
CHILDREN OF PROMISE 
GALATIANS 4:21-31 

The apostle Paul has worked out his argument of being justified before God by faith alone 
and is now making his appeal to the Galatians to no longer live like slaves to some sort of 
religious system but to live as men who are free as adopted sons of God. Paul has already 
proven the irrationality of the Galatians decision to add the obligation of obedience to the 
Torah as a requirement for being justified before God. And he has accused them of “turning 
back again to the weak and worthless elementary principles of the world” because turning 
to anything other than the simple truth of the gospel is turning to something other than God 
to give you what only God can give you.  

After appealing to the irrationality of their decision to believe this false message, Paul now 
appeals to their identity by using an allegorical example of Abraham’s two sons that points 
out how a Christian is not a product of a man’s power but a product of God’s power alone.  

Now, I wonder how many of us still wonder what it is that we must 'do' in order to be right 
with God? I wonder how many of us still might be unclear on the details and without any real 
assurance as to whether or not we’ll be able to stand on that day of judgement when we 
meet our Lord face to face?  

If we are assuming that Christianity is something we must ‘do’ then we’ve misunderstood it 
from the start. True Christianity is not something that we must do, or something we must 
practice, or necessarily a way that we must start living. True Christianity is something much 
greater than a human being’s effort to do something different than he’s done in the past. It’s 
more than living a better moral life than you’ve lived before. True Christianity is something 
that is done to you. It is entirely a work of God. And a good measure of your Christian 
condition is whether or not you can rest assured that God has in fact powerfully done 
something to you.     

As Paul will soon point out, those who have truly been transformed by the power of God 
experience a freedom in this life that the natural human being simply doesn’t understand 
and cannot comprehend. It’s a supernatural freedom. 
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The natural man may get to the point where he likes to hear the gospel. But when it begins 
to proclaim setting us free, we’ll push it away to a safe distance. The gospel shows us that we 
are naturally enslaved to our own selfishness, sin, and even other spiritual forces, but 
nobody wants to admit or acknowledge that to be true. 

The one thing so deeply ingrained in our human nature that never changes and keeps us 
from experiencing the supernatural freedom that comes through faith in Christ is that natural 
good opinion that we all have of ourselves. The natural man believes that he is somehow 
capable of putting himself into a position that is ultimately acceptable and satisfying. 

Man’s natural sin of self-reliance is the chain that keeps the irreligious man from faith in 
Christ and the chain that pulls the religious man back from pure faith in Christ. It is the sin of 
self-reliance that strips men of the supernatural freedom found only through faith in Christ.  

So, the apostle Paul appeals to our identity here in this passage and attempts to point out 
the remarkable truth that the Christian is not a product of self-reliance but rather a product 
of ‘Spirit-regeneration’. 

What do we mean by ‘Spirit-regeneration’? 

By ‘Spirit-regeneration’ we mean the supernatural work of God through the power of the 
Holy Spirit that wakes us up and opens our eyes to the truth of the gospel. It’s the miracle of 
being reborn into something totally new. So an obvious question that we ought to ask of 
ourselves is do you see your faith in Christ as a miracle? 

A Christian is not a product of religious work and self-reliance but rather a supernatural 
product of God’s work of regeneration by the Holy Spirit.  

And that is the essence of Paul’s appeal here in this passage, and he uses an allegorical 
example from Abraham’s two sons to drive his point home.      

2016  |  Unlimited Potential, Inc.  |  Terry Evans



Now if we were to read the Genesis account of Abraham, we’d see that Abraham had two 
sons by two different women. He had a son named Isaac by his wife Sarah. But first, he had a 
son named Ishmael by his wife’s servant, Hagar. 

Paul compares the Jewish missionaries (Judaizers) in Galatia to the “son of Hagar”, and he 
compares true Jesus followers to the “son of Sarah”. So why is this significant in helping Paul 
prove his point? 

First, why compare the Jewish missionaries (Judaizers) to the “son of Hagar”? 

In Genesis 12, we learn that Abraham was seventy-five years old when God promised that he 
would bless Abraham by giving him a child that would prove to be a blessing to the entire 
world. Ten years later, we find Abraham upset because him and his wife Sarah still have no 
children, and therefore no son to fulfill the promise that God had made to him. 
  
In Genesis 16, we find Abraham and Sarah beginning to struggle with doubts. Therefore, 
they come up with a plan of their own to help fulfill the promise that God had made to them. 
So Sarah decides to give her slave named Hagar to Abraham, and we read that, "Hagar bore 
Abraham a son, and Abraham called the name of his son whom Hagar bore to him 
Ishmael” (Genesis 16:15).  

So when Paul says here that “the son of the slave was born according to the flesh”, he’s 
pointing out the fact that this son was the natural-born product of a sinful act of self-reliance 
on the part of Abraham and Sarah. The “son of Hagar” came about by no greater power than 
what man could accomplish on his own.   

