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Reflections on Paul’s Letter to the Galatians

Leader’s Guide for Group Discussion 

What is in view  

Paul has turned from speaking about justification (entering 
into life with God) and is addressing sanctification (living 
holy in that relationship). And for Paul, the basis for both is 
the same: by grace through faith. The Judaizers were adding 
“works of law” (rule-keeping) to the mix and Paul wants 
them to see that by doing so they actually make themselves 
“illegitimate sons” of Abraham. 

What is helpful to note 

It is important to note that Paul’s discussion in Galatians 
4 is not about “getting saved.” He is looking at Abraham’s 
ongoing experience of life with God after Abraham’s 
experience of justification. (Paul addressed the issue of 
entering life with God back in 3:6-14). Abraham’s standing 
before God was secure; he has been justified. But after 
entering into that right relationship with God, Abraham had 
the chance to live out and live in the promises of God. 

You may recall from our study in the life of Abraham that 
while he was waiting for the fulfillment of that promise–when 
it looked like it might not happen–Abraham acted. He took 
Hagar, one of his wife’s servants, and had a child by her. But 
God later reaffirmed to Abraham the promise of a child and 
clarified that the son of Hagar was not the son God had promised. 

This is the background for what Paul tells the Galatians–and 
to the false teachers in Galatia. He invites them to truly pay 
attention to what the Scriptures say (4:21) and turns to what 
would have been the Judaizers’ favorite Old Testament 
character: Abraham. But what Paul has to say would have 
not only caught them off guard but left them defenseless. 

When Paul speaks of the two children of Abraham as 
an “allegory,” he is not using the word in the way many 

“If you 
insist on the 
priority in the 
inheritance 
of Abraham’s 
descendants 
according to 
the flesh . . 
. remember 
this: Abraham 
indeed had a 
son according 
to the flesh, 
of whom it 
is expressly 
stated that 
he was not 
to share the 
inheritance.”
F. F. Bruce 
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contemporary authors would. When people think of 
“allegory” they tend to think about something like Pilgrim’s 
Progress by Bunyon where a fictional story is created that 
stands in for spiritual truths. In contrast to that, Paul looks 
at actual history as analogous to how God deals with people. 
For Paul, this allegory refers to a spiritual truth embedded 
in something that actually happened.

And what is Paul’s point? Simply this. Abraham had two 
sons. Thus, everyone who identifies himself or herself as a 
child of Abraham may not have equal status. One son was 
born of a slave woman, born “according to the flesh” (that 
is, the product of human effort), and would never share the 
inheritance of the family. The other son was born of a free 
woman, born “according to the Spirit (that is, the product 
of God working His promise out through the Spirit), and 
would be the family heir. You could be a child of Abraham 
but still a slave and still living by human effort and still fall short 
of experience the promise life offered by God just like Ishmael. 
And Paul insists that these Judaizers–and all who seek to 
live out their life with God on the basis of rule-keeping–are 
such children of Abraham.

God intended for the Christians in Galatia (and us, as well) 
to grow up into “Christlikeness” (2:20; 4:19). They were 
waiting for the fulfillment of that promise. As they waited, 
the false teachers came along and insisted that they needed 
to help God out with the fulfilling of that promise–much 
like Abraham had tried to help God out through having 
a son by Hagar. But Paul makes it clear that God will not 
permit such a “mixed family.” All God’s children grow up 
in one way only, the same way as they are “born again”–by 
grace through faith by the working of the Spirit.   

Talking to your group
 
The Judaizers thought in terms of their Abrahamic lineage 
and Paul appeals to that thinking in this section, thus the 
opening questions to get us thinking in that same way.

The idea you want your people to capture is that there are 
really only two lines of descent. As you explore the Sarah/
Hagar contrast and their respective sons, one free and one 
slave, help your people understand that this is analogous 
to how all people ultimately live before God. Some live as 
slaves, working their plan to attempt to fulfill God’s plan. 
Others live as free sons, trusting in the promises of God. The 
former live “by the flesh” (through their own efforts), while 
the latter live “by the Spirit” (resting in what God will do). HOW THE GOSPEL CHANGES EVERYTHING

“The Judaizers 
prided 
themselves 
on being the 
true sons of 
Abraham. 
Paul admitted 
that they were 
children of 
Abraham, but 
he said that 
they were 
spiritually 
illegitimate. 
He reasoned 
that since they 
were given up 
the gospel to 
go back under 
the law, they 
must be ‘sons 
of Hagar’ 
rather than 
‘children of 
Sarah.’ They 
were still 
in spiritual 
bondage.” 
Philip 
Graham 
Ryken
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Thinking . . .   

When you think about your “pedigree” (your “family 
lineage”), what are you most proud of? 

Are there any in your family line whom you might be 
hesitant to mention? If so, why? (If you feel free to say!) 

Reflecting . . .  

The Judaizers in Galatians were proud to claim to be 
descendants of Abraham and keepers of the “law” and 
wanted the Galatian Christians to become like they were. 
Paul addresses their “lineage” by speaking of Abraham’s two 
sons in Galatians 4:21-31. 

What contrasts exist between these two sons? What accounts 
for the differences? 

With which son–Ishmael or Isaac–does Paul identify the false 
teachers? Why? 

Paul noted that one son persecuted the other. How does that 
compare with what was going on in Galatia? 

Ultimately, who does Paul want the Galatian believers to 
identify with? Why? 

Responding . . . 

Although we might not like it, there really are only two 
options: you either live “according to the flesh” (like 
Ishmael) or “according to the promise” (like Isaac). How do 
you see yourself living? Why? 
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