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“Two Legacies” 

April 3, 2011 

Text:  Galatians 4:21-28 

 

In 1874, sociologist Richard Dugdale studied the records of 13 jails in New 

York state, & found that a large number of its inmates were 

descendants of a man named Max Jukes. 

The Jukes family had produced 76 convicted criminals, 18 brothel-keepers, 

and 120 prostitutes. 

Many of the criminals could also be linked to a woman whom Dugdale 

called “Margaret the Mother of Criminals,” who had married Max 

Jukes’ son. 

Dugdale estimated that the Jukes family had cost the state of New York, 

$1,308,000 by 1877. 

When fathers used to arrange their children’s marriages, this was why being from a 

“good family” was considered important. 

Families create legacies of attitudes/values which they   pass down from 

generation to generation. 

Good families pass down good legacies, bad families pass down bad 

legacies. 

Parents teach their children moral expectations, not only by what they say, 

but by the way they live their own lives. 

In today’s text, Paul describes 2 such legacies, one from the descendants of 

Sarah, and the other from those of Hagar. 

Ironically, Abraham had fathered both women’s children. 

In his letter to the Galatians, Paul will use this fact against the Judaizers, who 

prided themselves in being descendants of Abraham, thinking that was their 

guarantee of salvation. 

Paul shows that wasn’t a guarantee of any such thing. 

Ishmael, the son of Hagar, was a direct son of Abraham; 

But God refused to establish His covenant with Ishmael, establishing it 

instead with Isaac—the son of Sarah. 

The Judaizers had persuaded many Gentile Xns in Galatia to become circumcised, 

obey the Law, & thus become Jewish, arguing that only Jewish believers in 

Christ could be saved. 

But Paul will prove that doing so simply makes them part of the legacy of 

Hagar, that didn’t even save Ishmael from slavery, let alone his soul 

from hell. 

Paul will link together 2 parallel conceptual chains=> 
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* Hagar/Ishmael are linked to slavery, human weakness, and the Covenant 

of Law which can save no one’s soul. 

* Sarah/Isaac are linked to spiritual freedom, divine power, and the 

Abrahamic Covenant of Promise that saves believers. 

Paul will describe these two spiritual legacies in terms of their history, 

allegory, and application… 

* The History  

[Galatians 4:21]=> “Tell me, you who want to be under law [the Mosaic 

commandments], do you not listen to the law [the Pentateuch]?” 

Paul addresses those who want their obedience to the Law to play some role in 

their salvation. 

He says to them in essence, You don’t understand that that’s part of an historical 

legacy of slavery/defeat/damnation.  

Look at “the law”—the Pentateuch, where the history of Abraham’s 2 wives 

(Sarah/Hagar) illustrates the futility of trying to gain God’s blessings 

thru human effort/achievement. 

God says=> “There is My Law, O man.  If you keep it perfectly, I will see to it that 

you shall live.  But if you violate even 1 command of My Law, even 1 time 

in your whole life, I will destroy you forever.” 

Sarah/Hagar illustrate the uselessness of human will in trying to meet such 

demands. 

Paul now describes these 2 women (Hagar/Sarah) as sources of 2 different 

kinds of human life—slavery/freedom. 

[Verse 22]=> “For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by the 

bondwoman and one by the free woman.” 

Ishmael’s mother (Hagar) was a slave, she would always be a slave, and she taught 

her son to think like a slave. 

Isaacs’ mother (Sarah) was a free woman, whose son learned from her to live/think 

like a free man, & to expect to receive an inheritance from his father’s God, 

based on a covenant promise. 

There’s a great difference here=> 

* Ishmael comes to represent those who live like religious slaves, trying to 

obey God’s Law in their human strength of willpower.  

* Isaac represents those who live by faith in God’s promise and God’s grace. 

The difference is not in who their father was (Abraham in both cases), but 

who/what their mothers were (slave or free). 

* The legacy of Hagar is one of lostness/slavery; 

* The legacy of Sarah is one of salvation/freedom. 

Praise God that Sarah is our mother if we believe; 

That we are no longer “children of Hagar”! 
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Before we get too far in our text, lets remind ourselves of  how such a family 

as Abraham’s ever came to be. 

His wife Sarah had never been capable of conceiving children. 

Years earlier God had promised to bring forth a great nation of descendants 

from Abraham/Sarah, but she still hadn’t conceived, & now she was 

76. 

