
Letter to the Galatians 
Study 7: Elementary Principles of the World

Galatians 4:8-20

Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to those that by nature are 
not gods. But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how 
can you turn back again to the weak and worthless elementary principles of the world, 

whose slaves you want to be once more? (Galatians 4:8-9)

The apostle Paul has written this letter to the Galatians in order to address a 
major flaw in their understanding of God and the gospel. On account of some 
false teachers that had come among the church there, the Galatians have come 
to believe that a right standing before God is obtained through adhering to a 
rigorous religious morality (strict obedience to God and religious customs). This 
entire letter deals with Paul condemning and correcting this flaw in their 
theology. 

Now, as we begin to look at this middle portion of chapter four, we notice that 
Paul has concluded with his main theological argument of why a right standing 
before God is granted through our faith in Christ alone. He has hammered 
home how justification before God is not something that we can obtain for 
ourselves. And he’s just revealed how our faith in Christ not only justifies us 
before God but also transforms us from being slaves of sin into being adopted 
sons of God. 
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Now, as we get into chapter four of his letter, Paul is ready to reason with the 
Galatians. He wants to recall for them how before he came to them, they were 
formerly living in a spiritual condition of godlessness. He wants to remind them 
of their joyful experience during his time with them preaching and teaching 
them the truth of the gospel. And he wants to reveal to them how they're now 
stepping back into a spiritual condition that is just as weak and worthless as 
their condition was before he came. 

You see, the Galatians were formerly pagans (which is why Paul mentions they 
were enslaved to things that were not gods or things that were not the true 
living God). But through Paul's preaching and their hearing, the Galatians 
joyful received the truth of the gospel and seemed to experience the freedom of 
having the Holy Spirit sealing them as adopted sons of God (v. 3:2). However, 
after Paul left, the false teachers (Judaizers) came in, and now the Galatians were 
turning back towards a state of spiritual slavery. They had once again adopted a 
system of spirituality that was weak and ultimately worthless.

In making a striking comparison to their former ways of paganism, Paul is 
pointing out that trying to obtain a right standing with God through rigorous 
moral rule-keeping and religious adherence is just as much an enslavement to 
idols as outright paganism and all the immoral behavior that surrounds it. Paul 
is clearly showing us how the incredibly moral religious person can be just as 
lost and godless as the incredibly immoral irreligious person. 

Both are trying to be their own savior and lord, but both are just going about it 
in completely different ways. Paul is pointing out how religion and irreligion 
rest on the elementary principles of the world that are weak and in the end will 
prove themselves worthless.
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Turning to anything other than the truth of the gospel is turning to something 
other than God to give you what only God can give. If we’ve ever gotten a taste 
of the truth of the gospel, we must continue to grow up in our understanding 
and experience of that truth or like the Galatians, we will remain tempted to 
turn back to lesser ‘false gods’ who cannot save and will not satisfy.

❖ Question #1: What might be some reasons why we become dissatisfied with 
simple and unadulterated faith in Christ? 

False god of Irreligion

The elementary principles of this world are the various ways in which man tries 
to take control of his own life and destiny. And in doing so, man ends up 
worshipping something that is weak and worthless compared to the worship of 
the One True God of the universe. 

All of us are born with this basic belief that we can save and satisfy ourselves. 
Therefore, (whether we will admit it or not) all of us have this tendency to 
worship whatever it is that we think we need in order to experience fulfillment, 
security and ultimate happiness in life. And as Paul points out, anything we 
worship in this way will be treated as a type of ‘false god’ for us and will 
become the basis of our religion, philosophy and worldview. And when this 
happens, we have inevitably enslaved ourselves to the very thing that we are 
choosing to worship (whether consciously or unconsciously).   
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For example, if we believe that wealth is what will give us the life that we hope 
for, then we will find ourselves enslaved to ‘Money’ as our master. It’s a form of 
slavery because if we struggle to make money, then we will find ourselves 
becoming increasingly frustrated and overly anxious. We may even begin to 
compromise our character in order to obtain more money for ourselves. We 
begin to lose our true identity and start to become like everyone else enslaved to 
the pursuit of money, status and happiness. Then if we actually succeed in 
making money, we will likely become increasingly discontent and distracted 
because we will naturally start to seek for more things, better things and newer 
things which will ultimately spur us on to keep pursuing more money. 

