
Spiritual Travail 

by Harry Foster. 

“My little children of whom I am again in travail until Christ be formed in you.” 

The emblems of our salvation, the bread and the wine are very simple and easily 

accessible for they are intended to remind us that salvation is given freely and to all who 

will. Nevertheless, in their preparation, both the bread and wine pass through processes 

of bruising, grinding or crushing, which makes us aware of the suffering involved in our 

redemption. The gift is offered to us freely, but that does not mean to say that it's price 

was not costly. On the contrary, everything of true spiritual value must be paid for by 

someone and paid for dearly.  

The Galatians had come to know eternal life so freely and easily, but the Apostle Paul 

had paid a heavy price that the gospel might reach them. New birth was easy for them, 

but it meant travail for him. When he wrote, "... of whom I am again in travail", it 

reminded them that this was not the first time that he had suffered in order that life might 

come to them. I do not think that the word again means that the second exercise was 

for some purpose differing from the first as though he had travailed the first time that 

they might have one blessing and then the second time in order they might have a 

second blessing. Rather, does it seem that Paul meant that he was having to suffer all 

over again for the original purpose? For surely there is but one goal in all real concern 

for men’s' souls, and that is that Christ may be formed in them. What a glorious end that 

Christ may be formed in human lives and manifest Himself through them. It almost 

invariably means however, that someone must be prepared to pay the price for such an 

end is bound to be costly.  

 

The Savior's Travail  

Costly supremely for the Savior, Paul would never have spoken of his own labor and 

sorrow in these terms if he had not first of all, and most emphatically, stressed the 

sufferings of Christ in the work of redemption. This letter to the Galatians abounds in 

such references. We are reminded anew that Christ suffered effectually. He travailed for 

this very purpose that he might be formed in us. The thought revealed by the word 

'formed' is not something hidden and secret, but a shape and expression of visible 

setting forth of Christ in the life, the form, of course not being a mere outward shape, but 

that which takes its character from the life within. Inward and outward, this is the 

purpose for which our Lord suffered so greatly that we should be really like Him.  

 

[The Greek term, morphe, it means essential form. So what is visible is representative 

and indicative of what is internal.] 

  



Christ Revealed in the Life 

This formation of Christ in us is the secret of fellowship with God and of bringing 

pleasure to Him. We only please God in the measure in which something of Christ finds 

expression in our lives. We may think that we are pleasing God when we do a lot for 

Him. We may feel that he ought to be pleased with our words and works and especially 

with our earnestness, whereas all this may be just a showing forth of what we are and 

that can never satisfy Him. On the other hand, there may be one flash, a smile, a word, 

an action or a refraining from action which is so unlike us, which is indeed a little gleam 

of Christ in the life. That is what pleases God, a sign that Christ is resident within. Christ 

formed in you is the basis for the approval of God, which we all so seek and desire. It is 

equally the basis of all true helpfulness to other believers.  

The Galatians we're in a bad way. They were all divided up and set against one 

another, biting and devouring one another. In this, they were not unlike the Corinthians 

to whom Paul wrote in similar terms. They were disappointingly lacking in spiritual 

impact. A problem people, even though they possessed all that might be thought 

necessary for a flourishing church. They had plenty of preachers, for instance, and good 

ones, too. Plenty of gifts and much zeal and energy. People did not have to be whipped 

up to attend the prayer meetings at Corinth. They hurried there and almost fell over 

each other in their anxiety to take part. What then was there lack? What would have 

transformed their churches and brought them into spiritual growth and fullness? Was it 

not less of self and more of Christ? They needed Christ to be so formed in them that 

their contributions to each other and to the whole should be more of Him. They did not 

need more energy and talent. They needed more of Christ. That would have solved all 

their problems.  

It was for this therefore that the Apostle suffered in travail. This was the whole aim of his 

life and ministry. He knew that the purpose of God would be fulfilled in the churches of 

Galicia, only by Christ being really expressed in the lives of the individual members. 

Blessings and spiritual riches would be theirs and would flow out to others. We are more 

a hindrance to one another than a help if Christ has not the full place in our lives.  

 

Impact of Christ On the World 

The church ought to have a constant and powerful impact on the world. It is not meant 

to compete with the world in trying to attract men, nor is it called merely to denounce the 

world that men may see its wrong. It is intended to bring Christ to the world in a vital 

way to bring men face to face with the challenge of God's son. This is what we so desire 

and what we so often pray for that men may really meet the Lord. How can it be? It can 

only be through us. This means something more than earnestness for that is not 

absolute proof of the truth, nor will it necessarily distinguish us from others.  