Abraham cried out to God, who answered him and promised that Abraham’s 

descendants would be as numerous as the stars. 

Each year she must have thought, “It’s less likely that I’ll get pregnant this 

year than it was last year. 

“And if I do, how in the world am I going to survive the rigors of 

giving birth to a child at this age?” 

At this point, Sarah took matters into her own hands, gave her Egyptian slave-girl 

Hagar to Abraham, and told him to go have a child by her, which they’d 

consider Sarah’s child. 

I.e., they got impatient and decided to help god accomplish His will, through 

their own frail human means. 

Hagar got pregnant by Abraham, had a little boy, and they named him 

Ishmael. 

Hagar was never Abraham’s wife, only a concubine or mistress. 

13 years later, God visited Abraham once again, and promised that by that same 

time the next year, Sarah herself (now 89) would have had a child of her 

own. 

She was long past her child-bearing years, so this was going to require a 

divine miracle. 

And that’s exactly what happened (Heb 11:11)=> 

“By faith even Sarah herself received ability to conceive, even beyond 

the proper time of life, since she considered Him faithful who had 

promised;” 

This is how Abraham became the father of two boys, one whose mother was a 

slave, & the other a free woman. 

Like Abraham (her husband), Sarah believed in God’s promise that He 

would give her a child, in spite of her earlier act of doubt/desperation. 

The second important difference between Ishmael/Isaac was the nature of 

their births. 

Not only did they come from 2 completely different types of mother (one a slave, 

the other free), their births were very different—1 natural, the other 

supernatural:  by a promised miracle. 

[Verse 23]=> “But the son by the bondwoman was born according to the flesh, 

and the son by the free woman through the promise.” 
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Ishmael (the bondwoman’s son) was born “according to the flesh”—i.e., as a 

natural result of human procreation. 

By contrast, Isaac (the son of a free woman) could never have been born 

“according to the flesh.” 

Rom 4:19 says that Abraham, being 100 years old considered his body “now 

as good as dead” in terms of reproductive capacity. 

And Sarah, who had been barren all her life, couldn’t have conceived at age 

90 even if she’d never been barren. 

From a human p.o.v., their having a child together was an 

impossibility. 

When God told Abraham she would give birth to a child by that same time 

next year, Sarah broke into laughter. 

Paul is going to use the stark contrast between the births of Ishmael/Isaac to 

explain/illustrate the difference between salvation thru human effort, & 

salvation by the divine intervention of God’s regenerating a soul. 

He is going to use Ishmael’s birth to represent all those who hope to acquire 

eternal-life man’s way—thru their own religious actions; 

Contrasted with those who actually gain eternal life through God’s promise 

of a spiritual miracle—becoming born again, or born from above. 

Gennao anothen can be translated either way. 

Ishmael’s birth will represent human efforts to gain spiritual life thru 

legalism/religion; 

Isaac’s birth will represent the actual blessing of spiritual life thru God’s 

grace. 

Those who follow Ishmael’s model seek salvation through their own righteous 

works and religious deeds. 

Those who follow Isaac’s model seek salvation through simple faith in 

God’s promise to save them thru X’s death. 

Even an Arminian believes he is saved by grace because he chose to act on 

the grace of God and believe. 

So ultimately, he believes it was his own doing, his using God’s 

grace, that saved him. 

Just as what Hagan did produced Ishmael. 

Everyone is either like Ishmael (a spiritual slave trying to work his way into God’s 

good graces) or like Isaac (born free by God’s gracious miracle). 

Every religious man/woman is either an Ishmael-like worker, or an Isaac-

like believer, who can take no more credit for becoming born-again, 

than Isaac could take for being born in the first place. 
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Knowing the history behind this allegory, we now come to=> 

* The Allegory 

[Verse 24]=> “This is allegorically speaking: for these women are two covenants, 

one proceeding from Mount Sinai bearing children [not just Ishmael] who 

are to be slaves; she is Hagar.” 

An “allegory” is a story that conveys a meaning in addition to that which is 

apparent on the surface. 

Oftentimes allegories are merely fanciful imaginary stories, but in this case the 

allegory is based on real historical events. 

They have been sovereignly designed/revealed by God to convey principles 

of His working that go beyond these historical facts/events 

themselves. 

Ordinarily, allegorical interpretations of biblical texts are notoriously unreliable, 

and often foolish, because they are so heavily influenced by fallen man’s 

imagination. 

