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Galatians 4:21-5:1 

“A Tale of Two Sons, Two Women and Two Cities” 
Introduction 
 
‘A Tale of Two Cities’ was a book written by Charles Dickens in the year 1859.  
But it was a Tale written about the two Cities of London and Paris at the time of the 
French Revolution which happened in 1789, which was 70 years earlier.  
 
He begins his book by saying: ‘It was the best of times. It was the worst of times.’ 
And it was. Some rejoiced at the overthrow of the French Aristocracy in 1789, but 
many were saddened by the awful events and tyranny that followed the liberation 
of France from her political overlords, as power was returned to the people. The 
film ‘Les Mis’ if you’ve ever watched it, brings out just how miserable a time it was. 
 
Charles Dickens could not have realised it, but the year that he published his book 
‘A Tale of Two Cities’ would also be seen in hindsight as ‘the Best of Times and 
the Worst of Times.’  
 
1859 was the year that Charles Darwin wrote his book ‘The Origin of the Species’ - 
making popular for the first time the theory of evolution, which has been used ever 
since to undermine the Biblical view of God’s Creation of us and everything we see 
around us in the course of 6 days. So in that sense it was the worst of times. But… 
 
1859 was also the year of the Great Spiritual Awakening, the Ulster Revival which 
broke out in Kells, Co Antrim, and spread throughout many parts of Ireland and 
Britain resulting in the salvation of over 100,000 people in the course of just one 
year. So 1859 was ‘the best of times’ as well as being ‘the worst of times’. 
 
I wonder what people will think when they look back to the days in which we are 
living now. Will they think of 2017 as ‘the best of times’ when Article 50 was 
triggered and Britain began to leave the European Union? Or will they look back 
and think of it as ‘the worst of times’ when we see how it all pans out? Who knows! 
 
There is no doubt about it, we are living through critical times, in our world. 
 
But it’s this idea of ‘A Tale of Two Cities’ that I want to take up tonight, as we 
come to Galatians 4:21-31. It’s a hard portion of Scripture to understand or get our 
head around, but nevertheless it’s important that we do get our heads around it. 
 
In this passage we will see: 2 Sons, 2 Women & 2 Covenants, as well as 2 Cities. 
So let’s try to understand it in this way:  
 

‘Two Sons, Two Women, Two Covenants and Two Cities.’ 
 

Just as ‘A Tale of Two Cities’ was an historical novel – i.e. it was a novel based 
on certain events in history - so Galatians 4:21-31 is like an historical novel.  
It is in fact an Allegory. It’s a picture, it’s figurative, but it’s based on historical facts. 
 
An Allegory, by definition, is ‘a story, poem, or picture that can be interpreted to  

reveal a hidden meaning, typically a moral or political one.’ 
 
The historical facts behind Galatians ch.4 are contained in the story of Abraham, 
Sarah and Hagar found in the Book of Genesis, the first book of the Bible, and the 
two sons that were born to Abraham were: Ishmael and Isaac (Genesis ch.21).  
Those are the historical facts. They really happened. 
 
But the points that the Apostle Paul draws out of that historical story, are figurative, 
they are allegorical. They are spiritual lessons drawn out of historical events. 
 
Paul is trying yet another way to get his readers in Galatia to get the point that as 
Christians we shouldn’t be in bondage to the Law, we should be living in the 
freedom of the Spirit because of God’s Grace towards us in Christ, our Saviour. 
 
N.B. Allegorical preaching is not a method any of us would recommend.  
In fact it’s probably the method that was used by the false teachers in Paul’s day - 
the Judaizers – that we come across in both 2 Corinthians and Galatians. 
 
We encourage preachers today to exegete (or draw out) the key points of any 
passage of Scripture, bearing the original context in mind, and then to apply those 
points to our lives today in the Twenty-first Century.  
We don’t expect them to go off on flights of fancy and come up with all kinds of 
weird and wonderful ideas in their sermons.  
 
‘Wonderful things in the Bible I see, most of them put there by you and by me!’ 
That’s the danger you can get into when you try to preach allegorically. 
We want preachers today to preach biblically - faithful to the text of Scripture. 
 
But for some reason, we can’t ignore it, Paul preaches allegorically here, perhaps 
to try to get his point across to those who’ve been taken in by these false teachers. 
 
