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Galatians 4:8-20 

“Where has all your joy gone?” 
Introduction 

Q. How would you say you’re doing spiritually tonight? 
 
If it was possible to take out a spiritual thermometer and slip it under your tongue, 
and to take your spiritual temperature tonight, what would the reading be like? 
Would you be spiritually cold, lukewarm, or would you be on fire for the Lord? 
 
You see, the situation we find in Galatians 4:8-20 is very similar to the situation in 
the church in Ephesus, which our Lord spoke about in Revelation 2:1-7. (Read it). 
 
They were a church with an awful lot going for them (v.2) 
There was so much the Lord could commend them for (v.3) 
But they had lost their first love! (vs.4-5) 
The fire of zeal had all but gone out in their hearts. 
 
A bit like the Laodicean Church in Rev.3:14ff, they had grown spiritually cold. 
They weren’t on fire for the Lord anymore. 
They weren’t stone cold either. They were just lukewarm. 
And the Lord says, I wish you were one or the other – either hot or cold. 
But as it is you’re lukewarm, you’re neither cold nor hot.  
You make me sick! I’m going to spew you out of my mouth! 
 
What a thing for the Lord to say about a church? 
What a thing for the Lord to say about professing Christians, like you and me? 
 
When the fire has gone out in our hearts, Christian Service becomes a chore, not 
a joy. It becomes a drudgery not something we are enthusiastic about. 
 
I wonder is that what is happening in someone’s heart here tonight? 
 
That’s the same situation that Paul was addressing here in Galatians ch.4. 
As he writes, he remembers… 
 
1. The Enthusiasm of their New-Found Faith (vs.13-15) 
 
Paul reminisces on his early days with the Galatians when the churches were just 
being formed there. He remembers: 
 
(i) Their welcome to him (v.14) 
 
They welcomed him as if he was God’s angel – or God’s messenger! 
They couldn’t have welcomed Jesus himself any more warmly! 

(ii) Their Joy in the Lord (v.15) 
 
He remembers their joy in the Lord (v.15), but now he has to say: 
 

(NIV) ‘What has happened to all your joy?’ 
 

What about the elation and joy they experienced when they were first converted. 
- Do you remember how that felt, for you!? 
- Even as a boy of 7 trusting in Christ, I can still remember that feeling! 
- To know that I was saved, forgiven, right with God - the peace of God! 

 
(iii) Their Enthusiasm for God’s Work to go on unhindered (v.15) 
 
Paul says that when he first arrived in Galatia he had come with an illness (v.13). 
 
It was possibly to do with his eyesight? (v.15). 
It inhibited him from doing God’s Work for a while when he was with them (v.14a). 
 
The Galatians were so concerned by this, that they would have given their own 
eyes so as not to hinder the progress of the Gospel in their area! (v.15) 

– That’s zeal! 
– But sadly their zeal and enthusiasm hadn’t lasted! 

 
So, first of all tonight, we have seen the enthusiasm of their new-found faith. 
 
2. The Decline into Dead Ritual (vs.8-11) 
 
Sadly, all their joy, all their enthusiasm for the Gospel was short-lived. 
 
They became established – then ritualistic – then cold! 
 
They had come to know God as their Father – they were His Children 

- they were known by the Living God – in a living relationship! 
 
How sad then to turn their back on God and go… 
 
(i) Back to Slavery and Bondage (v.8) 
 

- From the freedom of being sons of God – back to the bondage of slavery 
(vs.8-9) 

 
(ii) Back to cold, dead, lifeless, legalistic rituals (v.10) 
 

- Keeping special days, and months, and seasons and years! 
- As if they were necessary for salvation! 



- It was all becoming just another cold, lifeless, useless, dead ritual! 
 
(iii) What a waste of time and energy! (v.11) 
 

- That’s how Paul felt! 
- He felt that all his labour had been in vain! 
- How sad to see all their joy, enthusiasm and freedom in Christ, be sadly 

replaced by cold, lifeless, ‘go through the motions’ religion! 
- What an awful waste of time and effort, on Paul’s part! 

 
N.B. Any church can go through those phases: 
 
As you know I’ve had the joy of working with 2 small church-plants in Mullaghmeen 
for 5 years and in Cavan for 13 years. I can tell you there is nothing like the joy of 
working with a small church just getting off the ground in its first few years! 
Those are special times. Times of rich fellowship. Times of enthusiastic outreach. 
Times when you’re really dependent on God, and you see God at work! 
 
But I can tell you, you’re not too far down the road until all the enthusiasm soon 
wears off! What started off with enthusiasm and joy and life can slowly decay into 
just another cold, lifeless, dead, church. 
 
What is it that goes wrong? 
 
In short, we get side-tracked! And that’s what Paul talks about next… 
 
3. The Sad Sight of Mis-placed Zeal (vs.17-18) 
 
It’s not that the Galatian believers had run out of zeal or energy. They still had it. 
But they were expending it on all the wrong things! 
 