They are a Pandora’s box, out of which come virtually any meaning a 

creative interpreter wants to give the text. 

The DaVinci Code, that has become so popular today, is a type of allegorical 

interpretation. 

This is the sort of nonsense that causes people to say=> “Everyone has his 

own interpretation of the Bible.” 

Unfortunately, that’s almost true, but it shouldn’t be. 

We should all be looking for the 1 interpretation intended by the 

writer of the text, interpretation intended by the H.S. when He 

inspired its words. 

Suppose you wrote a letter to someone who came back and said, “I’ve decoded 

your words and they actually say the opposite of what you thought they 

said.” 

The H.S. doesn’t take favorably to that, any more than you would. 

The literal/obvious meaning of a text is ignored, as ingenious “interpreters” 

put their imaginations to work & impose all sorts of extraneous 

meanings on it. 

There are lots of illustrations of such interpretive chaos=> 

E.g. * In the 6
th

 century, Pope Gregory the Great interpreted the book of Job 

allegorically. 

He said that Job’s 7 sons symbolized the 12 Apostles, his 3 friends 

symbolized heretics, his 7000 sheep represented God’s faithful 

people, and his 3000 camels stood for depraved Gentiles. 

* Philo (1
st
 century) interpreted the 2 angels stationed at the Garden of 

Eden’s gates as meaning God’s sovereignty & God’s lovingkindness. 
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* Hebrew numerals, like Roman numerals, are letters. 

So every Hb word can be read as a number or a word. 

The rabbis loved such numerology—finding numbers in words that 

they said had secret/mystical meanings. 

Origen (3
rd

 centery) was one of the worst and most creative allegorical interpreters, 

and this was what Calvin had to say about him=> 

“Origen, and many others along with him, have seized the opportunity of 

torturing the Scriptures in every possible way, away from the true sense.  

They concluded that the literal sense is too mean and poor; and that under 

the outer bark of the letter there lurk deeper mysteries, which cannot be 

extracted but by beating out allegories.” 

Allegorical interpretation can keep any text from saying what offends someone’s 

prejudices, & can make it say instead virtually whatever the interpreter 

wants it to say. 

So the best/most intellectually-honest way of interpreting Scripture, is to 

give it the most literal/obvious meaning possible. 

That means avoiding allegorical interpretation if possible. 

The only time you can’t avoid allegorical interpretation is when the text itself 

tells us it’s an allegory. 

And that’s exactly what happens in our present text. 

Paul says=> “This is allegorically speaking: for these women are [or 

represent/symbolize] two covenants.” 

* One of those covenants has to be the Mosaic Covenant because Paul goes 

on to say that it proceeds out of Mt. Sinai, where the Law was 

delivered to Moses. 

* The other covenant, it turns out, is the Abrahamic Covenant of promise, by 

which Abraham was guaranteed a multitude of descendants, because 

he had believed God’s promise to give them to him. 

Just as a woman produces children in accordance with her own nature, these 2 

covenants produce spiritual children (symbolized by Ishmael/Isaac) 

according to their natures. 

** The Abrahamic Covenant produces people who are miraculously reborn 

because of their faith, and who are free from the Law’s condemnation. 

** The Mosaic Covenant produces religious slaves who are bound to the 

Law—a master whose demands they can never meet, & from which 

they can never escape. 

Anyone who tries to free himself from the Law on its own terms by 

obeying all its commands, is like Ishmael—born into slavery, 

and hopelessly striving for a freedom he is incapable of 

attaining. 
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Paul now points to a whole society of such slaves—the Jews.  

He identifies them with their capital city—Jerusalem. 

[Verse 25]=> “Now this Hagar is [represents] Mount Sinai in Arabia, and 

corresponds to [lit. “lines up with’] the present Jerusalem, for she is in 

slavery with her children.” 

The Jews took the Law from Mt. Sinai, went to Jerusalem, and enslaved 

themselves to it by trying to turn it into a means of salvation. 

Not that obedience to the Law inevitably results in slavery. 

As we saw earlier in Galatians, God intended for the Law to drive people to 

X, with a realization that they couldn’t obey it, try as they might, so 

they needed a Savior to save them from its condemnation. 

But when the Jews rejected God’s Messiah and His redemptive plan & sought 

instead their own righteousness through obedience to the Law, they expected 

to make themselves acceptable to Him on their own merits. 

