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Tell me, you who want to be under the law, are you not aware of what the law says? 
For it is written that Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman and the other by the free woman. 
His son by the slave woman was born in the ordinary way; but his son by the free woman was born as the result of a promise.



These things may be taken figuratively, for the women re​pre​sent two covenants. One covenant is from Mount Sinai and bears children who are to be slaves: This is Hagar. 
Now Hagar stands for Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present city of Jeru​salem, because she is in slavery with her children. 
But the Jeru​salem that is above is free, and she is our mother. 
For it is written: “Be glad, O barren woman, who bears no children; break forth and cry aloud, you who have no labor pains; because more are the chil​dren of the desolate woman than of her who has a husband.”



Now you, brothers, like Isaac, are children of promise. 
At that time the son born in the ordinary way persecuted the son born by the power of the Spirit. It is the same now. 
But what does the Scripture say? “Get rid of the slave woman and her son, for the slave woman’s son will never share in the inheritance with the free woman’s son.” 
Therefore, brothers, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the free woman.


This is a very unusual section of the Bible, and it leads to questions about how to understand the Bible.  People say, for example, that they like the Bible, but it all depends on how you interpret it.  We might well agree with that statement, since people either interpret the Bible correctly or incorrectly.  The basic rule of interpretation states that the words mean what they say.  In our Old Testament reading, when the Israelites grumbled and complained, the text says that “the Lord sent venomous snakes among them.” Nu21v6.  Anyone who says that means that the Lord sent vicious gossips among them, but not snakes, is wrong.


Or consider the beautiful verse known as “the Gospel in a nutshell”: “God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.” Jn3v16.  Some explain that to mean that God loved a world of believers.  They have concluded all by themselves that if we are saved by God’s grace, then other people must be lost by God’s ungrace or disfavor.  Therefore, they conclude that God couldn’t possibly love all people without all people being saved.  And so they explain that God loved a world of believers, but that God didn’t love all the unbelievers, and that’s why they are not saved.


That is wrong, for the evangelist John wrote that God loved the world, and the words always mean what they say, namely, that God loved all the people in the world, without exception.  He goes on to say that “whoever believes in Him shall not perish,” that is, that some of that world of people believe in Jesus and therefore are saved.  John makes this clear in one of the next verses, “Whoever believes in Him is not con​demned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already be​cause he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.” Jn3v18.  In other words, God loved the whole world of people, and among that whole world of people there are two groups: those who believe and are saved, and those who do not believe and are not saved.  Therefore, to say that “God so loved the world” means the same as “God so loved the world of believers” is wrong, it is interpreting the words incorrectly.


But what about the words, “Whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life”?  Doesn’t that mean that we will have a good life here and now?  If we believe in Jesus, then things should go well for us now.  Isn’t that what the words say?  That should not be difficult to under​stand, since the words actually say the exact opposite.  The words promise us eternal life, which is not the kind of life we live here and now, but the kind of life we will have with Jesus in heaven.  In fact, the rest of the Bible makes it clear that the life of a believer is generally a life of hardships and troubles, not what people call the good life.  For example, Jesus said, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” Jn16v33.

So, the basic rule for interpreting the Bible is that the words mean what they say, which is the same basic rule that works anywhere else in life.  The words mean what they say.  And then we come to these verses from Paul’s letter to the Galatians, and Paul says things like this: “Now Hagar stands for Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present city of Jeru​salem.”  Doesn’t Hagar mean Hagar?  Why does he say that Hagar means Mt. Sinai and the city of Jerusalem?  By the way, this is the only place in the Bible where this kind of language occurs.  A little background on Hagar first.


Abraham and his wife Sarah traveled to the promised land at God’s direction, and also with God’s promise that they would have a son who would be the ancestor of the Savior, Jesus.  Ten years passed, and no baby.  Sarah’s biological clock was ticking.  Actually, it was wearing out.  When God promised them a son, Sarah was already sixty-five years old.  Be​coming a mother for the first time is not impossible, but it is becoming more so each day.  Ten years later she is seventy-five, and motherhood seems to have passed her by, in spite of God’s promise.


