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Four Categories in Relation to Law and Grace 
 
1.   Law keepers, law-reliant and no grace 
 
2.   Law-breakers, law-reliant, and no grace 
 
3.   Law-disobeying, not law-reliant, and no grace 
 
4.   Law-obeying, not law-reliant, but totally grace-reliant 
 
Ephesians 2:8 (NKJV) “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God.” 
 
John 10:10b (NKJV) “I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly.” 
 
John 8:36 (NKJV) “Therefore if the Son makes you free, you shall be free indeed.” 
 

We are not free to sin, but free from the slavery of sin through the amazing grace of God! 
 
 
I.       The Historical Situation (vv. 21-23) 
 
 

Genesis 16:2 (NKJV) “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.” 
 
Genesis 17:15-16 (NKJV) “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.’” 
 
Genesis 21:1-3 (NKJV) “1 And the Lord visited Sarah as He had said, and the Lord did for Sarah as He had spoken. 2 For 
Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age, at the set time of which God had spoken to him. 3 And Abraham 
called the name of his son who was born to him—whom Sarah bore to him—Isaac.” 
 
 
“From the very beginning there was a fundamental spiritual difference between the two sons. One son was born by proxy, 
the other by promise. One came by works; the other came by faith. One was a slave; the other was free. Thus Ishmael and 
Isaac represent two entirely different approaches to religion: law against grace, flesh against Spirit, self-reliance against 
divine dependence.”                                                                                                                             —Philip Graham Ryken 

 
 
 
II.      The Allegorical Interpretation (vv. 24-27) 
 

Never allegorize a passage that the Bible itself doesn’t say is an allegory. 
 
 
Galatians 4:24a (NASB) “This is allegorically speaking…”   
 
 



A. Hagar, the Bond Woman 
 

 
The two mothers (Hagar and Sarah), and their two sons (Ishmael and Isaac), illustrate two covenants (the conditional 
covenant of works given to Moses at Sinai–sometimes called the old covenant–and the unconditional new covenant of 
grace given to Abraham), and these two covenants correspond to two cities (the present Jerusalem and the 
Jerusalem above). 

 
 
 

B. Sarah, the Free Woman 
 
 

The ultimate fulfillment of the new covenant is the Gospel. 
 
 
Philippians 3:20 (NKJV) “For our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord 
Jesus Christ.” 
 
 
 
Slavery                                                                                   Freedom 
 
*   Hagar—a slave woman                *   Sarah—a free woman  
                                                                            
*   Ishmael—born according to the flesh                                 *   Isaac—born through God’s Promise 
                                                                                                                                         
*   The covenant of law (conditional)                                       *   The covenant of Promise (unconditional)   
                                                                   
*   The earthly Jerusalem (rejecters of the Gospel)                 *   The Jerusalem above (those who have believed the  
         Gospel) 
                                                                                                                                  
*   Righteousness by the law                                                   *   Righteousness by faith 
 
 
 
 
 

  
III.     Practical Application (vv. 28-31) 
 
 

Revelation 17:6b (NKJV) “…drunk with the blood of the saints and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.”   
 
 
“Those who try to achieve the status as sons and heirs by the righteousness of the law or by their own righteousness 
are slaves, who will never receive the inheritance even though they work themselves to death with their great effort, 
for they are trying contrary to the will of God, to achieve by their own works what God wants to grant to believers by 
sheer grace for Christ’s sake.”                                                                                                                 —Martin Luther 
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   One well known Bible scholar said this about the passage we are looking at today: “Many people regard 

this as the most difficult passage in the Epistle to the Galatians.” While this isn’t an easy passage, stay 

alert and focused because it is a passage that can use to set many free who are living in bondage.  

