
Devotion for July 21, Pastor Julianne D. Smith 
 
Galatians 4:21-5:1 
21 Tell me, you who desire to be subject to the law, will you not listen to the law? 22For it is written that 
Abraham had two sons, one by a slave woman and the other by a free woman. 23One, the child of the slave, 
was born according to the flesh; the other, the child of the free woman, was born through the promise. 24Now 
this is an allegory: these women are two covenants. One woman, in fact, is Hagar, from Mount Sinai, bearing 
children for slavery. 25Now Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present Jerusalem, for she is 
in slavery with her children. 26But the other woman corresponds to the Jerusalem above; she is free, and she is 
our mother. 27For it is written, 
‘Rejoice, you childless one, you who bear no children, 
   burst into song and shout, you who endure no birth pangs; 
for the children of the desolate woman are more numerous 
   than the children of the one who is married.’ 
28Now you, my friends, are children of the promise, like Isaac. 29But just as at that time the child who was born 
according to the flesh persecuted the child who was born according to the Spirit, so it is now also. 30But what 
does the scripture say? ‘Drive out the slave and her child; for the child of the slave will not share the inheritance 
with the child of the free woman.’ 31So then, friends, we are children, not of the slave but of the free woman.  
51For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery. 
 
“Now this is an allegory.” (4:24) How many times have I read this passage and missed those five words? How 
many times have I read this passage and wondered how Paul could have ignored the promise God gave to 
Hagar and Ishmael? (see Genesis 16) Too many times, I’m sure. Lately, however, those five words have 
jumped out at me like a neon sign. Maybe I missed that phrase because I’m not particularly fond of allegories. 
Now, parables are another matter! 
 
Paul’s use of the world “allegory” is a notice that this is not the literal meaning of Sarah and Hagar’s story. 
According to the notes in the Jewish Annotated New Testament “Allegories typically represent moral qualities 
or philosophical concepts as concrete entities such as persons, or places. Allegories are present in the Hebrew 
Bible (e.g. Isaiah 5). … Paul’s language suggests that the allegorical meaning negates the literal meaning.”  
(page 341).  
 
In other words, let us suspend reality as we try to understand Paul’s purpose here. Paul has been frustrated by 
the behavior of the Galatians. Rather than enjoy the freedom they have in Christ they appear to prefer being 
subject to the law. Instead Paul asks them to listen to the law. He is suggesting a broader understanding of 
God’s Torah so that they live not under the law, but in freedom because of Christ. Comparing Hagar to Sinai 
and Sarah to ‘the Jerusalem above’ helps him clarify this difference.  
 
So, what does this mean? Paul summarizes it up in chapter 5 verse 1: For freedom Christ has set us free. Christ 
did not die so we could continue to live under the condemnation of the law. Christ died so that we could be 
free. And by freedom Paul did not mean free to do whatever we want. Paul understood that freedom in Christ 
calls for us to live lives of righteousness. We are to live lives based on grace. 
 
How will you live in Christ’s freedom today? What will it look like amid a pandemic? How does racial justice 
happen in a world driven by freedom in Christ? I invite you to consider what sort of allegory you might use to 
reveal the good news of freedom in Christ. 
 
God our Father, with your Spirit, teach us how to live in the freedom of Christ. Amen.  


