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Lesson XVII 

“The Two Sons of Abraham” 

Galatians 4:21-27 

 

1. It should constantly be borne in mind in studying this Epistle to the Galatians that Paul is in 

“travail” of soul over these churches, that Christ may be formed in them, that they may walk as 

those who are under grace and not under law! 

a. To bring them to their spiritual senses he asks them the very pointed question in Verse 

21. “Tell me, ye who are desiring to be under law, do ye not hear the law?”  

 b. For notice: 

(1) That it is not the subjective conscience that is the standard and rule by which 

matters of faith and life are decided. The dictum of Isaiah reveals this. “To the 

law and to the testimony: if they speak not according to this Word it is because 

there is no light in them.” Isaiah 8:20 

(2) Hence: Do ye really hear the law, or is it a closed book to you, a covering 

being over your heart? II Cor. 3:14; Acts 13:27; John 16:3. 

c. Hence if they do not “hear the law” there is no hope of their ever recovering from their 

backsliding. And this question of Paul is one that must always guide us in all of our 

thinking! For the “law” which must be heard are the very Scriptures as they are the “rule” 

of faith. It seems that, for this reason, Paul calls the Scripture “law” which must be heard. 

Compare John 5:39-47. 

2. What is it that is so determinative and directive in the “law” as a rule of faith, which we must 

hear? It is the sense, the meaning of the “two sons” of Abraham, Ishmael and Isaac! 

a. Paul, no doubt, presupposes that his readers are sufficiently acquainted with the 

Scriptures, the “law,” in this case Genesis 16 and 21, so that there is no need of his 

relating these facts at length. Should they not have been, they could “search the 

Scriptures,” whether these are really contained in the Scriptures! See Acts 17:10 for a 

proper attitude toward the truth of Scripture. We do well to follow this good example. 

 b. Concerning these two sons Paul points out two things: They are: 

  (1) In Verses 21,22 – The facts as such. 

   a. These sons are both from the loins of Abraham. But in a different sense. 

       1. Ishmael was born from Abraham at a time when the natural “father” 

   in him had not yet died. (Romans 4:19). “His own body being dead.”  

   Hence, Ishmael was born when there was some “hope” yet as far as the 

   flesh and blood of Abraham was concerned. Hence, Ishmael was “born 

   according to the flesh.” Verse 23. It was an attempt of Sarah, who 

   evidently was now “dead” as far as bearing children is concerned, to 

   raise up “seed” unto the Lord out of their dying, natural fleshly “hope.” 

       2. Isaac was born also from Abraham’s loins, but out of an Abraham 

   who by virtue of the promise, was made alive by God through the Holy 

   Spirit. God, who raises the dead to life and who calls the things that are 

   not as though they were, had raised Abraham from the dead, to bring 



   forth Isaac from his loins. Hence, Isaac is born from the promise! 

   b. The two sons were born not simply from two different mothers, but 

   they were born from two different kind of mothers. The one was a 

   bond-woman and the other was a free-woman. Verse 22. We notice 

   the following particulars: 

       1. That Hagar is the bond-woman, an Egyptian handmaid. Sarah was 

   a free-woman.  

       2. That this being “free-“ and being a “bond”-woman does not refer to 

   their respective relationships to Abraham, but to their respective relation- 

   ships to one another! Hagar is a bondwoman in relationship to Sarah. 

   She is Sarah’s property, the latter being the “Mistress” of the former. 

       3. And so Abraham’s son with Hagar, the bond-woman, could only be 

   a son of the flesh (see above under 2, b. 1-a-) and in bondage. 