    

   The words “law” and “grace” are the key words in Galatians. When it comes to a person’s relationship 

with God, there are four possible categories in which people fit with relation to law and grace. First, there 

are those who are law keepers, law reliant and no grace. These are people who are under the law and 

think that being acceptable to God requires one to keep the law – at least the moral law of God or the 

tenants of their religion (Islam, Judaism, or even a cross ignoring form of Christianity). These people may 

profess little or no religion or be very religious but their hope for whatever waits us after death is in an 

ethical, rule keeping way of life. There is no trusting in the grace of God. Here is an example in a book by 

the now disgraced road cyclist Lance Armstrong entitled It’s Not About the Bike: My Journey Back to 

Life. Armstrong wrote about the night before undergoing cancer surgery: “I asked myself what I believed. 

I had never prayed a lot. I hoped hard, I wished hard, but I didn’t pray. I had developed a certain distrust 

of organized religion growing up, but I felt I had the capacity to be a spiritual person, and to hold some 

fervent beliefs. Quite simply, I believed I had a responsibility to be a good person, and that meant fair, 

honest, hardworking, and honorable.” Living a moral, ethical life is what those in that first category are 

relying on to be accepted by God. These people who see no need for the grace of God are usually on the 

outside self-righteous and typically have an attitude of superiority over others. If they were really honest 

however, they would reveal their insecurity since they never know if their standard is the right standard 

and if they have done enough to be “in”. Second are those who are law breakers, law reliant and no 

grace. These people are relying on a works righteousness, but know they have not been doing a very good 

job. They are guilt ridden and generally afraid of religious topics. Third are those who are law 

disobeying, not law relying and no grace. This category of people usually considers themselves to be 

intellectuals. They are typically totally secular or have a vague “homemade” form of spirituality. They are 

generally smug and self righteous because they have a standard of their own making and keep it. If they 

don’t keep it, they just revise it down to where they are living. They see no need for grace. They usually 

pride themselves in their liberalness and relativistic view (“whatever you do that feels right to you is fine; 

just don’t force it on me”). The fourth category is law obeying, not law reliant, but totally grace 

reliant. This category is where biblical Christianity fits. They understand the Gospel of grace and living 

in the freedom of forgiveness and knowing that they are accepted by God not based on what they have 

done, but based on what Christ has done. They understand Ephesians 2:8 (NKJV) “For by grace you 

have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God”. They obey the moral law 

of God not to be right with God, but because they love God and desire to please Him. The obedience is 

not something that they work up, but they obey in the graciously given power of the Holy Spirit. [The 

above somewhat adapted from Timothy Keller, Galatians for You, pages 117-118] 

   When the churches of Galatia had been founded, they were grounded in that fourth category centered 

upon the Gospel of Christ and surrounded by the grace of God. They were given the cross centered 

Gospel that salvation is by grace alone, through faith alone in Christ and His completed work on the cross 

alone. They believed the Gospel and were saved. After Paul left some Jewish teachers came in and tried to 

bring these Galatians under that first category of law keepers, at least partially law reliant, and grace 

ignoring. They taught that law has to be mixed with grace which is a perversion of grace and really not 

grace at all. The purpose of the book of Galatians is to show the foolishness of trying to mix law and 

grace, trying to mix human merit with Christ’s finished work on the cross. Paul has approached this task 



from many angles, and in this text he comes at the problem from another angle using an allegorical 

approach to some key truths in the Old Testament.  

   Let me make sure that we understand that this is not just learning something that happened to a group of 

people in the province of Galatia almost 2,000 years ago. Today we often do the same thing as the 

Galatians. We forget that Jesus said in John 10:10b (NKJV) “I have come that they may have life, and 

that they may have it more abundantly.” That abundant life is a life of freedom! In John 8:36 (NKJV) 

Jesus said, “Therefore if the Son makes you free, you shall be free indeed.” We are not free to sin, but 

free from the slavery of sin through the amazing grace of God! When we try to add law (rule) keeping or 

human works to gain acceptance from God, the freedom is set aside and we come under bondage. When 

we begin to focus on what we must do for the Lord to merit acceptance, we lose sight of what Christ 

has done for us. We lose the joy and freedom that is our birthright in Christ. We often fall into reducing 

the Christian life to a list of rules and forget that our acceptance by God is not based on what we have 

done but on what God has done for us in Christ. 

