
How to be a ‘Good Christian’ and other religious nonsense 
Ishmael-people and  

Isaac-people 
Galatians 4:21-31 

“God helps those who help themselves” 
• That’s true isn’t it? 
• You’ve heard that 
• It’s in the Bible right? 
• NO—It is not in the Bible and it is not true 

 
This is another misunderstanding of God 

• We have previously spoken about our misunderstandings of God as: Negotiator, Santa Claus, Cop, Boss 
(Re-Cap) 

• God as collaborator  
o In the sense that, God does a little and you do a little 
o Parts of the Christian life are like that (E.g. starting a church; marrying someone) 
o But salvation and our basic relationship with and standing before God are not like that 

 
In our text, Paul is arguing that point from Abraham’s experiences as recorded in the book of 
Genesis 
 
Read 4:21-23 
 
Here is what’s going on: 

• Abraham, the promise at 75 and the blunder at 86 (God as mere collaborator) 
• Abraham has two sons: Ishmael and Isaac 
• Ishmael was, as verse 23 says: “A human attempt to bring about the fulfillment of God’s promise” 
• Isaac was, as the latter part of verse 23 says: “God’s own fulfillment of His promise” 

 
The folly that the Galatians were falling into (and what we often struggle with) is that they 
were relying on their own efforts to relate to God rather than God’s efforts for them 
 
Whereas Isaac was a result of God’s sovereign work, Ishmael was the result of false 
perception of God as mere collaborator 

• Whereas Isaac was entirely God’s doing, Ishmael was the result of Abraham’s doing 
• Where Isaac was a gift according to grace, Ishmael was a work of the flesh 

 
The contrast between self-reliance and God-dependence for our relational standing with 
Him 
 
These represent the 2 different ways of relating to God 

• Law versus Grace 
• Flesh versus Spirit 
• God as mere collaborator versus God as sovereign, absolute and gracious giver 

 
What Paul is going to do now is use the two women referenced (Hagar the slave and Sarah 
the wife) as illustrations of the two covenants of law and grace 
 
Read 4:24-27 
 
Here is the breakdown: 

• Hagar the Slave = Mnt. Sinai = The Covenant of Law = Jerusalem = Slavery 
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• Sarah the Free Woman = The Covenant of Grace = The New Jerusalem = Freedom 

 
There are two ways to relate to God:  

• The path represented by Hagar 
• The path represented by Sarah 

 
There are two sorts of people 

• Children of Hagar 
• Children of Sarah 

 
Christians are by definition Children of the Free Woman (Cf. v 26b) 

• Verse 28 
• We have received God’s promise of salvation through God’s work (Cf. v23 “God’s own fulfillment of His 

promise”) 
• The problem being addressed here is that we sometimes fall back into trying to gain the promise and 

daily relate to God through our own efforts (Cf. v23 “A human attempt to bring about the fulfillment of 
God’s promise”) 

• We can revert back to being children of Hagar, who represents the law that enslaved them (v. 24) 
 
The list of Do’s and Don'ts (that the Law was) became a sort of slavery for the Israelites 

• Anyone who has reduced Christianity to a list of Do’s and Don’ts is a slave (like Ishmael and Hagar) 
• A child of Hagar and not of Sarah 
• Hagar was a slave and so her child was born a slave and nothing they could do would ever change 

that standing 
 
That is the situation of the person who is trying to earn God’s favor or blessing through 
performance or obeying the rules 

• You are a slave to that and nothing you will ever do (along those lines) can change that standing 
• Even if you obey perfectly, you are still a slave 
• You have only done the bare minimum of what is expected of you—your duty 

o So it has gained you no favor 
• God has not become your debtor—we are still debtors to Him 

o You are still just a slave 
o A good one you may be, but duty you must do 
o And at the end of the day there is no “thank you” but merely an expectation that you continue 

to do what you are supposed to do 
• This was of relating to God is the most ruthless of all slavery 
• There is no hope in it—no end in sight 

