familiar Old Testament passage, 
because Paul does!  Verse 24, “Now this may be interpreted 
allegorically.”  And the reference point is the story of Hagar, the 
slave woman servant of Abraham.  And her son, Ishmael.

Lets review the story from,
Gen. 16:1  “Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no 

children. And she had an Egyptian maidservant whose name was 
Hagar. 2 So Sarai said to Abram, “See now, the Lord has 
restrained me from bearing children. Please, go in to my maid; 

perhaps I shall obtain children by her.” And Abram heeded the 
voice of Sarai. 3 Then Sarai, Abram’s wife, took Hagar her maid, 
the Egyptian, and gave her to her husband Abram to be his wife, 
after Abram had dwelt ten years in the land of Canaan. 4 So he 
went in to Hagar, and she conceived. And when she saw that she 
had conceived, her mistress became despised in her eyes. 5 
Then Sarai said to Abram, “My wrong be upon you! I gave my 
maid into your embrace; and when she saw that she had 
conceived, I became despised in her eyes. The Lord judge 
between you and me.” 6 So Abram said to Sarai, “Indeed your 
maid is in your hand; do to her as you please.” And when Sarai 
dealt harshly with her, she fled from her presence.  7 Now the 
Angel of the Lord found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, 
by the spring on the way to Shur. 8 And He said, “Hagar, Sarai’s 
maid, where have you come from, and where are you going?”  
She said, “I am fleeing from the presence of my mistress Sarai.” 9 
The Angel of the Lord said to her, “Return to your mistress, and 
submit yourself under her hand.” 10 Then the Angel of the Lord 
said to her, “I will multiply your descendants exceedingly, so that 
they shall not be counted for multitude.” 11 And the Angel of the 
Lord said to her:  “Behold, you are with child, And you shall bear a 
son.  You shall call his name Ishmael, Because the Lord has 
heard your affliction.”

It is not a complicated story, though clearly we have an 
example of Abraham’s sinfulness.  He had heard God’s promise 
that he would have many descendants, but he doubted.  Because 
he had no children.  And he took matters into his own hands.  

But earlier, in Genesis 15, we read,
Gen.15:1  “After these things the word of the Lord came to 

Abram in a vision, saying, “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your 
shield, your exceedingly great reward.”  2 But Abram said, “Lord 
God, what will You give me, seeing I go childless, and the heir of 

Page �  of �1 6



my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” 3 Then Abram said, “Look, 
You have given me no offspring; indeed one born in my house is 
my heir!”  4 And behold, the word of the Lord came to him, saying, 
“This one shall not be your heir, but one who will come from your 
own body shall be your heir.” 5 Then He brought him outside and 
said, “Look now toward heaven, and count the stars if you are 
able to number them.” And He said to him, “So shall your 
descendants be.”  6 And he believed in the Lord, and He 
accounted it to him for righteousness.”

So obviously, this “story” is right at the heart of the message of 
the gospel.  Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him 
as righteousness.  That’s the language of justification.  
Justification by faith.  And that is what Paul quotes in,

Rom. 4:1  “What then shall we say that Abraham our father 
has found according to the flesh? 2 For if Abraham was justified 
by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. 3 
For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it 
was accounted to him for righteousness.” 4 Now to him who 
works, the wages are not counted as grace but as debt.  5 But to 
him who does not work but believes on Him who justifies the 
ungodly, his faith is accounted for righteousness.”

But wait a minute.  Abraham didn’t believe.  His faith was 
weak, and when he saw that Sarah was not able to bear a child, it 
seems that he was not fully convinced that God was able to do 
what he promised.  So what did Abraham do?  He impregnated 
Hagar, and Ishmael was born.  That’s the story.  Now, the 
allegory.  The symbolism.  Hagar and Ishmael are...

I. AN ILLUSTRATION OF LAW.
They symbolize the principle of law, as Paul has been trying to 

correct the Galatians.  And here is what that symbolism means.

A. Under law, there is the necessity of your own work.
You have to do something yourself.  You have to accomplish 

something yourself, by your own strength, in your own flesh.  
That’s the point Paul has been impressing upon the Galatians.  If 
you want to relate to God on the basis of law, then you must obey 
that law.  