They took on an impossible task, and one which God never intended, as a 

legitimate use of the Law. 

Even worse, they crucified Jesus, who had come to deliver them from the 

Law’s condemnation, and to redeem them from its slavery, if they 

would believe in Him. 

Spiritually speaking, they made themselves children of Hagar, who could 

never be anything but slaves. 

The Judaizers were simply spiritual slaves, who tried to add belief in Jesus 

to their religious slavery to the Law, & had persuaded some foolish 

Gentiles to do the same. 

There’s a fine irony here that would have outraged the Jews. 

“Arabia” is where Hagar’s descendants settled, and the Arabians are known as 

“sons of Hagar.” 

It’s located in what is called the Arabian Peninsula, and it includes Mt. 

Sinai. 

It has always been a bleak/desolate area, the same wilderness where Israel 

wandered for 40 years due to their disbelief/disobedience to God. 

In the Arabian legends Hagar is portrayed as Abraham’s lawful wife, and Ishmael 

(not Isaac) as his son of promise because they descended from 

Hagar/Ishmael, so they have rewritten history to accommodate their own 

racial pride. 

Of all the places on earth with which Israel might not want to be associated, Arabia 

tops the list. 

And yet this is where they belong, because, as a nation, they have never 

gotten past Mt. Sinai to enter the freedom of the Promised Land 

spiritually, by believing in Jesus as their Messiah/Savior. 
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They’re still trying to prove themselves to God w/ the Law. 

Arabia is a lifeless desert that is the perfect place for a hopeless/spiritually-

dead people trying to earn salvation by their own strength—the very 

sterile/hopeless business of trusting in one’s flesh. 

Paul has now completed the 1
st
 of 2 parallel idea-chains=> 

Hagar represents the Covenant of Law, which produces the  

2
nd

 link in that chain—Ishmael (representing those who are slavishly 

trying to attain their own righteousness thru the flesh), which 

leads to=> 

The 3
rd

 link is the Law itself given at Sinai (the master who demands 

perfect obedience and righteousness), producing the=> 

4
th

 link—hopeless/lifeless spiritual slaves, like those in Jerusalem. 

This is the sad legacy of works righteousness, which tied the Judaizers 

directly back to Hagar the bondslave. 

Now Paul completes the other legacy—Sarah’s legacy. 

[Verse 26]=> “But the Jerusalem above is free; she is our mother.” 

“The Jerusalem above” is the New Jerusalem, which is the home of all those who 

inherit the legacy of Sarah/Isaac, of grace/faith. 

When Jesus said, “I go to prepare a place for you,” this was the place. 

Sarah represents the Covenant of Promise, the New Covenant ratified by the 

blood of Jesus, which has made those who believe, the true sons of 

Abraham. 

According to Rom 9:8, we are Abraham’s sons of promise, and we are 

therefore the children of God, whose hope is “Jerusalem above.” 

Rom 9:8=> “It is not the children of the flesh [Jews] who are children 

of God, but the children of the promise are regarded as 

descendants.” 

We receive our legacy from Sarah thru Isaac, the free-born son conceived through 

God’s miraculous intervention—the fulfillment of the miracle He had 

promised, not thru human efforts (like Ishmael’s hopeless descendants). 

Now Paul links Sarah to “the Jerusalem above,” completing the circle of the 

legacy of God’s grace. 

Sarah, the free woman who became a mother through God’s miraculous 

intervention, symbolizes our heavenly home, because its legacy has come 

down to us thru her. 

That’s the home of believers, who like Sarah’s son Isaac, are recipients of 

God’s promise to Abraham, because we too have believed as 

Abraham/Isaac did. 
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We look to this “Jerusalem above” as our mother, because we were born-

again the same way Sarah’s son, Isaac, was born=> through a 

miraculous-birth in Isaac’s case, a miracle of regeneration in our case. 

“The Jerusalem above” is where God, our Father, reigns. 

We are His children, having been=> “born not of blood, nor of the will of 

the flesh (like Ishmael), nor of the will of man, but of God” (Jn 1:13). 

I.e., we were “born from above.” 

Our Father gives us blessings from His throne above. 

Eph 1:3=> “Blessed be the God & Father of our Lord Jesus X, who 

has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 

places in X.”  

Our new life in X comes from Jerusalem above, and so Phil 3:20 says=> 

“Our citizenship is in heaven.”  