  (2) Verses 24-26 teach that these basic facts in the relationship of these two  

women and the birth of their respective sons are such that in their very nature they 

are an allegory. Concerning this point we would make the following observations. 

         a.  That the term “allegory” in the original Greek literally is: “which are 

         things of such a nature that are allegorized.” Verse 24. The term “allegorize” 

         is compounded of “allo” – another, and “agoreuoo” – to speak, and thus 

         means: to speak something else than what the literal language means! We 

         should observe that Paul says here, that he is using “allegory”! The Holy 

         Spirit causes Paul to speak “by revelation,” opening to us the sense of the 

         Scriptures; this allegorical sense was implicitly present in these events, 

         although it was not till here in Paul’s interpretation that it is explicitly stated. 

         b. These two women and their respective sons are a fit instance corresponding 

         exactly to, “The two covenants,” that of the Covenant which is Old and weak 

         and beggarly, and the New which is strong, great and abiding. Hebrews 12: 

         18-29. We need not delineate upon these “Covenants” at length. The  

         following is sufficient:  

   1. The one is the Covenant which is “under law,” in the package of the  

         law, and genders to bondage. It is weak and beggarly principle, days, 

         months and years. The other is “free,” free from the guilt of sin and from 

         the pollution of sin. Here we have the mediator, Jesus, whose blood speaketh 

         better things than Abel. The lines of Hagar, Ishmael, Sinai, the earthly 

         Jerusalem, temple-worship, priesthood – it all genders into bondage,  

         captivity, curse! It never delivers out of Egypt, the land of bondage, giving a 

         free conscience from sin. 

   2. The other is that line of Sarah, Isaac – Jesus, Jerusalem above, it leads  

         to heaven’s glory, the city of the Living God, prepared for the saints. Here  

         we have Abraham, the father of multitudes come to his own. For from the 

         barren woman in Christ, the Spirit of Pentecost, the children are brought in 

          from the East and from the West. Great is the Mother-joy of Sarah, in her 

         children of laughter. Isaiah 54:1; Gen. 21:2, 7. 

 

QUESTIONS: Does one understand the Scriptures who denies sovereignly free grace? Why 

does such a preacher preach on Genesis 21 and tell a “story” with a practical “moral” 



application? May we make our own allegories when we interpret Scripture? Why not? Why is 

this passage the death-blow to all salvation by works? Is Pelagianism a perennial evil? Why? Is 

there yet “another side” to the truth in Scripture, or is this the whole truth, the fundamental 

structure within which all the truths of Scripture fit and all the elements can be arranged in 

“logical” consistency? 

 

Lesson XVIII 

The Conclusion of the Whole Matter 

Galatians 4:28-5:1 

 

1. In these verses we really have Paul’s final conclusion taken thetically, positively from the 

“law,” that is, the Scriptures as the rule of faith! This conclusion wholly agrees with the earlier 

conclusion that Paul came to at the close of Galatians 3:29. There Paul showed who the children 

of Abraham were; here he shows of what nature such children are, namely, that they are free! 

a. We are free because the “allegory” teaches us that our line is Sarah, Isaac (by 

Promise), Jesus, Jerusalem above (Pentecost). “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the 

Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty.” II Cor. 3:18, compare Rom. 8:2, 14, 15; John 8:32. 

b. This “conclusion” taken from the allegory of the “two sons” of Abraham is Gospel 

truth, the absolute standard of our life of faith and hope in this world. On this truth the 

entire discipline in the church rests, the “Key-power” in the preaching as on an 

immoveable foundation. It is the distinction of those who are cast out and those who are 

the rightful heirs. See Rom. 9:6-13. 

c. It is of the utmost importance to hold fast to this principle, lest we come under a yoke 

of bondage from which Christ has redeemed us! For we are not children of the flesh, but 

children of promise, and therefore, we are free! 

2. Why are the free-born sons, sons born by water and spirit, persecuted? Notice, that to be 

persecuted for righteousness’ sake one must stand in the righteousness by faith! The sons of the 

flesh are never persecuted for righteousness’ sake: they are simply “cast out” by the authority of 

Mother-Sarah, the Jerusalem above with its judgment seats. Ps. 122. Thus it is stated here in 

Verses 29-31. We notice the following, which belongs to the “conclusion of the whole matter.” 

a. That it was not Isaac who persecuted Ishmael, nor even Sarah who persecuted Hagar 

(Read Gen. 16:4-6) when she dealt hardly with her. It is always those who are born of the 

flesh who persecute God’s children, born of the Holy Spirit. Thus it was Ishmael who 

“mocked” with Isaac. It was sheer spite of a slave-boy toward the son of the freewoman. 