So…  v.21

And here comes the symbolism.
v.22-23

What does that mean?  Ishmael was born “according to the 
flesh.”  He was born according to the effort of Abraham.  That’s 
what the principle of law is all about.  Your work.  Your 
accomplishment.  Your effort.  The flesh.  Abraham relied upon his 
flesh and Ishmael was born.  He succeeded, right?  He got his 
son.  Right?

Well, yes, he got a son.  But look what Paul says about 
Ishmael.

v.24-25

Hagar was a slave.  So Ishmael was a slave.  The law 
produces slaves.  Those who seek to be justified according to law 
become slaves.  Because in that case, you must do good works, 
sufficiently to earn your standing before God.  Under law, you 
have to be good enough.  And the million dollar question always 
remains, “How good is good enough?”  

That’s the burden and the slavery.  Because the answer to that 
question is always, “A little better.”  How good is good enough?  A 
little bit more!  Ultimately, perfection.  It is a burden that obviously 
enslaves you to the perfection of your own performance.  So 
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Abraham, if you want to depend upon your own flesh to receive 
the blessings of God, then you must continue to live by that law.  
If you disobey, you will fail.  And if you fail, you will die.  

B. Under law, there is the slavery of achieving your own 
acceptable performance.

Beloved, this is not just about Abraham and two boys being 
born.  The story is not merely about the immorality of Abraham 
impregnating a woman other than his wife.  The meaning of the 
story is in the symbolism, the allegory.  The point of that 
symbolism is that Abraham relied upon his own effort, the work of 
his own flesh, rather than believing God’s promise.  And that is 
slavery.  That is what this whole book of Galatians is all about. 

So what about you?  How are you tempted to rely upon your 
own effort to be justified before God?  Do you think you can do 
something, and on that basis, be good enough?  Or do you know 
that you can’t be good enough, but still suffer under the slavery of 
trying?  You can’t do it.  You can’t stand before God and be 
accepted in his sight on the basis of your own efforts and works.  
That’s the symbolism of Hagar and Ishmael.

But what about Sarah and Isaac.  They are...

II. AN ILLUSTRATION OF PROMISE.
Again, v.22-23

Remember Isaac.  God promised Abraham a son.  It didn’t 
matter that he was a hundred years old.  It didn’t matter that 
Sarah was 90, past the years of bearing children and her womb 
as good as dead.  God had made a promise, and in the allegory, 
in the symbolism of all of this, that promise of a son for Abraham 
was nothing less than,

A. The glorious promise of the gospel.

Let’s go back and read from Genesis again.
Gen. 17:15  “Then God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your 

wife, you shall not call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her 
name. 16 And I will bless her and also give you a son by her; then 
I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; kings of 
peoples shall be from her.” 17 Then Abraham fell on his face and 
laughed, and said in his heart, “Shall a child be born to a man 
who is one hundred years old? And shall Sarah, who is ninety 
years old, bear a child?” 18 And Abraham said to God, “Oh, that 
Ishmael might live before You!” 19 Then God said: “No, Sarah 
your wife shall bear you a son, and you shall call his name Isaac; 
I will establish My covenant with him for an everlasting covenant, 
and with his descendants after him. 20 And as for Ishmael, I have 
heard you. Behold, I have blessed him, and will make him fruitful, 
and will multiply him exceedingly. He shall beget twelve princes, 
and I will make him a great nation. 21 But My covenant I will 
establish with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this set time 
next year.”.”

Now, the explanation in,
Rom. 4:13  “For the promise that he would be the heir of the 

world was not to Abraham or to his seed through the law, but 
through the righteousness of faith. 14 For if those who are of the 
law are heirs, faith is made void and the promise made of no 
effect.”