Our rights are secured there, our Savior lives there, & our inheritance awaits 

us there. 

In fact, life itself awaits us there, which is why Col 3:2-3  

tells us to=> “Set your mind on the things above, not on the things 

that are on earth. / For you have died and your life is hidden with 

Christ in God.” 

This “New Jerusalem” above is free from sin’s bondage, and the Law’s 

condemnation; 

And it’s where we will be free at last to live righteous lives. 

In Jn 8:36 our Lord promised us=> “If therefore the Son shall make you 

free, you shall be free indeed.” 

The New Jerusalem (the “Jerusalem above” is our home—a place of 

ultimate freedom & life & righteousness. 

Now Paul expands this allegory with a quotation from Isa 54:1=> 

[Verse 27]=> “For it is written, „REJOICE, BARREN WOMAN WHO DOES NOT 

BEAR; BREAK FORTH AND SHOUT, YOU WHO ARE NOT IN LABOR; 

FOR MORE ARE THE CHILDREN OF THE DESOLATE THAN OF THE 

ONE WHO HAS A HUSBAND.‟” 

You might think that Isa 54:1, from which Paul is quoting here, were a reference to 

Sarah, but it’s not. 

It is God speaking to Israel in her exile/dispersion. 

She seems destitute/disgraced, & her homeland is childless because God has 

sent conquerors to take them away. 

God Himself, her Husband, seems to have abandoned her. 

But now God calls her to rejoice in His promise that her nation will be filled 

with His children in the future. 

In the Millennium, the Jews will literally fill Jerusalem. 
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But Paul now takes this and applies it allegorically to the Jerusalem above, the 

motherland of all Abraham’s true spiritual children (believers)=> the New 

Jerusalem that X has gone away to prepare. 

It too will be very full/fruitful, fulfilling God’s promise that Abraham’s 

spiritual descendants will be as numerous as the stars of the sky. 

So God’s promise to Sarah has become a general principle. 

He is telling us that He always saves, by His own miraculous intervention, not 

through men’s efforts to save themselves. 

He fulfills His promise of salvation, but only for believers. 

And because His salvation is always miraculous, it always saves those who no 

longer have any hope of salvation. 

* He intervened to give a hopeless 90 year old Sarah a son, long after she 

had given up any hope of giving birth. 

* He has saved hopeless Israel in her exile/destitution, preserving them as a 

nation, and even now regathering them in Israel, beginning the 

process by which their land is being repopulated. 

* He saves those who place their faith in Jesus X, by the miracle of 

regeneration, when their souls are hopelessly dead in sin, preparing 

them for “Jerusalem above.” 

I sometimes try to imagine myself in heaven, and I find it very difficult to do that. 

I’d have no hope of it at all, but for God’s miraculous grace. 

But God does not save men through their own efforts. 

He doesn’t save the Ishmaels of this world, who always seek to attain 

salvation on their own. 

Paul has portrayed God’s power at work on behalf of Sarah, Israel in her exile, and 

the Church in “Jerusalem above.” 

The common principle that runs through all 3, is God’s power granting life, 

freedom, and fruitfulness to believers through His own grace, not the 

good works and religious deeds of men. 

Review 

We have seen the history & an allegory of these 2 legacies. 

* The Application 

[Verses 28]=> “And you, brethren, like Isaac, are children of promise.” 

“Brethren” is a term of endearment, but it’s more. 

It’s also the way one Xn addresses another Xn. 

So despite Paul’s doubts about the Galatians’ salvation, he must have held 

out hope that at least some of them were actually saved. 

Paul tells those who truly believe in Jesus X alone for their salvation, that they 

(whether Jewish/Gentile) are hopeful children of promise like Isaac—

heirs of Abe’s covenant. 
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This includes not only those in Galatia, but us too. 

On a spiritual level, we (like Isaac) have been supernaturally regenerated and 

miraculously born again. 

We too are the spiritual offspring of Abraham, the father of all who believe 

in the work of Jesus X on the cross, for their salvation. 

And we are therefore inheritors of God’s promise to him. 

Either you’re an Ishmael, part of Hagar’s sad legacy, trying in futility  to do good 

works and religious deeds to save your own soul. 

Or you’re an Isaac, part of Sarah’s legacy of divine grace, having become born 

again, simply because you believed in Jesus for your salvation. 

 

 