And it was then that Sarah, who is the “Mistress” of Hagar, (Hagar is not Abraham’s 

wife), told Abraham to cast out Hagar and her son. 

b. Here Paul draws the line through to its Scriptural and divine logic. It is the logic that 

says to anyone who raises objections here against this “discipline,” but who art thou, O 

man, that answers against God. Rom. 9:19-20. And this “logic” is such that Abraham can 

only “submit” to it. Gen. 17:17, 18; 21:9-12. It is the line drawn by Jesus in Matt. 12:46-

50, and as He so often says: Many are called, but few are chosen! Of this we remark the 

following: 

  (1) That as it was in the church in “Sarah’s tent,” so it is now! Verse 29. The 

  reason is that here is the enmity which God has set between the two seeds, the 

  seed of the woman and the seed of the Serpent. Gen. 3:15; Matt. 10:34, 35. 

  (Micah 7:6). It is impossible for those who live according to the flesh to submit 



  to the law of God, as this is the joy of those who live according to the Spirit. 

  Thus the “conclusion of the whole matter” of the “two sons” is given in  

  Genesis 3:15. Does not God tell the end from the beginning?  

  (2) That is Church History. 

         a. It is always the children of the flesh, the legalists, the moralists, the 

  Pelagian deniers of the cross, who stumble at the Word, who persecute the 

  children who are free, and walk according to the Spirit. 

3. What the Church as Mother of the Free must do. 

a. Always in the name of the Lord, by the discipline of the church, such are cast out; they 

are cast out by the pure preaching of the Word, the proper administration of the 

sacraments, and church discipline. And so the church, as Mother, protects her free-born 

sons according to the Word of the Lord: “Cast out the bondwoman and her son; for the 

son of the bondwoman shall not be heir with the son of the free woman.” Galatians 5:30; 

Gen. 21:11, 12; John 8:35. John 8:35 is very instructive on this point. 

b. Must insist to her children that they are free, lest “Sarah” deny her identity. If the 

church does not tell her believing children that they are free, then she says that 

“Jerusalem above” is not free with her children. Verse 26. And, therefore, those churches 

which declare that faith is a “condition” and not a “gift” conferred in the preaching 

through the Spirit is no longer Mother. She is at best playing the harlot! 

4. It stands to reason that Paul, therefore, as the messenger sent from the heavenly Jerusalem 

(Acts 9:1-9) has as it were “travail” of soul over the sons of Sarah! He therefore does two things: 

a. States the great fact: “Unto liberty Christ has made you free.” Gal. 5:1; Verse 13. Paul 

says, “Ye have been called unto liberty, brethren.” 

  (1) Legally we are sons by virtue of the redemption in Christ, which again is 

  even as God elected us in Christ. 

  (2) The “dominion of sin” is broken in us so that with a “free and good 

  conscience” we may fight against sin. Ques. 32, Heid. Cat. 

b. On the basis of this fact the admonition is built. Since we are free – we must stand in 

this freedom, unmoved from the hope of the Gospel. 

  (1) We must not again be under a yoke of bondage. A heavy yoke which none of 

  the fathers could bear. Acts 15:16. That would be tempting God. 

  (2) Hence, the Galatians must “stand.” Such is the “conclusion of the whole 

  matter.” 

 

QUESTIONS: By which earmark is the true church distinguished from “sects”? Belgic 

Confession, Art. 29. Is this a throbbing question in our day, a matter of life or death? What must 

we think of seeking for the earmarks of sects in such accidental characteristics as: (1) Have pet 

doctrinal notions. (2) Having leader(s). (3) Being “denunciatory”? Wouldn’t Paul and Christ 

Himself thus be undistinguished from “sects”? Will the true Mother of her children allow such 

“accidental characteristics” to distinguish her from the bond-woman, Hagar? 