That’s the point, beloved.  Salvation is either of faith or of law.  
They are mutually exclusive.  Either you work for it yourself and 
earn it by your own effort, or you receive it as a gift, by the 
promise of God.  The first of those is slavery, because it is 
impossible to work hard enough or obey the law perfectly enough.  
So the only hope of life, the only hope of salvation, is that you 
believe God promise.  You receive the blessing of the promise, 
you are saved, by faith.  So continuing to explain this illustration, 
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this allegory, we read in,
Rom. 4:18  “…contrary to hope, in hope believed, so that he 

became the father of many nations, according to what was 
spoken, “So shall your descendants be.” 19 And not being weak 
in faith, he did not consider his own body, already dead (since he 
was about a hundred years old), and the deadness of Sarah’s 
womb. 20 He did not waver at the promise of God through 
unbelief, but was strengthened in faith, giving glory to God, 21 
and being fully convinced that what He had promised He was also 
able to perform. 22 And therefore “it was accounted to him for 
righteousness.”

That, beloved, is freedom.  Freedom from the slavery of 
having to do it yourself.  Freedom from the burden of having to be 
good enough in your own flesh.  It is,

B. The freedom of God’s glorious promise.
The gospel is a promise.  The gift of eternal life is offered as a 

promise.  So, with the symbolism of Abraham and Sarah, believe 
God’s promise, a promise which points us to Jesus Christ himself.  
This allegory is for our benefit.  It is for our ability to understand 
the gospel.

Rom. 4:23 Now it was not written for his sake alone that it was 
imputed to him, 24 but also for us. It shall be imputed to us who 
believe in Him who raised up Jesus our Lord from the dead, 25 
who was delivered up because of our offenses, and was raised 
because of our justification.”

Do you want to be justified?  Do you want to be forgiven your 
sins?  Do you want to be accepted before God as righteous?  
Then believe the promise.  This promise.  Jesus Christ died for 
your sins, to suffer the punishment you deserve.  Jesus Christ 
was raised from the dead on the third day for your justification, so 

that his victory, his accomplishment, could be credited to you!

If you try to accomplish that yourself, by your effort, like 
Abraham trying to have a son with Hagar, if you try to accomplish 
your salvation by your own works, you will be enslaved by the 
demands of the law.  And in that slavery, you will fail.

But the freedom of the gospel is that the obedience and 
righteousness of Jesus Christ is credited to you who believe.  You 
who trust in Jesus Christ for your salvation as he is offered to you 
in the gospel.  So all of this story of Abraham and his two sons is,

III. AN ILLUSTRATION FOR CHRISTIANS.
So Paul makes it clear for us that,

A. Christians are the recipients of God’s covenant 
promises.

This story is for us.  This Old Testament story was written, it 
was played out in history under the control of God’s providence, 
for our benefit today.  That is a great key to open the door for 
understanding the Old Testament.  

Just look at what Paul says in,
v.28

So we are like Isaac.  We who believe, who accept the 
promise of the gospel which is offered to us in Jesus Christ, we 
are like Isaac.  Because we are the children of God by virtue of a 
promise!  If you are a Christian, it is because you believe God 
made a promise not that you have successfully accomplished a 
sufficient amount of good works!  We are the children of promise.  
We are Isaac, not Ishmael, we who are Christians.  Even more 
clearly,

v.31
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That is what grounds the pointed exhortation of the very next 
verse,

Gal. 5:1  “Stand fast therefore in the liberty by which Christ 
has made us free, and do not be entangled again with a yoke of 
bondage.”

Don’t submit to the slavery of any system of work-
righteousness.  Don’t submit to any slavery of a gospel which 
makes your work and your effort to be the foundation upon which 
you stand before God as acceptable in his sight.  And beloved, 
don’t let Satan deceive you into thinking that you aren’t good 
enough, either, as if your standing before God depended upon 
how good you are in the first place.  Don’t let Satan cause you to 
doubt God’s promise, as if you were good enough to receive it.  
Don’t let Satan enslave you to the elementary principles of the 
world, as we saw in previous sermons.  Don’t let Satan put you 
under the bondage of any human traditions that go beyond the 
moral law of God, and don’t let Satan make you think that your 
obedience to that law will get you into heaven.  

Don’t let Satan make you think that there are ceremonial 
regulations to which you must submit, as if the outward sacrifices 
of your worship were somehow sufficient in themselves.  No, 
beloved, God wants your heart.  He calls you to offer your body 
as a living sacrifice.  He calls you to worship him with the faith to 
believe his promise, and the whole of his word, to be true.  
Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved.  That’s 
the freedom of God’s covenant promises which are given to us in 
Christ.