People meet great earnestness in other directions from men who make no claim to be 

Christians. It is no mystery to them. They can understand earnestness. They may even 

be earnest to themselves about other matters. This is more than kindliness for the 

Christian church, has no monopoly of that. While we should always seek to show a 

loving and consider it spirit, we must remember that kindliness in itself is not a unique 

expression of God's son. Men meet kindness from many quarters. This is not even faith. 

Religious faith is generally common to mankind. At any rate, most people feel that they 

know what faith is.  

This matter is something which should make men stand back and say, this is a life 

which I know nothing about. Some will not want to know. They will hate it. Others may 

be made hungry and thirsty after righteousness, but they should all be made aware that 

there is an altogether different kind of life being lived out before them, a life which can 

only be explained by saying that it comes from another world. It is not only 

extraordinary, it is heavenly and gloriously so. The Christian suffers the same calamities 

as others, perhaps even worse. He faces difficulties and losses in the things of this life. 

He has to meet death itself. In all these circumstances, he is calm and trustful. He is not 

only sure of ultimately going to heaven, but already enjoys something of heaven in his 

own heart. God is real to Him and ever near. He knows a peace which passes all 

understanding and he experiences a joy which no man can take from Him. This surely 

should be our testimony in the world, but it can only be as Christ Himself lives out this 

life in us.  

 

The Reward of Travail 

Thus we see the reason for Paul's travail. He knew that only by Christ having his full 

place in the life could the purpose of God be realized. This is not a matter of outward 

influences but of new birth. It is an inward impartation of life. The travail, of course is 

that of the crucified Savior. And yet the one who would bring men to Christ must also 

share in the suffering and the cost, becoming thus, as it were, a partaker in the birth 

pangs. There are two kinds of suffering in the physical realm. The one connected with 

death and the other with life. There are pains associated with death, the pains of 

disorder and decay, of disintegration and corruption. There are also the pains 

associated with life, birth pains, and growing pains. The former are tragic because they 

tell a failure and approaching dissolution. The latter are well worthwhile because they 

promise fruitfulness and development.  

There is no tragedy for Christ, but only glory. All of His sufferings are described as 

travail. is it not wonderful that all the trials and pains which our Lord endured from the 

beginning of his holy life until the last dread moment on Calvary, all his sufferings were 

fruitful? None of them was waste. None involved destruction or loss. At the time they 

often appeared so, but now that the glorious fruit of His agonies is being realized. We 



know that Isaiah's prophetic promise is sure that "He shall see of the travail of His soul 

and be satisfied." No pain of His has been unnecessary or unfruitful. Paul's conception 

of being in Christ meant true fellowship with his Lord in suffering as well as in blessing. 

This suffering had nothing to do with atoning for sin, but it made a very real contribution 

towards the realization of God's purpose in redemption. This is how he described it: 

"Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake and fill up on my part that which is lacking 

of the afflictions of Christ" - in my flesh, for His body's sake, which is the church. For us, 

then to be in Christ means that it is blessedly possible, not inevitable, but possible that 

the sufferings and pangs, the difficulties and trials of life shall be not unto death but unto 

life, not destructive but fruitful, not disillusion, but travail.  

 

It was thus that Paul's experience in Galacia merited this description. If there was to be 

something of real value for the Lord in that district, it meant that something must travail 

to make it possible. Such spiritual results as Christ being truly formed in men’s lives 

demand real travail. It could not be achieved by merely arranging meetings and joining 

all the excitement and pleasure of a campaign among the Galatians. It did not consist of 

proclaiming the truth and then moving on to the next place with reports of a wonderful 

time in Galicia. From one point of view, it was not a wonderful time for the Apostle, but a 

very painful time. It was travail. And yet thank God we can have both pain and joy 

together. That is the wonder of being united to Christ. Even our afflictions can be turned 

to His account and made the occasion of fresh glory for Him. Not a pain, but what the 

ultimate result may be: increased blessing for others in new experiences of Christ in 

their lives. Looking back on that time of suffering, Paul was able to say with deep 

thankfulness that it was well worth it. It had brought men to a living knowledge of the 

Lord. Christ was being formed in them.  

 

The Nature of Travail 

Well, we may feel that this was a special kind of apostolic suffering related to ministry 

and not the ordinary experiences that come to us. We shall be wrong if we thus judge. 