So Paul compares the Jewish missionaries (Judaizers) to the “son of Hagar” because their 
heart and approach to God was the same type of approach that Abraham took in his action 
with Hagar. You see, in the same way that Abraham and Sarah trusted Hagar's youth and 
fertility for a son, when we trust religious conformity to make us acceptable and satisfying to 
God, we reveal our own motivation to rely on ourself to obtain God’s promises.  
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Trusting in your religious obedience or religious conformity to make you right with God 
reveals your natural-born desire to use your own strength and ability to put yourself into a 
position that is ultimately acceptable and satisfying to God. It's a desire to show that you are 
worthy rather than depending on God to make you worthy through the work of Christ.  

However, turning your back on religion reveals your desire for self-reliance as well. When 
those critical of the Christian faith mock and ridicule Christianity as “a crutch” and view 
Christians as “soft and weak”, all they are doing is plainly revealing their own personal desire 
to not be viewed as weak or dependent on anything else other than their own strength and 
capabilities. They too reveal their own desire for self-reliance. Religious or irreligious, it’s the 
same sin.  

Paul compares those who act in such self-reliance with the “son of Hagar” and calls them 
“children for slavery”. Self-reliance is a state of slavery because it leads us into the never 
ending work of trying to gain a position in life that is ultimately acceptable and satisfying 
when the truth of the matter is that no matter what you do or what you become, you’ll never 
find yourself feeling ultimately accepted or satisfied because you’ll never really know for 
sure whether or not you’re doing good enough to be pleasing to God. 

So, being compared to a “son of Hagar” means that you are simply a product of no greater 
power than what you can accomplish on your own. 

Now, on the flip side, why does Paul compare true Jesus followers to the “son of Sarah”? 

When Abraham was seventy-five, God had promised to bless him with a son who would 
prove to be a blessing to the entire world. Then when Abraham was eighty-five, he decided 
to take it upon himself to produce a son who might be able to fulfill the things that God had 
promised him.  

However, God rejecting the son that Abraham was able to produce on his own, and when he 
was a hundred years old, God promised again that in spite of Abraham's age and his wife 
Sarah’s infertility, they would still have a son through a supernatural work that God was 
going to do himself.  

2016  |  Unlimited Potential, Inc.  |  Terry Evans



And then in Genesis 21 we read this: 

“The LORD visited Sarah as he had said,  
and the LORD did to Sarah as he had promised.”  

The “son of Sarah” was a supernaturally born product of God’s power alone. And so Paul 
compares true Jesus followers to the "son of Sarah" to point out how a Jesus follower is not 
a product of man’s power but a product of God’s power alone. Paul calls Jesus followers 
“children of promise” because a Jesus follower is something that comes into being only on 
account of what God has promised to do in the hearts and lives of men himself. 

Paul writes later that, “God saves us and calls us to a holy calling, not because of what we are 
doing or can do but because of his own purpose and grace, which he promised in Christ 
before the ages began” (2 Timothy 1:9). 

The regeneration, justification, sanctification and glorification of a Christian is a collective 
supernatural work of God on account of his own purpose and his own plan to redeem and 
purify a people for himself. (Titus 2:14) 

So how can we make sure that we receive these life-giving and life-changing things that God 
has promised? 

Well, we might find it helpful to consider what Abraham was required to do in order to 
receive the son that was promised to him? What did he have to do?  

All Abraham had to do was to trust God over everything else. He had to trust God over his 
own intuition. He had to trust God over what he assumed was right and better. He had to 
trust God over natural biology and science. He had to trust God over his own experience 
and circumstances. And he had to believe something in faith that the rest of the world would 
consider foolishness and absolute nonsense.     

So what do we do to receive the supernatural freedom found in God's promises?  
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We have got to trust what God has said over everything else. You have got to “cast out” the 
enslaving sin of self-reliance and humble yourself to the point of putting yourself squarely in 
the hands and at the mercy of God by placing all of your hope, confidence and trust in The 
True Promised Son of Abraham — Jesus Christ our Lord. You must truly believe God; not just 
‘in God’. You must truly believe God and then behave accordingly. 

(Because after all, if you’re behavior is not in line with what you claim to believe then the 
odds are you don’t truly believe what you think or claim you believe.)    

A Christian is not a simple product of religious work and self-reliance but rather a 
supernatural product of God’s work of regeneration by the Holy Spirit.  

So may we examine our own lives and ask ourselves sincerely and honestly, “Does your life 
and lifestyle look like something that only God could do? Is your life a living testimony to the 
power and work of God?” 

And so, a good measure of your Christian condition is whether or not your faith in Christ is 
something you’ve decided that you would do or something that God has powerfully done to 
you.
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