But there is more here, and I want to end with two additional 
points.  First, that there is a corporate nature to all of this.  This is 
not a matter of mere individual experience, for the promise of God 
was not just that Abraham would have a son named Isaac, but 

that he would have a great multitude of descendants, more than 
the stars in the sky and the sand on the shores.

And so, it is not simply individual Christians who are the 
recipients of God’s covenant promises, but it is the church.

B. The church is the recipient of God’s covenant promise.
You see, the allegory is extended.  
v.25

Hagar is a city, a nation, the nation of Jews who are enslaved 
to the regulations of the requirements given in the law at Mt. 
Sinai.  But then there is Jerusalem above.

v.26  “But the Jerusalem above is free, and she is our mother.” 

Such intense symbolism.  Jerusalem above, true Jerusalem.  
The spiritual identity of Jerusalem is in heaven.  It is the city of 
God represented as having its place in heaven.  The idea is the 
same as what you read in,

Heb. 12:22  “But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city 
of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, to an innumerable 
company of angels, 23 to the general assembly and church of the 
firstborn who are registered in heaven, to God the Judge of all, to 
the spirits of just men made perfect, 24 to Jesus the Mediator of 
the new covenant, and to the blood of sprinkling that speaks 
better things than that of Abel.”

So “Jerusalem above” is nothing less than the church.  And, 
according to verse 26, “she is our mother.” 

Calvin writes about this verse:  “The Jerusalem which he calls 
above, or heavenly, is not contained in heaven; nor are we to 
seek for it out of this world; for the Church is spread over the 
whole world, and is a “stranger and pilgrim on the earth.”   Why 
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then is it said to be from heaven? Because it originates in 
heavenly grace; for the sons of God are “born, not of blood, nor of 
the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man,” but by the power of the 
Holy Spirit. The heavenly Jerusalem, which derives its origin from 
heaven, and dwells above by faith, is the mother of 
believers...And certainly he who refuses to be a son of the Church 
in vain desires to have God as his Father; for it is only through the 
instrumentality of the Church that we are “born of God,” and 
brought up through the various stages of childhood and youth, till 
we arrive at manhood. This designation, “the mother of us all,” 
reflects the highest credit and the highest honor on the Church.”

As Christians, the church is our mother!  The promise of God 
is fulfilled in the church!  And quickly, then this final point,

C. The Church shall be triumphant.
v.27

God will fulfill his promise, and the children of Abraham will be 
numerous.  And they shall be triumphant!  Look with at this 
prophecy in Isaiah 54, and note the emphasis upon prosperity.

Is. 54:1 “Sing, O barren one, who did not bear; break forth into 
singing and cry aloud, you who have not been in labor!  For the 
children of the desolate one will be more than the children of her 
who is married, says the Lord. 2 Enlarge the place of your tent, 
and let the curtains of your habitations be stretched out; do not 
hold back; lengthen your cords and strengthen your stakes. 3 For 
you will spread abroad to the right and to the left, and your 
offspring will possess the nations and will people the desolate 
cities.”

This doesn’t seem like a time of much prosperity for us today, 
in our own local church or in the church throughout the world.  We 
have our own struggles, to be sure.  And there seems to be 

terrible persecution of the church around the world.  This allegory 
speaks about that as well, doesn’t it?

v.29

But what is the outcome?  What will be the result?  Who will 
win?  We will!  Despite the outward evidence to the contrary, the 
church will win.

v.30

Just as Hagar and Ishmael were put out by Sarah, so shall 
those whom they represent.  The opponents of the gospel will be 
defeated, and the church of our Lord Jesus Christ will triumph 
gloriously.  And beloved, that is your encouragement.  In the face 
of unspeakable persecution of our brothers and sisters throughout 
the world, and in the face of much more personal sorrows and 
struggles that we experienced as a local congregation, the 
encouragement of Paul is plain and clear.  “Cast out the slave 
woman and her son...”

Rom. 8:37  “Yet in all these things we are more than 
conquerors through Him who loved us. 38 For I am persuaded 
that neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor 
powers, nor things present nor things to come, 39 nor height nor 
depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us 
from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

So this allegory is for us, we who are the children of promise! 
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