So let’s take a look at these points tonight: 
 
1. Two Sons (Read vs.21-24a) 
 
Paul talks about the two sons that were born to Abraham here in v.22, but he 
doesn’t mention their names. In fact, no names are mentioned until we get down to 
v.28, and then only Isaac’s name is mentioned (Read v.28). We know from 
Genesis that the other son was called Ishmael. So this is a clue that the actual 
sons are not the point that Paul is trying to make here. He is speaking figuratively. 



So what does Paul want us to understand about these two sons from this 
passage? 
 
Well, in v.22, Paul is reminding us that Abraham had two sons.  
One was born of a slave woman. The other was born of a free woman. 
Again their names aren’t mentioned. We know they are Hagar and Sarah, but 
again that’s not the important point here. Hagar is mentioned by name in vs.24-25 
but Sarah is never mentioned.  
 
So Paul is talking about Two Sons – but only one of them, Isaac, is named. 
And he’s talking about Two Women – but again only one is named: Hagar. 
 
The only point he is making about the Two Sons is in v.25  
‘His son by the slave woman was born in the ordinary way’ 

By normal sexual intercourse between Abraham and Hagar, even though she 
wasn’t his proper wife. 
 
‘His son by the free woman was born as the result of a promise.’ 
You remember how Abraham and Sarah were both well beyond the age of normal 
child-bearing, but God had promised that it was through a son born to Abraham’s 
wife Sarah that God’s salvation-blessing for the world would come.  
So God, by His Spirit, performed a miracle in Sarah’s womb, enabling her to bear 
a child in her old age. So Isaac was the son of the promise. 
 
2. Two Women (Read vs.24-26) 
 
We’ve already seen that one of these women was a slave woman (v.22): Hagar. 
The other was a free woman (v.22): Sarah. She was Abraham’s wife, not a slave. 
 
One child was born as the son of the slave woman, so he was born a ‘slave’. 
The other child was born as the son of a free woman, so he was born ‘free’. 
 
Then Paul goes on to build on these ideas very quickly by saying in v.24, that 
these women actually represent…  
 
3. Two Covenants (v.24) 
 
‘These things may be taken figuratively, for the women represent two covenants. 

One covenant is from Mount Sinai and bears children who are to be slaves:  
This is Hagar.’ 

 
So here Paul is bringing us to the point. Not only were there two sons, and two 
women, but they also represent two covenants. And then he says that one of 
those covenants is the Old Covenant, that is from Mount Sinai and if you follow 
that Covenant then you are in slavery, just like Hagar and her son Ishmael were. 

So what is Paul saying here? 
 
He is stating categorically, that if you try to get to God by following the Old 
Covenant rules and regulations; if you try to get to God by keeping the 
Commandments that were given by God to Moses on the top of Mount Sinai,  
then you will only end up bringing yourself into bondage and slavery, because not 
one of us is able to keep all those laws, and rules and regulations. We just find 
ourselves in bondage to the Law. And that’s not what God intended! 
 
The point of the Law is to show us our sin. It’s to show us where we have gone 
wrong; to show us how we have fallen short of God’s standard over and over 
again. And far from making us right with God, far from making us into sons and 
daughters of the Living God, it only brings us deeper into slavery and bondage. 
 
But read on into v.25.  
 

‘Now Hagar stands for Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to  
the present city of Jerusalem, because she is in slavery with her children.’ 

 
So here we are moving on from Two Sons, and Two Women, who represent Two 
Covenants, to think of Two Cities. And the first of those Two Cities Paul says quite 
clearly here is represented by the City of Jerusalem that existed at that time, 
because she was in slavery with her children. 
 
4. Two Cities (Read vs.25-26) 
 
Q. Where had the false teachers come from, who came up to the new churches in 
Galatia and who told the new believers there that they needed to be circumcised 
and they needed to follow the Laws of Moses, otherwise they could not be saved. 
Where had they come from? Ans. Gal.1:18 and 2:12. – They had come from 
James in Jerusalem! They had come with this false gospel, teaching the need for 
faith in Jesus + Circumcision + Keeping the Law of Moses, and they were trying to 
bring the believers in Galatia back into bondage, back into slavery all over again. 
 
Because back in Jerusalem, the centre of Judaism, the heart of the Jewish faith,  
it was so hard to shake off this continuous pressure of thinking that you had to do 
your best, you had to keep the Law, you had to stick with the Old Covenant, if you 
were ever going to get right with God!  
 