 

I.       The Historical Situation (V21-23) 

   Paul sets up this strong teaching by asking the Galatians a pointed question in verse 21. We could 

paraphrase verse 21 like this: “You think you want to be under the law? Do you have any idea what the 

law itself says? If you did, you would know that the law itself tells you not to be under the law.” As we 

have said multiple times over the last few weeks, the purpose of the law is not to save us but to show us 

that we need a Savior. In order to convince the Galatians that they were free from the law as far as having 

to obey it to be saved, Paul uses what Moses wrote to show them that the law of Moses itself illustrated 

that salvation is not by keeping the law.   

   While Paul uses the literary tool of allegory, the allegory is based on historical facts. Let’s review the 

facts from the book of Genesis. God had promised to make Abraham a great nation, but he and his wife 

Sarah were getting really old and they didn’t have any children. How could a great nation come from his 

descendents when he had no descendents? Sarah was also in on this promise, but she could not conceive a 

child. Sarah came up with a plan to “help God out”. Genesis 16:2 (NKJV) says “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.” While this arrangement to have a child by 

her maid seems a little strange to us, it was common in that culture and considered culturally acceptable 

though not acceptable to God. Abraham did what Sarah suggested and her maid – an Egyptian woman 

named Hagar – conceived and bore a son named Ishmael (Genesis 16:15). God had not forgotten His 

promise to Abraham and God didn’t need any help fulfilling His promise. God came to Abraham again in 

Genesis 17:15-16 (NKJV) “
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.’" Understand that this 

promise required a miracle. It was not equal to the virgin birth of Christ, but a miracle nevertheless. When 

Sarah conceived a child, she was 90 years old and Abraham was 100. Without going “medical” on you, 

Sarah was way past the time of being able to conceive a child. In fact both Abraham and Sarah laughed 

when they heard what God was going to do. Incidentally, the miracle child Isaac’s name means 

“laughter”. Here is what happened: Genesis 21:1-3 (NKJV) “
1 

And the Lord visited Sarah as He had said, 

and the Lord did for Sarah as He had spoken. 
2 

For Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old 

age, at the set time of which God had spoken to him. 
3 

And Abraham called the name of his son who was 

born to him--whom Sarah bore to him--Isaac.”  

   There were some similarities between Isaac and his 14 year older half brother Ishmael. They were both 

sons of Abraham and they both grew up in the same home. However, there was a huge difference. They 

had different mothers and thus two different legal standings. Ishmael was born of a slave and Isaac was 

born of a free woman. The heritage of the line through Hagar and Ishmael is lostness and bondage. The 

heritage of the line through Sarah and Isaac is salvation and freedom. Verse 23 of our text tells us of 

another difference. The two sons were born a different way. Ishmael “was born according to the flesh” 



and Isaac was born, “of the freewoman through promise”. In other words, Ishmael was born the ordinary 

way, and while Isaac’s birth was ordinary enough, his conception was the miraculous fulfillment of God’s 

promise (V23) or as it is stated in verse 29, “according to the Spirit”. Isaac’s birth was the result of a 

supernatural act of God, but Ishmael’s birth was the result of Abraham trying to do things his way instead 

of God’s way. Philip Graham Ryken summarizes the historical facts well. “From the very beginning there 

was a fundamental spiritual difference between the two sons. One son was born by proxy, the other by 

promise. One came by works; the other came by faith. One was a slave; the other was free. Thus Ishmael 

and Isaac represent two entirely different approaches to religion: law against grace, flesh against Spirit, 

self-reliance against divine dependence.” [Philip Graham Ryken, Galatians: Reformed Expository 

Commentary, page 184]. As we will see, Ishmael symbolizes those who have had only natural birth and 

who trust in their own works. Isaac symbolizes those who have experienced a spiritual birth and have 

trusted in the finished work of Christ [adapted from John MacArthur Commentary, page 124].  

