
THE TALE OF TWO COVENANTS
GALATIANS 4:21-31

First, let’s deal with a bit of a problem:
 If you have the King James Version or the NASB, the translators of both 

have chosen simply to transliterate rather than translate the word 
alleôgoreoô by using the word allegory. v. 24

 The NKJV translates this word correctly—symbolic or symbolically.
 The record of Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar is both historical and 

meaningful, so this cannot be an allegory. Why does this matter?
 The Bible is truth not speculation. The Bible says what it means and 

means what it says, so “when the plain sense of Scripture makes 
common sense, seek no other sense,” Dr. D.L. Cooper (1886-1965), 
founder of The Biblical Research Society.
In this passage, Paul develops a very clear analogy not an allegory! 
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I. FIRST, WE FIND HISTORICAL FACTS v. 21-23
 Perhaps the easiest way to grasp the historical account is to 

quickly trace the great patriarch Abraham’s experiences as 
recorded in Genesis 12 through 21.

 Using his age as our guide, we can trace the events on which 
Paul is basing his argument for Christian liberty. 

Oh man, what a mess!
 On the surface, this story appears to be nothing more than a 

tale of severely stinky family problems, but beneath the surface 
are meanings that carry tremendous spiritual truth and power. 

 Abraham, his two wives, and his two sons represent spiritual 
realities; and their relationships teach us important lessons.
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II. NEXT, WE HAVE THE SPIRITUAL TRUTHS v. 25-29
As an aside, this is the primary source of the Arab-Israeli conflict:
 The Arab nations in Ishmael have a history of bondage/Law/flesh.
 The Israeli people in Isaac have a history of freedom/grace/Spirit.
Paul explains that Ishmael and Isaac illustrate our two births: the 
physical birth that makes us sinners, and the spiritual birth that makes 
us the children of God. 
Isaac illustrates the believers’ freedom and grace.
 Isaac was born by God’s power. 
 Isaac grew and was weaned. Gen. 21:8
 Isaac was persecuted. Gen. 21:9

Ishmael—by contrast—represents bondage and the Law.
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LESSONS FROM HAGAR AND ISHMAEL
 Hagar was Abraham’s second wife, not God’s first choice. 
 Like Hagar, Abraham’s second wife, the Law was “added” as the 

result of disobedience. Gal. 3:19 
 Hagar was never free; she was always a servant. 
 Hagar was the result of turning to the flesh and was never meant 

to bear Abraham a child. 
 Hagar gave birth to a servant, not a free man. 
 Ultimately, Hagar was cast out because she was never truly in.
 Hagar dies in loneliness—never married again.
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III. SOME PERSONAL AND PRACTICAL 
APPLICATIONS v. 30-31

 We Christians, like Isaac, are the children of promise by grace.
 The Law and the flesh/old nature pictured in Hagar and Ishmael 

want to persecute us and bring us into bondage. 
How are we to solve this problem of Hagar/Ishmael/flesh? 
 We can try to change them . . . Not likely! 
 We can try to compromise with them . . . Never going to work 

out, they are diametric opposites.
 Or we can simply cast them out . . . This is what we are 

supposed to do.
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THE CONTRASTS ARE CLEAR 
The Law: Hagar and Ishmael Grace: Sarah and Isaac

Earthly Jerusalem: Temporal Heavenly Jerusalem: Eternal

Bondage Freedom

Barren Legalism: Hard Fruitful Grace: Easy
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The Law cannot give life or fruitfulness; legalism is barren.
What is the secret to defeating legalism? 
The Holy Spirit in the life of the believer!

A Tale of Two Covenants—I prefer the new covenant of grace, 
thank you very much; I will take the miracle of Sarah and Isaac.


