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I don’t watch a ton of YouTube, but when I do it’s usually Elon Musk.  I’m fascinated by rockets landing themselves and robots rewriting what’s possible.  And if I’m honest, part of me thinks, “that’s what it looks like to win.  To matter.  To build something that changes everything.”  

But what if the thing that looks like winning and freedom, is actually a kind of slavery?
…
This morning we are back in Galatians, in a text where Paul takes us into one of the darkest corners of the Christian experience.  He says, our world is full of non-gods – things even Christians end up serving that enslave us.  

If you’ve got a Bible, go ahead and open it to Galatians 4.  We are going to pick it up in verse 8.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Galatians 4:8-20]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

Paul’s talking about the non-gods we serve and today we’re going to look at what they are, how they enslave, and how you can be free.[footnoteRef:1]  That’s where we’re going.   [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/enslaved-to-non-gods/ (Accessed April 8, 2026).  Works consulted: Gordon Fee, “God’s Empowering Presence”.  J. Piper https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/dont-go-back-from-sonship-to-slavery ] 


Now the heart of our text is in verses 8-11, but to understand it we need the context of verses 12-20.  And in these verses Paul gets incredibly personal.

Now Paul wrote Galatians to a group of churches in what is modern-day Turkey.  At the time these were mostly Greek-speaking people with little background in Judaism.  They were pagans, with gods for everything—Aphrodite for love, Demeter for crops, Artemis for the hunt.  And their whole view of religion worked like this: if you wanted blessing, you sacrificed.  If you wanted favor, you performed.  Religion was about using your strength to get the gods to give you what you want.
…
And then Paul showed up.  But he didn’t show up strong or impressive.  Look what sparked his ministry among them.  In verse 13 he says:
As you know, it was because of an illness that I first preached the gospel to you (Galatians 4:13)

Now we don’t know the details, but Paul arrived dealing with some kind of physical limitation – likely an eye issue – and in that condition, he preached the gospel and they met Jesus.

Now think about that. In their world, weakness disqualified you.  Weakness meant the gods weren’t with you.  But when Paul came, they didn’t reject him.  Instead Paul commended them saying:
You welcomed me as if I were an angel of God, as if I were Christ Jesus Himself. (Galatians 4:14)

Now why did they do that?  Because the message matched the messenger.  A weak man proclaimed a strong Saviour.  A broken vessel carried perfect grace.  And that’s how they received Christ.  Not by climbing up.  Not by proving themselves.  But by admitting their need.

And this is actually how everyone comes to Jesus – empty-handed and dependent.  It’s only when we realize we have nothing to offer that we discover He has what we need.  And that’s how the Galatian church began.
…
But now everything was changing.  New teachers had come in saying, “Jesus is good—but He’s not enough.  You need more.  You need the law and the Jewish festivals.  You need discipline.  You need to perform in order to prove you belong.”

And Paul is stunned.  He’s saying—Do you hear what you’re doing?  You met Jesus in weakness… and now you’re trying to keep Him by being strong?  You received grace when you had nothing… and now you’re trying to earn what was always a gift?  That’s not how it works.  Christ was enough to save you, and He’s enough still.

And that’s the point of the context which makes us ready for the shock.  Paul says trying to earn God’s favor by being good after you’ve been saved isn’t progress.  It’s not maturity.  It’s not taking your faith to the next level.  It’s actually going backwards.  It’s going back into slavery.
…
So, focus with me now on verses 8-11.  There’s something incredible here I hadn’t seen as clearly before this week.  And it all revolves around something Paul refers to as the non-gods.  So in verse 8 he says:
Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who by nature are not gods. (Galatians 4:8)

So what are these non-gods that Paul is talking about?

Well at first glance, you might think he means the Greco-Roman gods the Galatians used to worship – Artemis, Aphrodite.  But that can’t be it because the false teachers weren’t pushing them back into paganism, they were pushing them into more religion.  They were saying “Don’t just believe in Jesus, - also follow the Old Testament law.  

So what are these non-gods then?  Well, Paul gives us a clue in verse 9.  He says:
How is it that you are turning back to those weak and miserable forces? (Galatians 4:9)

And it’s the “weak and miserable forces” that are key.  They are the non-gods from verse 8.  But here’s the challenge – this phrase is incredibly difficult to translate.  In fact almost every translation treats it differently.  So the NIV says, “weak and miserable forces,” the ESV says “worthless elementary principles,” and the ASV goes with “beggarly rudiments” – which only helps if you’re a musical banker.  That joke’s for my mom.  
…
The point is we need to be careful.  So the Greek behind “elementary principles” literally refers to the ABCs – the basic elements of something.  But Paul isn’t saying, “Why go back to basic religion now that you’ve graduated to something more advanced?”  