 

II.      The Allegorical Interpretation (V24-27) 

   The word translated “symbolic” is from the Greek word allegoreo. Most translations simply transliterate 

that word into “allegory”. An allegory is a narrative or story that has a deeper meaning behind it. In other 

words, the people and events in the narrative illustrate something else. In literature, the most famous 

allegory is John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. It has sold more copies than any book except the Bible. 

While we find lots of things in the Bible that illustrate truths clearly taught elsewhere in the Bible, I think 

that we have to be very careful coming up with our own allegories from the Scripture. I will even go so 

far as to say that we should never allegorize a passage that the Bible doesn’t itself say is an allegory. 

In the past, people have taken great liberty with biblical accounts in this realm of allegory and have 

greatly distorted the clear teaching of Scripture. Pope Gregory the Great (a “humble man”) who was Pope 

in the late 6
th

 and early 7
th

 century used the allegorical approach in passages that weren’t allegory. For 

instance, Pope Gregory said that in Job, his three friends represented the heretics who disagreed with 

Gregory. The sons of Job represented the 12 Apostles, the 7,000 sheep represent God’s faithful and the 

3,000 camels speak of the depraved Gentiles. That is the sort of thing that can happen when we make an 

allegory of something that is not meant to be an allegory. We are safe with this passage because verse 24 

tells us in the NASB, Galatians 4:24a (NASB) “This is allegorically speaking…” 

   I want to approach these 4 verses in a topical way that I hope will make them easier to understand. We 

will first look at Hagar and then Sarah. 

A.   Hagar, the Bond Woman 

   Ishmael and Isaac were real sons born to Abraham and two real women. Through allegory, Paul is 

saying that Isaac and Ishmael, though historical people, have something important to say about how 

God’s plans have been fulfilled and how He deals with His people. Isaac and Ishmael stand for 

something. There is an analogy in how God dealt with them and how he deals with us. In the eyes of God, 

everyone is either an Ishmael or an Isaac. Ultimately their story is about the Gospel of grace. 

   We are going to look at these verses and these truths by starting with the two mothers of the two sons. 

Hagar is important because of the son of Abraham that was born to her (Ishmael). We read in verse 24 

that the two mothers represent two covenants (V24). We have looked at these two covenants before. One 

is the unconditional covenant that God made with Abraham sometimes called the promise to Abraham 

that involved one of his descendents that would come through Isaac (Jesus Christ). Through this 

descendent, all the world would be blessed. The other covenant was the conditional covenant that God 

gave through Moses at Mount Sinai that was the law. Admittedly, the allegory is complex. Let me 

summarize it like this. The two mothers (Hagar and Sarah), and their two sons (Ishmael and Isaac), 

illustrate two covenants (the conditional covenant of works given to Moses at Sinai – sometimes called 

the old covenant – and the unconditional new covenant of grace given to Abraham), and these two 

covenants correspond to two cities (the present Jerusalem and the Jerusalem above). Got it? Remember I 

said this wasn’t going to be easy.  



   Why was Hagar chosen to represent the old covenant? The old covenant meant slavery to the law and 

Hagar was a slave. Also, her child Ishmael would be a slave. Paul’s point is that anyone who is in 

bondage to legalism is one of Hagar’s spiritual children. Anyone who reduces Christianity to a list of 

rules and “do’s and don’ts” is a slave like Ishmael was. The bomb that Paul drops is in verse 25. 