Money is a false god that promises way more than it ends up giving. It parades 
itself around as something that brings great power and self-sufficiency, but 
given enough time, money as a god will prove itself weak and terribly 
insufficient to save or satisfy our souls.   

Another example that we ought to consider is the popular false god of today’s 
Western and American culture - the worship of ‘Individuality’. Here in our 
culture and especially now in our own generation, we worship the false god of 
our own individuality. And we’ve even come up with a specific language to 
promote this form of worship (even though we would never call it ‘worship’).  

We have created terms like self-esteem, self-discovery, self-fulfillment and self-
expression in order to promote a lifestyle that is centered around doing and 
living however we want and without the constraints of any absolute authority 
telling us what’s right and what’s wrong. Like money, this sort of ‘Individuality’ 
has become a false god that promises way more than it ends up giving. We 
parade this philosophy around as true freedom in life, but any ounce of 
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discernment whatsoever reveals that this is nothing more than personal pride, 
arrogance, selfishness and absolute foolishness. It reveals its foolishness in that 
freedom from constraints is not necessarily freedom at all. A fish out of water is 
not free; a fish out of water is dying.

Given enough time, the worship of our ‘Individuality’ inevitably leads to more 
hate, more intolerance, more prejudice and more racism within our society 
because we simply will not and cannot tolerate those who disagree with the 
general consensus of whatever becomes the popular opinion of the day.  

We assume that the worship of our individuality brings freedom when in fact, 
like the fish, it is the beginning of a slow and inevitable death for a society and 
its culture. Not knowing God, not believing in God, not acknowledging God 
and not surrendering to God is not freedom. It is slavery to the god of self. It is 
slavery to the god of popular opinion. It is slavery to a god that will prove itself 
weak and worthless - unable to save and unable to satisfy.

Putting your hope in ‘Money’ to satisfy you is turning ‘Money’ into a false god. 
Putting your hope in ‘Individuality’ to fulfill you is turning ‘Yourself’ into a 
false god. Both cannot save, and both will not satisfy, and both rest on the 
elementary principles of this world that are weak and in the end will prove 
themselves inevitably worthless. 

❖ Question #2: In light of Paul’s argument, in what ways are the ‘cultured and 
enlightened’ worldviews of secular society nothing more than newer versions 
of what has always been the elementary principle of this world?   
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False of god of Religion

Now, for the Galatians, their ‘false god’ was perhaps even more dangerous than 
the false gods of ‘Money’ or ‘Individuality’. Again, they had been deceived into 
putting their hope of salvation in adherence to rigorous religious rule-keeping 
and customs. It is basically the god of being ‘good enough’ for God to accept 
you, and it’s underlying object of worship is the worship of moral performance. 

Trusting in religious practice to save you is turning religious practice into a 
false god. It is more dangerous because it is much more deceptive. It is more 
deceptive because it is a type of false worship that promotes a religion that 
might even promote the name of Christ. However, worshipping any formula or 
system or religion that teaches anything other than faith in Christ as the only 
way to have a right standing before God is in essence a false form of religion 
that sounds good but is just another subtle form of spiritual slavery.

Throughout this letter, the apostle Paul has been extremely straightforward in 
addressing what he views as a completely unreasonable and irrational decision 
on the part of the Galatians. He is “astonished” that they have so quickly 
deserted the truth of the gospel (v. 1:6). He has referred to their “foolishness” and 
accused them of being “bewitched” (v. 3:1-3). And now here, he says that he is 
“perplexed” and worries that he has labored over them in vain (v. 4:11, 20). Paul 
is basically asking them, “How can you know the truth of the gospel and yet still put 
your hope in something other than God to give you what only God can give you?”