 

Lesson XIX 

The Real Faith of Free-born Sons 

Galatians 5:2-12 

 



1. In these verses Paul delineates a bit more on the calling of us, children of the heavenly 

Jerusalem, to stand in our great and glorious freedom in the Anointed, the Christ of God! In 

doing so, Paul takes the strong stand in the “either-or” position. Here nothing is relative. It is 

either grace or faith, free gift or merit. It is the same argument at bottom that we have in Romans 

11:5. “Thus also in the present times a remnant according to election of grace remaineth. Now if 

it is by grace, it is no more out of works, otherwise grace has become no more grace!” On this 

crucial point Paul builds his further exhortation. For all exhortations in Scripture to the Church 

are based upon and stem forth from what we are and possess in Christ! Let this sink deep into 

our hearts. Hence Paul admonishes the Churches of Galatia and us as follows: 

a. He says, “Behold, I Paul” the called Apostle of Christ say unto you most solemnly and 

authoritatively that Christ profits you in nothing if you be circumcised as a rite of work of 

law. Verse 2. The entire glorious truth of Romans 8:1. “In nothing is there condemnation 

to those who are in Christ” is made void to such in their experiential life as a spiritual-

psychological reality. It becomes: There is therefore condemnation in all things for those 

who are circumcised. Why? 

b. The reason is: one becomes a debtor to do the whole law which places one under the 

“curses” of Ebal, Jerusalem which is now. One is then “fallen from grace”! What a 

terrible thing this is! Woe to the man who becomes entangled with such a yoke of 

bondage! All joy of salvation is gone. The waters of our life then are troubled, breeding 

despair and sin under the power of the law. Romans 5:20; I Cor. 15:56. 

c. Here is a good example of the threatenings, admonitions and exhortations of the 

Gospel precepts as so beautifully expressed in the Confessions. See Canons III,IV, 17; 

V,14. God preserves, continues and perfects the work of grace in us by the hearing and 

reading of His Word, by meditation thereon, and by exhortations, threatenings, and 

promises thereof, we well as by the use of the Sacraments.  

2. Positively this exhortation to stand in the liberty unto which we have been called comes to us 

in reminding us what we have and what our expectation is in Christ by virtue of the Spirit of 

Christ in our hearts. “For we expect with earnest longing the hope of righteousness by the Spirit 

out of faith.” Concerning this we would make the following remarks: 

a. That this faith, out of which, by virtue of the working of the Spirit of adoption, we 

expect the hope of righteousness, is further defined here by Paul in Verse 6. It is called 

“faith energized by love.” And thus we are given to see how in such a faith energized by 

love, which is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Spirit, we are indeed standing very 

actively, spiritually-ethically in our freedom as sons of Sarah. 

 b. This faith energized by love, we must learn to appreciate for what it is: 

  (1) It is a mystery. At bottom only those who possess it know its power 

  experientially. It is a persuasion which comes from God. Verse 8. And only by 

  walking in this faith do we “run well.” Verse 7. Those who oppose this faith 

  energized by love, “trouble” the free sons, attempting to bring them into bondage. 

  They would make the Cross of Christ of none effect unto subjective experience 

  of salvation! Natural men they are, who know not, since they do not have the 

  mind of Christ. I Cor. 2:16. No wonder that Paul says: Would that they mutilated 

  themselves who are exciting you, and stirring you up to unsettle you! Here is a 

  hatred for those who hate God! Ps. 139. 

  (2) It is here the source (subjectively in our hearts) from which we expect each 

  day anew the hope of righteousness, i.e., the hoped-for righteousness of Christ, 



  which spells forgiveness of sins and right to eternal life as this is subjectively 

  appropriated. This is out of faith. From this faith springs forth both to will and to  

  do in fear and in holy trembling. 