Jerusalem here speaks of the law (this is likely where these false teachers were coming from). Paul is 

saying that institutional Judaism of his day and our day that has rejected Christ were in slavery and thus 

sons of Ishmael. That wouldn’t win Paul any friends. Remember that Paul had a deep burden for the 

ethnic Jews (Romans 9:1-3; 10:1), but because they had rejected Christ, they were slaves to sin and had 

missed the promise given to Abraham. Paul made it clear in Romans 11 and in other passages that God 

was not through with ethnic Israel, but most had been set aside because they rejected their Messiah, the 

seed of Abraham and the fulfillment of the promise that God had given to Abraham. When he said that the 

Jews who had rejected the Gospel of grace were spiritual descendents of Ishmael, that would be like today 

calling an ethnic Jew an Arab.  

B.   Sarah, the Free Woman 

   By contrast to Hagar, Sarah never was a slave. The son born to Sarah (Isaac) was also free. Sarah 

represents the new covenant which is not of the law, but of promise – an unconditional covenant. The 

ultimate fulfillment of the new covenant is the Gospel provided by the death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ – the seed of Abraham, the promised seed through Isaac and thus through Sarah, Isaac’s mother. 

That new covenant is not illustrated by the earthly Jerusalem, but the Jerusalem above, the New Jerusalem 

whose citizenship is made of those who have come to God through faith in His promise, and not by 

works. Philippians 3:20 (NKJV) For our citizenship is in heaven [the Jerusalem above], from which we 

also eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ”.  

   Allow me to put all that I’ve shared with you in another form that may clear it up. Paul is contrasting 

those who are in slavery to sin and under the law with those who are free from the slavery of sin through 

faith in Jesus Christ. 

 

Slavery                                                                                                            Freedom 
 

*   Hagar – a slave woman                                                                              *   Sarah- a free woman 

*   Ishmael – born according to the flesh                                                        *   Isaac – born through God’s 

                                                                                                                              Promise 

*   The covenant of law (conditional)                                                             *   The covenant of Promise 

                                                                                                                              (unconditional) 

*   The earthly Jerusalem (rejecters of the Gospel)                                         *   The Jerusalem above 

                                                                                                                              (those who have believed  

                                                                                                                              the Gospel) 

*   Righteousness by the law                                                                            *   Righteousness by faith 

 

   As Paul began to think about this freedom in Christ, he burst out into song quoting Isaiah 54:1.  

 

III.     Practical Application (V28-31) 

   The application comes in each of us determining who our mother is. Are you a child of Sarah, a child of 

the promise, a citizen of the Jerusalem above, a child who has come to God by grace alone through faith 

alone in Christ alone? Are you in that fourth category we looked at in the beginning of this message - law 

obeying, not law reliant, but totally grace reliant? Are you a child of Hagar and thus a slave like Ishmael? 

If you are a child of Hagar, you are depending on your own goodness. 

   One implication of being a child of Sarah, one who has received the Gospel, is that you will likely be 

persecuted. Just as Ishmael persecuted Isaac those who believe the Gospel will likely be persecuted by the 

legalists. To put it another way, those who trust in God’s grace are persecuted by those who trust in 

themselves. In Christian history, there has been much more mistreatment and oppression of true 



Christians by religionists than by atheists. It is a false religious system which we read about in Revelation 

17:6b (NKJV) that is “…drunk with the blood of the saints and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.” 

However we need to keep in mind that verse 30 says that the spiritual children of Isaac will receive an 

inheritance and the spiritual children of Ishmael will not and will be cast out from God’s presence. The 

persecutors will be cast out and the persecuted will receive all that we have been promised.  

CONCLUSION 

   The leader of the Reformation, Martin Luther summarized it well: “Those who try to achieve the 

status as sons and heirs by the righteousness of the law or by their own righteousness are slaves, who 

will never receive the inheritance even though they work themselves to death with their great effort, 

for they are trying contrary to the will of God, to achieve by their own works what God wants to 

grant to believers by sheer grace for Christ’s sake.” [Martin Luther quoted in Philip Graham Ryken, 

Galatians: Reformed Expository Commentary, page 191]. 