As a matter of fact, this particular case was simply that personal trial befell Paul. We do 

not know exactly what it was, but it is called an infirmity of the flesh. It even seems that 

it might have easily brought upon Him the contempt of the Galatians, though it did not. It 

was one of those perplexing things, that which happens to us all, seemingly a chance 

mishap and appearing to be most unfortunate. We are apt to judge that our ministry 

would be so much more effectual if we were spared such trials, and yet surprisingly 

enough, Paul's ministry was often governed and made possible by these very things. 

How seldom does he seem to have moved on the simple basis of guidance from above. 

How often did he seem rather to be the victim of circumstances. In this case, as in many 

others, it was not a voice from heaven, but a distressing and apparently unfortunate 

circumstance which obliged Him to do what he did.  



This fits our case very well. Most of us have to be governed not by voices from heaven 

or special revelations, but by the grim and inexorable demands of life upon us. Perhaps 

we have failed to realize that these very circumstances may become travail, painful 

indeed, but very fruitful in their painfulness. Paul might have lost heart and missed the 

very purpose of God in his trial. He might have mistaken the sufferings for death pangs 

when all the time they were meant to be travail. This is how Christ began to be formed 

in the Galatians because by faith the servant of God triumphed and turned His 

misfortune into a marvelous opportunity for blessing to those around Him.  

 

Renewed Travail 

But the real point of this verse does not concern his first experience of suffering for the 

Galatians, but he is having to travail all over again. Things went wrong. The flesh 

reasserted itself as it will even in Christians. There was a danger that the purpose of 

God in their salvation would be frustrated. Paul had not travailed for lesser things, 

religious ideas and practices, prosperous churches or zealous keepers of the law. He 

did not suffer to set in motion a new movement for propagating doctrines to gather 

together members for a new sect, nor to augment the numbers of an old one. He had 

one great consuming purpose to be brought to birth by his sufferings and that was the 

living expression of Christ in redeemed man. Nothing else could satisfy God and 

nothing less than this should ever satisfy a servant of God.  

Numbers were still good in Galicia, activities well-maintained and zeal unabated, but 

Christ was being crowded out and that is the greatest tragedy possible. Had Paul, after 

all, suffered in vain? Was his travail unfruitful? It certainly seemed so. It is here that we 

must note his spirit. He would not accept discouragement, but decided to travail all over 

again if necessary, so long as the divine end was not missed. This is fellowship with 

Christ indeed and manifests something of the patient persistence of Jesus as the 

suffering servant of the Lord.  

So often when things and people seem to fail, we want to write them off and to start 

again somewhere else. We accept the breakdown and turn our activities to some other 

direction. Not so the apostle. He had plenty of other activities and interests. He was not 

so concerned about Galacia because he had nothing else to care for, like a hen with 

one chick. No. It was his great heart of love which provoked his concern. Amid all the 

others who were more promising, he still had a place for these. They were the people of 

God with divine interest bound up with their lives. And though his pangs seem to have 

been wasted, he was willing to travail again so that Christ might be fully formed in them. 

He would not give up however great the cost. I wonder how much more of Christ there 

might be in the church if more of us were willing to pay the price in spiritual travail.  

 



 

Spiritual Parenthood 

Nothing but love could produce such patience. When all is fresh and promising, it is 

easy to have interest. But when we are disappointed and disillusioned, when folks seem 

to have let us down, it is much easier to leave them and look elsewhere. "I am again in 

travail until Christ be formed in you." Your failure is a fresh call to me that I should share 

in the sufferings of Christ for your sakes. The Apostle in writing to the Corinthians said, 

"For though you have ten thousand tutors in Christ," yet, have you not many fathers? It 

was in this spirit that he addressed the Galatians as his little children.  

I do not think that in either case he was only claiming that he was responsible for their 

conversion, but rather was seeking to assure them of his personal love and sense of 

responsibility. Those who are only tutors may well grow tired of their less promising 

pupils and be thankful to be rid of them. They may give way to despair and resign their 

charges to others. A father cannot do that. And what is more, he does not want to. His 

heart is so truly concerned for his children even though they may bring Him much pain 

and disappointment that he persists in caring for them and seeking their good.  

So it was that Paul was ready to travail again until Christ was formed in these wayward 

and failing saints. We need much more of the patient love of Christ if we are going to 

help men unto the fullness. The Apostle had no children of his own. Humanly speaking, 

he had a very limited and unbalanced life and yet he found balance and deep 

satisfaction for both spirit and soul by entering into the experience of spiritual 

parenthood on a vast scale. His was no self-centered life, nor was his spiritual 

experience a selfish one. He poured Himself out in prayer and service to others, 

travailing, and if necessary, travailing again with unquenchable purpose, that there 

should be a real manifestation of Christ in the lives of the redeemed. The saints have 

ten thousand tutors. What they need are spiritual parents, those who count no suffering 

too great, so long as they may be brought to the fullness of Christ. - Written in 1950.  