The City of Jerusalem was still in slavery with her children (v.25). 
They couldn’t see that they were called to freedom in Christ, through the Gospel, 
they were still in slavery to the old ways of Judaism. They couldn’t break free! 
 
But look what Paul says about the second of the Two Cities in v.26… 

‘But the Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our mother!’ 



What is Paul talking about here? 
 
Well, just as we’ve seen Two Sons, born of Two Women, representing Two 
Covenants, so they belong to Two Cities. The first of those Two Cities is earthly 
Jerusalem, which is still to this day in bondage to one of two religions: The Jewish 
Faith and the Muslim Faith. Jerusalem to this day is a divided city – they are still 
fighting over who has the rights to it. There used to be a Jewish Temple on the 
skyline on Temple Mount, but now there is an Islamic Mosque with its famous 
golden dome. The Jews come and pray down below at the Wailing Wall – the last 
remnant of the foundations of their Temple, but the Muslims are up above 
worshipping at their Golden Mosque, making sacrilege of that ancient Jewish site. 
 
But you know what? Neither of those great religions are looking high enough! 
Both of those great world religions are earth-bound, both of them are in bondage. 
One of them claims to be descended from Ishmael - Islam.  
One of them claims to be descended from Isaac – the Jews. 
But in fact, they’re both in bondage, they’re both stuck in the past! 
 
It is those who have truly trusted in Christ alone for salvation; those who have 
truly believed in Jesus of Nazareth as their promised Messiah, who are now free – 
free from our sin, and free from our bondage to the Law, free in Christ – and our 
interests are not in an earthly city, our interests are well and truly fixed on a  
New Jerusalem, the heavenly City, which will one day come down from above, 
dressed as a bride prepared for her husband.  
 
Paul says in v.26, ‘The Jerusalem that is above is free, and she is our mother.’ 
 
So turn with me to Revelation 21:1 
 
‘Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth 

had passed away, and there was no longer any sea.  
I saw the Holy City, the New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from 

God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.  
And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying,  

“Now the dwelling of God is with men, and He will live with them.  
They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.’ 

 

Who belongs to that Holy City, that New Jerusalem? Who makes up that Bride that 
is beautifully dressed for her husband? It’s the True Church of Jesus Christ! 
It’s every man, woman, or child, that has ever lived, that has ever turned from their 
sin, and put their faith and trust in the finished work of the Lord Jesus Christ on the 
cross – that’s who will be part of that New Jerusalem. That’s who is free!  
And we will come from every tribe, and people, and language and nation and we 
will fall before the throne, and we will worship the Lamb that was slain, for He 
alone is worthy to receive power and glory, for ever and ever. Amen! 

That’s the City we should be looking for! Not any earthly city – but to our heavenly 
home! Not fighting over a piece of ground in the Middle East – but lifting our eyes 
heavenward to a new City, the New Jerusalem, where we will be with God forever! 
 
We will never be able to count its inhabitants, because they are a great multitude 
that no man can number! (Rev 7:9) As Paul says here in Galatians 4:27… 
 

‘Be glad, O barren woman, who bears no children (and that was Sarah); 
break forth and cry aloud, you who have no labour pains; because more 

are the children of the desolate woman than of her who has a husband.’ 
 

God told Abraham and Sarah that through their seed, through their son, all nations 
on the earth would be blessed, because Abraham’s spiritual descendants would 
outnumber the grains of sand on the seashore; he wouldn’t be able to count them, 
because they’d be more than the stars in the sky! And God is true to his promise! 
 
And so Paul comes to his Conclusion in vs.28-31 
 
He turns to the true believers of the Galatian churches, and he turns to us as 
believers today, and he says: 
 

‘Now you, brothers and sisters, like Isaac, are children of promise!’ 
 

We are the children of God’s Promise. We’re saved! We’re His Children! 
We are blessed far and beyond all expectation!  
 
But it doesn’t always feel like it, does it? Sometimes we face difficulties down here. 
 

(v.29) ‘At that time the son born in the ordinary way (Ishmael) 
persecuted the son born by the power of the Spirit. It is the same now.’ 

 
It was the same in the First Century, as the Jews persecuted the Christians. 
It’s the same now as the descendants of Ishmael, the Muslims, are persecuting 
Christians right across our world tonight. 
 
But (v.30) ‘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 and sisters, we are not children of the slave woman, but of the 

free woman. It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm, then,  
and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery!.’ (4:31–5:1) 

 
That’s the point of this passage: We’re free in Christ - Don’t go back to bondage! 