The legalistic Judaizers were sapping their strength and energy.  
They were getting these believers distracted from true Gospel-work onto side 
issues, peripheral issues – religious issues! 
Enticing them back to the life they should have left behind! 
They weren’t keeping the main thing, the main thing – (that should be the Gospel!) 
 
(i) They were Zealous for Outside Interests (v.17)  

 
– In this case it was The Judaizers who were distracting these believers by 

getting them to focus on outward external matters, instead of Gospel 
matters.  

- I wonder, is it possible that that is what has happened in your life here 
tonight. Have you got side-tracked, have you got distracted by outward 
external things. Things that are nothing to do with the Gospel, or nothing to 

do with this church. Have you got taken up with other things, so that you 
have little or no time left to focus on the things of God.  

- If you’re a member of this church you have committed to serving the Lord 
in this church. You shouldn’t be letting yourself get distracted by outside 
interests?  

- We all have to work, to pay the bills, we all have to spend time looking 
after our homes and families, but beyond that be careful that you’re not 
wasting time in things that have no eternal value, instead of devoting 
yourself to the extension of Christ’s kingdom. Remember Jesus said: 
 

‘Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, 
and all these things will be given to you as well.’  

(Matthew 6:33) 
 

(ii) Zeal is a great commodity… (v.18) 
 
…But make sure you are using your zeal and energy for what God has called you 
to. If God has called you to be a member of Armagh Baptist Church then use your 
gifts and energies first and foremost here – not on outside interests at the expense 
of what needs to be done here. 
 
(iii) How sad to see energy expended on temporary things (v.18) 
 
…Leaving Christians tired and worn out for spiritual matters. 
 
See Ephesians 6:5-8.  
Carry over that principle into the church. 
You’re not working to please the pastor – you’re supposed to be serving the Lord! 
Let’s make sure our energies / zeal are directed aright to the work that God has 
called each of us here to do together. 
 
And so finally tonight we come back to what we were talking about this morning: 
 
4. The Pastor’s Heartfelt Concern for His People (vs.19-20) 
 
The Pastor-People relationship can be compared to a Shepherd to his Sheep,  
a Doctor to his Patient, a Mother to her Childen. 
 
There are feelings involved you know nothing about until you become one. 
But here Paul bears his heart a little in vs.19-20. 
 
(i) His Goal for His People (v.19) - is ‘To see Christ formed in them’ 
 
His goal wasn’t just to see people accept Christ as their Saviour, 
But having done so, to become more and more like Christ also. 



Then Paul talks about… 
 
(ii) The Pain involved in this sometimes (v.19) – ‘like the pains of childbirth’ 
 
That’s the illustration Paul uses here. Every mother knows what it’s like.  
It’s the greatest of all human pain (I’m told!) 
That’s how much Paul, with his pastor’s heart, wants to see his people develop in 
Christ. How it hurts to see lack of progress instead! 
 
(iii) His Anxiety for His Flock (v.20) – ‘I have doubts about you!’ (NKJV) 
 

‘I am perplexed about you’ (NIV) 
 

In a church this size, the pastor can’t be with every member all the time. 
But when church members are missing from the mid-week prayer meetings on a 
regular basis, or missing from the Lord’s Table on a regular basis, or have little 
interest in Sunday evening meetings, what are we supposed to think?  
‘I’m perplexed about you!’ ‘I’m worried about you!’ 
 
But whatever happens, the pastor has to go on ‘Preaching the Word’ (2 Tim 4:2)  
‘convincing, rebuking, exhorting, with all longsuffering.’ At all times he must… 
 
(iv) Be Truthful (v.16) (v.20) 
 

‘Have I become your enemy because I tell you the truth?’ 
 

- Sometimes the truth hurts. But sometimes it still has to be said – for your 
own benefit. 

- And if I’m to be true to my calling in the Lord then as Ephesians 4:15 says 
I have to ‘speak the truth in love.’ 

 
Conclusion 
 
In v.20 Paul hopes he can change his tone of voice. I hope so too. 
But only if we see the sheep taking heed to God’s Word and showing enthusiasm 
and zeal for God’s work in this place.  
 
So tonight in this passage we have seen Paul reflecting on the Galatian Churches: 
 
He has thought back to… 
 
1. The Enthusiasm of their new-found faith 
 
He has been concerned about… 
 

2. Their Decline into Dead Ritual 
 
He has been troubled by… 
 
3. The Sad Sight of their Mis-placed Zeal 
 
But we’ve still been able to detect… 
 
4. Pastor’s heart-felt concern for his flock 
 
As we saw this morning, Paul had ‘learned to cope with pressure without losing 
concern for his people’. 
 
He asked the question in v.15 ‘What has happened to all your joy?’ 
 
Can I ask you that question tonight? - What has happened to all your joy? 
 
Have you lost your joy in the Lord? 
 
Has Christianity just become a round of church-going? 
 
How’s your heart tonight? 
 
Do you need to get alone with the Lord and get your heart right with God? 
 
The Galatians had lost their joy because of what was happening in v.9.  
 
They were turning back to the weak and miserable principles of this world to be 
enslaved by them all over again.  
 
Don’t let that happen to you. Press on with Christ! Make Him your goal! Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