 

[Galatians 4:19 is his passage that he was commenting on. "I'm in travail again until 

Christ be - morphao - fully formed in you." The root morphe is used in Romans 12:1 and 

2, "I urge you therefore brethren by the mercies of God, to present your bodies" - aorist 

tense - do it now - do not delay - "a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable" - that is well 

pleasing to God, "which is your spiritual service of worship" - that is your spiritually 

intelligent service of worship - "and stop being conformed to this world" - that is an 

outward adaptation of your behavior that does not correspond to your 'morphe' - your 

essential new birth identity - "but go on being 'metamorphosed' - that is transformed" - 

that is a renewal that comes from the inside and is expressed more and more on the 

outside - go on being "transformed by the renewing of your mind that you may prove" - 

that is, prove after testing - "what the will of God is" - what is essentially good, well 



pleasing and perfect - that is, that reaches God's goal and end in terms of maturity - and 

the word is also used in Matthew 17:1 and 2 where the Lord was transformed - 

'metamorphosed' - on the Mount of Transfiguration, where His physical mortal body 

manifested the glory of His future coming at the second advent. That is offered as the 

model and background for 'the morning star arising in saints' found in 2 Peter 1:16 

through 19. In the background is Chapter 1 verses 3 and following, "becoming a 

partaker of the divine nature."  

So in view of that, Paul, in contrast to living under the old covenant, which is letter 

versus 'the law of the spirit of life in Christ Jesus', one is a ministry of condemnation, the 

other is a ministry of the spirit in 2 Corinthians 3:8, as a Ministry of righteousness, that is 

that which conforms to God's revealed will and thought.  

And so, in contrast to living under the old covenant, it says, "We all with unveiled face..." 

In other words, we are in a position that is exceedingly higher and greater than that 

which Moses represented as one who received the law. When he's in the presence of 

God, the veil was removed. He received the law. But when Pete presented that to the 

children of Israel, he put a veil over his face so they would not see the fading glory. But 

"we all", not just Moses, "we all with unveiled face beholding and reflecting as an a 

mirror the glory of the Lord are in the process of being transformed." There is the same 

word we see with the Lord on the Mount of Transfiguration, the same word we see in 

Romans 12:2. "But we are" in the process of being 'metamorphosed' - "transformed into 

the same image from glory to glory" - and between the 'from' and the 'to' is always a 

cross - '"... just as from the Lord" who is present and active in the person who His other 

self, the Holy Spirit.  

And then his comment on Colossians 1:24, he gave reference to that passage. I don't 

know if he cited it, but he says, "I rejoice in my sufferings on your behalf and with my 

body" - or in my body. I supplement - "I fill up the deficiency of whatever is lacking in a 

part of Christ's afflictions on behalf of His body, which is the church." This particular 

term 'afflictions' is never used for Christ dying on the cross for our sins, but this actually 

refers to Paul sharing in Christ's present afflictions in His body corporate that the 

Apostle was by choice entering into those present-tense sufferings of Christ in His body 

as we see Paul on the road to Damascus, "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?" 

Christ's afflictions are His afflictions in the body and bride of Christ and the measure in 

which he was identified with Christ's afflictions in the body of Christ. I'm going to quote 

from the Amplified Bible, the 2015 version. It's found on BibleGateway.com, and there's 

a footnote on Colossians 1:24, which I will read from: "Since the church is Christ's body, 

figuratively speaking, whenever the church suffers can be considered additional 

sufferings by Christ Himself, and all such suffering was ordained and destined by God. 

What is left to suffer in God's plan is what is lacking of Christ's afflictions. Paul, as a 

member of the church - that is - as a member of the body of Christ - was destined and 



by willing choice in suffering, was destined to suffer through persecution, etc., thereby 

taking his share of the church body's divinely ordained suffering." 

 

So may the Lord bless His word and this message to those that are seeking to follow 

our Lord completely, and, like David, who are willing to do God's will. David was a man 

after God's own heart who was willing to do all God's will - Acts 13:22 - God's will is 

found in Acts 13:36 - David served the will of God in his own generation, so there is that 

which pertains to the will of God in our generation. The question is, do you know what 

His will is? We have learned through many years. God's will in this generation is the 

consummation of this age: for the church to attain the measure of the stature of the 

fullness of Christ; for God's people to be filled unto all the fullness of God; for the church 

to become in this final closing phase of this age, the fullness of Him that fills all in all.  