So Sarah had an idea.  Let’s make use of the local custom by which a child born of my maid is regarded as my child.  Abraham can take my maid, Hagar, and produce a child from her.  So Abraham did, and they named the boy Ishmael.  What they did is wrong.  Sarah was wrong to suggest it, Abraham was wrong to agree to it, and I suspect that Hagar should have protested a lot more than she did.  They yielded to the sin so common around them.  People today have been known to do similar things.  And the boy Ishmael was not the son God had promised Abraham and Sarah.


Thirteen years later, when Sarah was eighty-nine years old, God renewed His promise that Abraham and Sarah would have a son, this time specifying that that would happen in one year’s time.  Sarah laughed at that silly idea that she should still have a son, and she named the son born to her Isaac, which means laughter.  The Lord fulfilled His promise, even if it took a miracle to do so, and Sarah and Abraham became parents when Sarah was ninety years old.  Young Ishmael, who was entering his teenage years, made fun of little Isaac, and for that reason Hagar and Ishmael had to go and live elsewhere; as Sarah said, “Get rid of that slave woman and her son, for that slave woman’s son will never share in the inheritance with my son Isaac.” Gn21v10.

That is the historical background for the words that Paul writes here, saying that Hagar represents Mt. Sinai.  That still sounds like strange lan​guage, and there is a good reason this is the only place in the Bible such language is used.  But there is also a reason that Paul did use this kind of language here.  Consider the context of his letter to the Galatians.


Paul had been to the Galatian cities of Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe and preached the Gospel there.  He told them that Jesus has done everything for us, and there is nothing we need to do or can do to earn our salvation.  Rather, Jesus gives it all to us.  That is the Gospel, the good news of the free forgiveness of our sins because Jesus died on the cross for us.  Paul left them believing in Jesus and went on to preach the Gospel elsewhere.


And then Paul heard bad news from Galatia.  False teachers had come and misled the people to think that they did indeed have to do some​thing to earn their salvation.  They began to think, among other things, that they needed to be circumcised in order to be saved.  So Paul wrote this letter to them, and made the same point to them in several different ways.  First he said, “If anyone is preaching to you a gospel other than what you accepted, let him be eternally condemned!” Ga1v9.  He established his own credentials to preach the Gospel, with his authority coming directly from God.  He reminded them that when even another apostle had in a moment of weakness opposed the Gospel, Paul had corrected him.


Then Paul went on to establish the Gospel for them again.  He cited the life of Abraham, who believed and was saved before he was ever circumcised.  He cited Old Testament passages to establish the Gospel.  He said, “Brothers, let me take an example from everyday life,” Ga3v15, to establish the Gospel.  He talked about the law, which was never given to save us, but rather to point out our need for Jesus the Savior.  And finally, after many arguments demonstrating the Gospel, Paul finally uses this last illustration about Hagar and Sarah.  He said, “These things may be taken figuratively.”  This is definitely not Paul’s normal way of writing or explaining the Bible.


The point that Paul is making here is still a vital point for us today.  There are always efforts by false teachers to place believers back under the law, as slaves to the law.  After all, it just doesn’t make sense that God should give us heaven without our doing anything to deserve it.  So we must have to do something to be believers.  It must mean that whoever believes in Him and lives a good life will not perish but have eternal life.  To that, the apostle Paul finally says, “Therefore, brothers, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the free woman.”  Hagar the maid was a slave.  As a slave, she represents being under the law as slaves to the law.  She repre​sents the idea that we have to keep the laws to be saved.  But Sarah, who was not a slave, represents freedom from the law, the Gospel truth that Jesus has done everything for us and that we have eternal life only because of Him.


It all depends on how you interpret it.  The Bible is either interpreted correctly, so that the words mean what they say, or the Bible is interpreted incorrectly, so that the words mean something else.  Let us listen to Jesus, and take Him at His word, “God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.” Amen.
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