  
This is the picture of spiritual slavery—which is contrasted here to spiritual freedom (what we 
have through faith in Christ) 
 
Those who try to be and stay right with God through their own performance and obedience 
are the children of Hagar (slaves) 
—But those who are made right with God and stay right with God through the performance 
of Christ are children of Sarah (free) 
 
… 
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What Paul teases out next is the historical fact that Ishmael did not like Isaac 
 
Verse 29 
 
Persecution from Ishmael 

• The older brother (Cf. Gen 21:8-9) 
• Cf. The prodigal’s older brother (Luke 15:11-32) 
• Cf. The Pharisee who and the penitent sinner (Luke 18:9-14) 

  
Ishmael-people will always come against Isaac-people 

• Labeling them as 2nd class Christians 
o Cf. Hagar (fertile) toward Sarah (infertile) 

• And demanding that their efforts be recognized  
o Cf. Abraham asking God, “Oh that Ishmael may live before thee” (Gen 17:18) 
o “God, you navigated, but I got it done… isn’t this good enough?” 

• Human effort always wants to be recognized 
o Because humans always want to be recognized, we always fall back on effort/merit 

 
• Ephesians 2:8-9 (NLT) 

8 God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a gift from 
God.  
9 Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about it. 

 
This ultimate gift of God’s grace then begins to shape the way we perceive ourselves and 
relate to others 
 
There are signs that we are getting grace to be observed in our relationships 

• You know you are living under grace when the criticism of people no longer wrecks you 
• You know you have the approval of God by grace and so you are not ruled by the need for other’s 

approval anymore 
 

• You know you are living under grace when you are okay with being second or third, or… passed over 
for a position, not giving preference etc 

• If we are still sons of Ishmael we struggle with that because we locate everything according to our 
performance 

 
• And so we become angry and resentful 
• And instead of trusting God’s purposes and God’s grace in other’s lives we revile it  

 
Ishmael-people will always do this to Isaac-people (legalists against free people) 
 
Here is what Paul says about that: Verse 30 
 
What is Paul saying needed to be done with the legalists? 

• When he quoted Sarah (v. 30; Cf. Gen Gen 21:10) it was a very clear way of saying, “Get the legalists 
out of the church!” 

• If salvation comes by grace though the work of the Cross, we cannot tolerate salvation or Christian living 
according to works 

 
Perhaps we start by casting this tendency out of our own hearts first! 
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Remember, at one point Abraham said to God after Ishmael was born, “Oh, that Ishmael 
may live before thee.” (Gen 17:18) 

• We need to cast this tendency out of ourselves 
o The religion of Ishmael, the son of Hagar the slave (What we can do in the flesh) 

• Verse 31 
 

If we are working to gain and keep God’s acceptance we need to realize that we are still in 
spiritual slavery 

• We evaluate our spiritual standing by what we do for God rather than what God has done for us in 
Christ 

… 
 
Now, if you have an intense desire to do right and good and honor God through and in your 
behavior and if your motivation is from a place of deep gratitude and love because you 
have been so loved—that is good 

• But, you become a legalist when you imagine that you have earned anything before God and have 
made God your debtor 

• And, you become a Pharisee when you imagine that you are now more deserving and better than 
those who are performing poorly 

o You are a child of law (a slave) persecuting the children of grace and promise (who are free) 
 
The point of this text is: 
 
Those who make performance the principle of their lives will always be slaves 
 
Those who make grace the principle of their lives will always be free 
 
What we will see in the next chapter is: 

• The free children actually end up behaving better than the slaves because they 
operate according to the Spirit and love 

 
As St. Augustine said, “Love God, and do what you like.” 
 
It is the power of love and not the law that will keep us right—love is always more powerful 
than the rules 

• What the rules will always do is leave you longing for ‘accepting love’ that is only 
found in faith through Christ! 

 
 
 