  

  (3) What is the energy of this faith? It is energized by love – the love of God for 

  us, in us and through us. The Holy Spirit sheds this love abroad in our hearts.  

  Romans 5:5. The love that is commended to us in that Christ died for us. It is 

  God’s love that causes us to believe. Only those who love God believe in Him.  

  Unbelief is rooted in hatred for God and for our neighbor! Hence, true and living 

  faith always reveals itself in a new obedience. All true disciples are recognized  

  by their having love one for another. And such love bows before the precepts 

  of the Gospel in energized faith. 

  (4) It is, therefore, indeed impossible for anyone to be ingrafted into Christ by 

  such a true faith and not bring forth fruits of thankfulness. Heid. Cat. Ques. 64. 

  Notice: fruits of thankfulness, which are the fruit of the Holy Spirit shedding love 

  in our hearts, working faith! And so he that sinneth not but believeth is free 

  indeed! Cf. John 8:34 for the contrast of this freedom. 

 

QUESTIONS: Is there a tendency in our sinful flesh to fall into the sin of seeking salvation by 

works of the law? Did Jesus warn against this leaven of Phariseeism? Matt. 17:6. Is there a “little 

leaven” of legalism in the presentation which makes faith and experience the condition of 

salvation? What is neo-nomism? What must be said of the dictum “the believer’s act of 

conversion is a pre-requisite to enter the Kingdom”? Would Roman Catholicism take issue with 

this? Is there a danger of so construing faith, as it is energized by love, that we fall into the error 

of antinomianism, that is, let us sin that grace may abound? What is the lesson of history on these 

“isms”? 

 

Lesson XX 

The Warning Finger Against Misapplication of Liberty 

Galatians 5:13-15 

 

1. In verse 13a the apostle gives a reason for his strong and ardent insistence that we, as the 

children of Sarah – Jerusalem which is above – are free-born children. He need not apologize 

and give any excuses for his strong and undaunted stand over against the false teachers, who 

place the church once more “under law.” Wherefore he says: “for ye were called unto liberty, 

brethren.” Irresistibly and effectually they were “called” by the gospel and through the Holy 

Spirit. Gal. 1:6. Hence, all that Paul has said about freedom, stands!  

2. In verse 13b, Paul sounds a great and strong warning to the brethren in Galatia. It reads as 

follows: “only use not liberty as an occasion unto the flesh.” Concerning this we remark: 

a. That this warning may not be understood as teaching or intending an exception to the 

rule, the “canon” (Gal. 6:16) that we are, indeed, free. 

b. But it is the warning, an exhortation to properly apply and work out the principle of 

true spiritual freedom, the liberty in Christ Jesus in our life, perfecting sanctification in 

the fear of God! This warning is needed. For extremes meet. The misapplication of the 

principle of “liberty” would simply mean that the brethren would still walk so that they 

would be “under law.” They must so walk that their life is filled with those fruits against 



which there is no law. Compare verse 23. Only those who are led by the Spirit will have 

the wonderful experience that all the shackles of the law have completely fallen from 

them. See verse 18. For he that doeth sin is a servant of sin. John 8:34. 

c. The “vice” of all misapplication of “freedom” is that it forgets that “liberty” is not 

equivalent to “license”! Such a conduct shows that a believer is not wholly spiritually 

sensitive to the “things that differ.” He does not see the tremendous glory of grace in the 

mystery of godliness, which we call “faith.” For faith is energized by love. Hence: 

  1. It conceives of faith as not being spiritual, relevant to the law of God, which is 

  spiritual, holy, just and good. Romans 7:12, 14; 12:1, 2. 