He never talks like that.  The God of the Old Testament isn’t noob version while Jesus is advanced mode.  YHWH isn’t a God of wrath and justice while Jesus is a God of peace and love.  It’s the same God all the way through. 

So, what does he mean?  To get this we have to think like a first-century Galatian.  They believed the world was made up of basic elements – things like family, love, weather and work.  And behind each of those was a god.  So if you wanted good crops, you devoted yourself to Demeter. 

Now the Galatians weren’t worshipping those gods anymore, but Paul saw that the deeper issue was still alive.  People were still looking to these things to give them meaning and identity.  

And this is his point.  See a non-god isn’t primarily a statue.  A non-god is anything you look to for ultimate meaning or value besides God.  And that’s what these “weak and miserable forces” are.  They’re the spiritual powers behind the things we elevate to ultimate importance.  

Now here’s the tricky bit – they aren’t necessarily bad things.  So crops aren’t bad, but if your identity rises and falls on your success, they’ve become your god.  And love is great, but when finding someone who will love you becomes the thing you have to have to be okay, it’s become your god.  And even religion can function in this role.  If the thing that makes you valuable is how well you are following God, then you are putting your hope in your religious observance not in God.

And this is Paul’s point.  Absolutely anything that you look to for your identity is your god.  And this means there’s no such thing as a secular person.  Everyone worships something.  You either worship the true God, or you turn something else into a god.  And of course this is just as relevant today as it was 2000 years ago.  
…
So my kids have very helpful pointed out that I’m losing some hair – now of course I deny this, but I’ve also asked for a lazar helmet for my birthday.  

Because I get the appeal.  How could I not.  The punch line of the ad is “regrow your hair and regain your confidence.”  Think about that!  The promise is: if I get given this great gift, I’ll finally feel like myself.  And that’s how non-gods work.  They sneak into our hearts and become the thing that is going to give us meaning and make us happy.

And everyone has a god.  You either worship the true God, or you turn something else into one.  
…
Now, how do these non-gods enslave?  Well it turns out this is one of the central themes of scripture.  See the human condition is that we think we know what’s going to make us happy and it’s always been this way.  So we are going to jump around a little bit in scripture here.

And we’re going to start at the beginning.  The first time we see this is in the garden.  The serpent tells Adam and Eve, “God’s holding out on you.  He doesn’t want you to be happy.  But, if you had the knowledge of good and evil, then you’d finally arrive.” 

The temptation was idolatry – looking to something other than God for happiness.  And that’s the story the whole Bible unpacks.  

So after God rescues His people from Egypt, the first thing He does is make it absolutely clear how they can live abundantly: He gives them the 10 Commandments.  And they start by saying: You shall have no other gods before Me… you shall not make idols.  This is how to win at life.  And then the whole Old Testament is Israel losing as they continually give themselves to idols.

And then in the New Testament, while the world “idolatry” doesn’t show up as often, the idea hasn’t gone away, it’s just gone underground.

And we see this, for example, in 1 John.  So the whole letter is about living in the light, living in love, and living in God.  Three neat points; John would make a great Baptist.  But then the final sentence in his letter reads:
	Dear children, keep yourselves from idols. (1 John 5:21)

And it sounds super random – it’s the first time John’s used the word “idol”, but he’s not sneaking in a fourth point.  Actually the whole letter has been about functional idolatry.  When we’re not living in God it’s because something else has become the center.  And when something becomes your god, it’s no longer something you enjoy – it’s something you must have to be okay.  And this is where slavery comes in.  



So, back to Galatians 4.  Paul says, “You used to be slaves to things that weren’t gods – you were trying to find happiness on your own – but then you met the true God – so why are you giving yourself back to slavery again?  Idols promise life, but they enslave instead of deliver. 

So how does this work?  Well think about the 10 Commandments again.  In Commandments 3-10 we get things like don’t steal, don’t lie, don’t commit adultery.  But the foundation for these commands actually comes from 1 and 2: no other gods, no idols. 

So think about it, why would you steal something?  Well, it’s because for you, happiness comes from having more.  And when something is your god, it’s not enough to pursue it, you have to have it, or life isn’t worth living.  So you don’t just steal – you have to steal. 

Or take lust?  The command says don’t commit adultery, and Jesus says even lust in your heart counts.  

Now I’ve got XP in this area, and I’ve talked to a lot of men about this, and I hear something similar over and over again: “Things are going fine, but then I get to a spot where I all of a sudden, I just have to give in to temptation.  Safeguards were in place, but when the moment came, they collapsed.  What’s going on?  It’s slavery.

Sex is a good thing.  But when sex is the thing that you need to be okay, it’s not about not having enough self-control, it’s about meaning.  Pleasure is what gives your life value.  And no person can say “no” to their god.  

So idolatry isn’t really about bad things, it’s about anything that becomes the main thing.

