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Part 12 – Christ Formed in You  
 

Galatians 4:8-20        
So far in Galatians we have seen Paul the Apostle. He 
has defended his status as an Apostle of the Lord Jesus 
against the slander of the false brothers teaching error in 
the churches of Galatia. We have also seen Paul the 
theologian in fine form. The dexterity of his mind, his 
theological depth, and knowledge of the Scriptures are 
on full display in this letter. In this section of Galatians, 
we are introduced to Paul the pastor. Paul evangelized 
Jews and Gentiles. He also established and pastored 
particular churches. We know from Galatians and his 

letters to the Corinthian church that his duty as a pastor was one which weighed heavily upon him and was 
often the source of great pain and anxiety as the present text suggests. 
 
Unlike the false brothers in Galatia, Paul was not interested in presiding over a cult of his own personality. 
His interest in maintaining influence in the churches was a function of his desire to see Christ formed in 
them. He desired for them to be able to say with him, “It is no longer I who live but Christ who lives in me. 
And the life I live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me” (2:20). 
Toward that end we may trace three exhortations from the Apostle in this passage.  
 

1. Do not return to slavery.  
Vv. 8-11 

 In this section Paul continues to voice his dismay over the Galatian Christians’ willingness to abandon 

their freedom in Christ for slavery to “elementary principles” (). In verse 9 the “elementary 
principles” (4:3, 9) should be understood as pagan religion which tended to deify the “elementary” or 
“basic principles” of the world (earth, air, water, fire). 

 Before their conversion to Christ, the Galatians were shaped by the standard paganism of the day which 
always insisted on the performance of specific acts or mastering certain techniques to gain the 
acceptance of the gods. Human merit is written into the spiritual DNA of pagan religion. Paradise, nirvana, 
liberation from reincarnation, etc. are all predicated at least in part on what the individual can do either by 
way of obedience or technique. The sad irony among the Gentile Christians in Galatia – and this is what 
stoked the flames of Paul’s indignation – is that after abandoning their former paganism, they had come 
under the influence of “false brothers” (Judaizing Christians) who made obedience to certain ceremonies 
and regulations prescribed under Moses the means of justification before God. In other words, they 
abandoned one form of slavery for another.  

Vs. 10 – “You observe days and months and seasons and years!” 

 Here Paul is referencing the practice of venerating certain days as especially holy or lucky. For Christians, 
there is only one holy day. The Sabbath or Lord’s Day is a weekly reminder of God’s Lordship over all 
creation and his promise to bring about the new creation in the age to come. But under Moses there were 
various other Sabbaths and feast days. Like all the Mosaic ceremonies these were temporal signs 
pointing to the work of Christ. So the Judaizer’s insistence that Christians continue to observe these 
various days was a slavery to works righteousness. It was an appeal to the machinery of legalistic religion. 

 There is an undeniable appeal to legalistic religion. Freedom can be difficult. It requires effort and 
introspection to use freedom responsibly. Legalism requires little thought and provides an immediate 
source of comfort and security. It allows the practitioner to employ the machinery of religion without being 
concerned about matters of the heart. Legalism allows one to work the system, go through the motions, 
master the techniques all with little or no attention to repentance, humility, faith, holiness, and love.  

Vs. 11 – “I am afraid I may have labored over you in vain.” 

 A return to the slavery of a false gospel of human merit may be an indication that they are truly lost. This 
grieves Paul as a mother is grieved who has lost a child.  
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* Note: None of this diminishes the importance of Christian obedience. Paul is laboring over these men and 
women in hopes that Christ will “be formed” in them. In chapters 5 and 6 he shows how the life set free in 
Christ is a life set free from the power of sin.  
 

2. Cling to the gospel. 
VV. 12-16 

 Here Paul takes a moment to pause from the careful theological and redemptive historical argument he 
has been building to engage his readers in a deeply personal way. In an age which values “authenticity” 
we often prefer this form of communication to that which Paul had been engaged. But Paul’s pathos and 
openness in this passage would be nothing more than empty sentiment without the theological and 
biblical foundation he had already laid (and to which he will return).  

 First, Paul draws attention to his own conduct when he was with them. He makes reference to certain 
physical ailments and sufferings which troubled him. His point is to remind them of the self-sacrificial 
nature of his ministry which is in stark contrast to the self-serving project of the false brothers. The purpose 
here is to cause the Galatian Christians to return not to Paul per se but to the message he proclaimed. 

 Vs. 12 – “Become as I am for I also have become as you are.” Here Paul is making reference to the fact 
that he has become like a Gentile in that he no longer is bound to the ceremonial regulations under 
Moses. There is irony here to be sure. Paul, the Jew is calling Gentile Christians to live in the freedom of 
one who is no longer obliged to keep the former ceremonies (i.e. a Gentile). Living as those in whom the 
life of Christ is formed has nothing to do with conformity to regulations whose time has passed. 

 Vs. 14 – “…and though my condition was a trial to you, you did not scorn or despise me, but received me 
as an angel of God, as Christ Jesus.” Apparently, Paul was delayed in Southern Galatia because of a 
health problem. So he made the most of the opportunity and preached the gospel to them (vs. 13). What 
a testimony to the kind providence of God! He used a source of suffering in Paul’s life and what would 
have seemed like an accident of circumstances to win souls and establish churches throughout southern 
Galatia. This is where a Christ-formed life begins and continues: the Gospel.  

 Paul praises them for their kind reception of him even though his physical condition would likely have 
been a source of embarrassment among many others. In Corinth, for instance, the false teachers 
apparently mocked Paul for his appearance, frailty, and suffering. But not so among the Galatians. They 

received him for what he was, a messenger () of Christ.  

 Paul “became like” Jews in certain contexts and like Gentiles in others (without ever compromising the 
truth) in order that the Gospel could be heard. When he was among Jews he was careful to not 
unnecessarily offend them. The same was true when he was evangelizing Gentiles. His goal was to gain 
maximum hearing for the gospel since it is the matter of first importance (1 Cor. 15:3). So he would limit 
his liberty in certain Jewish contexts and embrace it in Gentile contexts all for the sake of the gospel. 

 

3. Reject what is false (and those who teach it).  
Vv. 17-20  

 Paul’s strong words against the Judaizing Christians are a model of pastoral clarity and care for God’s 
flock. In a culture which values the optics of “niceness” over the truth Paul’s words are scandalous. But 
such strong condemnation of error and those who teach it is part of the pastor’s responsibility. The 
expectation for pastors to avoid controversy is a modern convention, not a biblical paradigm. 

Vs. 17 – “They make much of you, but for no good purpose. They want to shut you out, that you may make     
    much of them.” 

 The false brothers flattered the Galatian Christians so that they may win their loyalty. Their goal was to 
“shut [them] out” of the freedom that was theirs in Christ. Religious legalists tend to gather followers to 
themselves rather than followers of Christ.  

Vs. 19 – “…my little children, for whom I am again in the anguish of childbirth until Christ is formed in you!”  

 Notice the mixture of metaphors. On the one hand the Galatians are Paul’s “little children.” On the other 
hand, because of their present condition, it is as though Paul is having to birth them once again.  

Vs. 20 – “…for I am perplexed about you.” 

 Again, Paul expresses his dismay. He acknowledges his harsh tone and wishes that it did not have to be 
so. But false gospels require the strongest possible rebuke from pastors just as predators require lethal 
action from a shepherd. 