  2. It separates faith from love and can, therefore, have only the dead faith, 

  which even the “devils have and tremble.” James 2:14-25. The moral law, the 

  Decalogue, is, according to James 1:25, the royal law of liberty! Liberty is 

  whole-hearted, inward, spiritual subjection to the law of God. 

d. Result of such separation of “faith” and “energizing love” is that “liberty is denatured 

into “license.” The very freedom from sin becomes the “rallying point of sin.” The term 

used here in the Greek means: 1. Properly: a place from which a movement or attack is 

made, a base of operations: Tholuck 1:90 (the Pelloponesians all took position and thus to 

be able to be in a fit place of attack). 2. Metaphorically: that by which endeavor is 

excited and from which it goes forth; that which gives occasion and supplies matter for 

an undertaking, the incentive. Thayer, It is a term which is characteristic of Paul. See 

Rom. 7:8, 11; II Cor. 5:12; I Tim. 5:14; II Cor. 11:12. Is anything more base conceivable 

and more foolish than to use our “liberty” to be a “slave”? 

3. The only positive application of the principle of our “liberty” is to remember that true faith, by 

which we are justified, is the same faith that is energized by the love of God, and therefore, 

must needs reveal itself in a full-orbed walk of love as contained in one word: Thou shalt love 

thy neighbor as thyself. Compare Lev. 19:18; Matt. 22:39; Rom. 13:9. 

a. We notice that Paul quotes only the “second table” of the law here. The first is omitted. 

Why? 

b. This must not be interpreted as though the “first table” is here excluded. It is rather 

presupposed as very much the basis of the second table. The keeping of the second table 

of the law is the evidence of our keeping the whole law. The law is one. James 22:8-13. 

Wherefore we have here the truth presupposed as it is explicitly taught in I John 4:20, 21. 

c. Thus the entire “pleroma” of the law is manifested in our not living in the “small 

beginning” of some but of all God’s commandments. Sufficient regard should be had for 

the “yet so” of Question 114, which see in Heid. Catechism. Sanctification is not 

piecemeal! 

4. Paul adds a particular warning in verse 15. It reads: “If ye bite and devour one another, beware 

lest ye be consumed one of the other.” This is a very strong metaphor derived from the 

ferociousness of wild animals. Such is not the “pleroma” of love. Such love is “bull-dog” love, a 

travesty on the moral law! We notice the following: 

a. This condition of “biting and devouring” one another was actually a sad reality in the 

churches of Galatia! Paul used a conditional sentence expressing determined reality. It is 

assumed that this is the true but sad state of affairs in the church. 

b. Those who were not evil in the congregation were nevertheless weak, and had fallen 

into the Tempter’s snares. They used their liberty as an occasion for the “flesh.” Now the 

works of the flesh were very evident and easy to point out: personal animosities, rivalry 



and discord, jealousies, wrath that revealed itself in hot-tempered explosions, factions, 

party-spirit, divisions and splits, sinful preferences and all manner of ill-feelings! See 

verse 19. And the very “liberty” the contended for slipped through their fingers! The 

“liberty” in Christ became the “rallying point” for the flesh to have its day. Hear the 

clarion call: only use not your liberty for the flesh! 

c. Can order and godliness thrive in such a “seed-bed” of confusion and seething unrest? 

Listen to Paul’s irony: Beware lest there be nothing left of either dog in the fight! 

When that happens in the church, an evil day has come, making for much suffering and 

weariness, and Satan has his “round.” Well may we daily take the prayer of Question 127 

of the Heid. Cat. upon our lips! 

 

QUESTIONS: Is the position of our freedom in Christ, of true faith working by love, a middle-

of-the-road position between legalism and antinomianism, or is it a principally “wholly 

different” position of a new creature? What does the Belgic Confession, Article 24, say of true 

faith and “good works”? Is it wrong to tell the church of Christ that they “ought” to walk in good 

works? Is a minister free from the blood of the congregation if he neglects to warn as does Paul? 

Can these admonitions properly be called “pre-requisite conditions” to enter the Kingdom? What 

do we confess in Canons of Dordt, Chapter 5, Article 14 concerning the manner in which God 

“continues, preserves and perfects” His work in us? To “maintain an assurance of persevering” is 

it God’s ordained way that we are solicitous and careful to continue in the ways of the Lord? 

Article 13, idem the Canons.  
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