Why would we trade the power and immeasurable pleasure of being a son of 
God for the weak and inevitably worthless principles that make us a slave to 
this world? It’s an astonishing decision on our part and completely irrational. 
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❖ Question #3: In your own words, why is the unadulterated truth of the gospel 
and whole-hearted faith in Christ so hard for us to grasp and firmly hang on 
to? Why are forms of false worship in false gods easier for us to fall into than 
simply standing firm with unwavering faith in Christ?  

Growing in Knowing God

True faith requires total trust, and total trust requires something or someone 
that has proven itself to be trustworthy. You have faith in your car to get you 
where you’re going because your car has proven itself trustworthy. Over time, 
you’ve grown in your understanding and experience with that car, and 
therefore, you have great faith in it delivering what it was designed to deliver 
without you even thinking twice about its reliability. 

For many of us, faith in Christ is difficult because we have failed to grow in our 
understanding and experience of the One we are called to trust. You see, we 
will never totally trust someone that we don't know. Therefore, it becomes very 
easy for us to trade faith in the One true God of the gospel for false gods of this 
world that we know and understand much better. 

So how can we make sure that we grow up in our understanding and 
experience of God? How can we come to know God so that we might come to a 
level of relationship in which we totally trust Him?

God has proven Himself trustworthy in many ways throughout the course of 
human history, but ultimately God has proven Himself trustworthy in Christ. 
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He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with 
him graciously give us all things? (Romans 8:32)

If God was willing to sacrifice His one and only Son so that we, His natural-
born enemies, might experience the forgiveness of our sins and eternal life in 
His glorious presence, can we not trust that He is certainly able and willing to 
satisfy, fulfill and ultimately secure everything we’ll ever need in this life? If 
that alone was the only thing you ever knew about our God is that alone not 
enough to totally trust Him?

A good measure of your Christian condition and the state of your Christian 
belief is whether or not the cross of Christ is enough for you to totally trust 
God.
  
Like the Galatians, in order to remain firm in our faith, we need to refresh our 
minds with the truth of who our God is and what He has done for us in Christ. 

❖ Read - Like our appetites for food, we need to daily hunger and thirst for the 
reminders of God’s grace found throughout God’s Word. 

❖ Think - We need to contemplate the things we’ve learned about God and the 
things we’ve learned about ourselves and construct our worldview on what is 
true rather than on what might be more comfortable or most popular.

❖ Pray - And we need to grow in our experience with God through humble and 
confident prayer. Humble because we need His help, and confident because 
we acknowledge that He is all-knowing, all-powerful and perfectly able.     
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Paul says he’s like a mother laboring “in the pains of childbirth” waiting and 
desperately wanting the Galatians to experience rebirth and to grow up in their 
relationship with God (v. 4:19). He will not rest until Christ is ‘formed’ in them.

If we’ve gotten a taste of the freedom found only through faith in Christ, then 
we must continue to grow in that faith in order for Christ to be ‘formed’ in us. 

We ought to be astonished and perplexed by the various ways we desert the 
power and immeasurable pleasure of being sons of God by turning to the weak 
and inevitably worthless principles that make us slaves to this world. It’s 
unreasonable and completely irrational. Turning to anything other than the 
truth of the gospel is turning to something other than God to give you what 
only God can give you.
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Summary Statements:

❖ Turning to anything other than the truth of the gospel is turning to something 
other than God to give you what only God can give.

❖ We will never totally trust someone that we don't know.

❖ A good measure of your Christian condition and the state of your Christian belief 
is whether or not the cross of Christ is enough for you to totally trust God.

❖ If we’ve gotten a taste of the freedom found only through faith in Christ, then we 
must continue to grow in that faith in order for Christ to be ‘formed’ in us. 