So children are a good thing.  But if your life rises or falls on their success, they’ve become your god.  And idols always enslave.  No matter what you pour into them it will never be enough.
…
And then we come to Paul’s shocking climax.  Before Christ, the Galatians were pagans.  And pagan worship often involved wild immorality.  But now these false teachers were pushing them toward extreme moral performance – follow all the laws, keep the feasts, prove your worth.  And Paul says this is the same thing – it’s still slavery.  He says: 
Formerly… you were slaves to those who by nature are not gods…. how is it that you are turning back… to be enslaved by them all over again? (Galatians 4:8-9)

Do you see how crazy this is!  The Galatians had gone from copulating in the streets to being super religious, but nothing had changed at the core because their real problem wasn’t lust or pride or anger.  Their real problem was idolatry.  


And Paul says there are actually two ways to fall into it.  You can either chase things like money, sex and success – trying to define happiness for yourself.  Or you can chase religious performance – trying to earn God’s approval.  But both are the same.  Both are attempts to be your own saviour.  And both strategies end in slavery – because when something is your god, you don’t just choose to serve it.  You have to.  And so whether it’s getting circumcised and observing religious feasts, or going to wild parties, both strategies are bankrupt.
…
So this leads us to the final question which is “How do we get free?”  Now Galatians 5 and 6 will unpack this more, but we get key right here in verse 9.  Paul says:
Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who by nature are not gods. But now… you know God—or rather are known by God (Galatians 4:8-9)

This is the solution for idolatry – knowing and being known by the one true God.  Or put another way: “The reason you can’t beat that sin in your life isn’t a lack of effort – it’s misplaced worship.”  

So how does this work?  Well, think about popularity.  If that’s your god, then you rise and fall on what people think.  When they praise you, you’re on top of the world.  When they don’t, you’re undone.  But either way it’s exhausting because you always have to perform.

But the gospel isn’t about performance, it’s about belonging.  See we don’t free ourselves by getting what we don’t have or by obeying well enough to force God to bless us.  Freedom comes when we step into who we were created to be – children who are known and loved by God.  And this doesn’t just sound good – it actually breaks the power of idols.  

See, the thing with idols is they lie, just like the snake in the tree.  They say, “God’s holding out on you.  If you want to be happy, you need this – success, marriage, status, more hair.  Then you’ll arrive.”  But it’s a lie.  

And the first step in defeating a lie is telling it the truth.  So speak to your idols.  Tell them: “I don’t actually need you.  I’ve got Jesus.  If people don’t admire me, I won’t die.  I’ve got Jesus.  If I don’t have more stuff, I won’t die – I’ve got Jesus.  If I don’t get married, I won’t die.  I’ve got Jesus.”  If I don’t feed my lust, I won’t die.  I’ve got Jesus.

When I realized this is marked a turning point in my walk.  But this is only half the answer because that kind of talk works when life is going well – but it’s when you’re weak that you’re most prone to cling to an idol.  So the deeper answer is this: you need to see something better.  And this is Paul means by knowing and being know by God.  It’s not just rejecting idols – it’s replacing them.  It’s seeing God’s beauty so clearly that everything else loses its grip. 

It’s like the old hymn sings, “the things of earth will grow strangely dim, in the light of His glory and grace.”  Not because you try harder – but because you see something greater.  When Jesus gets into your heart, He doesn’t change what you do, He changes what you want to do.  

So what you need is to see Jesus more clearly.
…
See as this happens, you’ll realize that God has never been holding out on you.  Before creation, He set His love on you.  He knew you would run; He knew you would get enslaved, and His plan was always to come after you.  To lay down His life in your place.  To prove your worth to Him.  And seeing this is what breaks the power of an idol.  

See the reason you’re stuck is that your heart has settled for something less.  You’ve fixed your eyes on something – even something great – but something that could never give you the life it promised.  

So give yourself to the one who conquered the grave with you in mind.  He has what you’re hungry for.  So put Him first; make Him your God.  
…
YouTube does a great job of presenting the Elon Musk of success and vision, but his first wife, Justine Musk, tells a different story.  

In a book she recently wrote she describes their wedding day—when Elon leaned in and said, “I am the alpha in this relationship.” It felt like a joke, but over time it got less funny.  She realized his mission wasn’t just important to him. It was everything.  And eventually, there was no room for anything else.  That’s what happens when anything good becomes ultimate.

And Paul says the same thing can happen to us: whatever becomes ultimate in your life – your success, your reputation, your morality, even your religion – you don’t control it anymore.  It controls you.  It tells you how to live.  It tells you when you’ve done enough.  And it never says enough.  

And that brings us back to where we started.  What if the thing that looks like freedom… is actually slavery?  The world says, “Give yourself to something great, and it will make you great.”  But the gospel says, “Give yourself to Christ – because He already gave Himself for you.”

One path looks like freedom – but leads to slavery.  The other starts with surrender – but leads to life.  And Jesus says, choose life.  
