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I was eight and my sister was five, and we were pulling a wagon full of cans and bottles we had dug out of the ditches around our neighbourhood.  It was early spring, so we were wearing gumboots which were great for swampy ditches, but not so great for sharp objects hidden in the mud.

And then it happened.  Laura stepped on a broken bottle and a large piece of glass pierced through her boot and deep into her heel.  And she let me know about it.  So out went the cans, into the wagon went Laura and I pulled her home.

But when mom wasn’t able to get the glass out, off to the hospital they went.  Now I wasn’t invited into emergency, but my mom later told me how awful it was.  The glass had splintered, and little shards were buried throughout Laura’s heel.  

So it took my mom and two big male nurses to hold her little five-year-old body down while the doctor dug into her foot with a scalpel.  And the whole time Laura was crying, “Mom, you’re hurting me.  Stop!  Please stop!”  

It’s our interactive worship service so turn around and make a group of 3 or 4.  You’ve got a minute and a half each to answer the questions on the screen.  Go.
1.) What is your name?
2.) What do you think of when you hear stories like that one about Laura?
3.) Why do you think we instinctively resist things that are meant to heal us?
…
If you’ve got a Bible open it up to Galatians 4.  We are going to start in verse 19.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Galatians 4:19-31]

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

Now this is a dense section in Galatians.  In fact, when I was researching this passage, I found that a lot of preachers, and even some commentaries, either rush through this section on Sarah and Hagar or skip it altogether.  It’s tricky and theological.  This is one of those places where Peter might say, “Paul’s great, but some of the stuff he says is hard to understand.”

And that’s fair.  But thick doesn’t mean unintelligible.  And in fact, this section is crucial to the argument Paul has been building.


So if you’ve been with us for this series, you know that Galatians recounts a fierce battle between Paul and some false teachers who were contradicting the truth of the gospel.  In essence, they were saying “Believe in Jesus and obey the law and clean your life up – and then you’ll be saved.”  

But Paul says, “No.  That’s not the truth of the gospel.  The gospel is “believe in Jesus, and you’re saved.  And once you are saved, obedience just grows naturally.”  

And Paul was so passionate about this because this isn’t just a theological debate.  He saw that the difference between faith plus works equals salvation and salvation by faith which produces works, is the difference between slavery and freedom.  And freedom is what Paul wanted for the Galatians.  And this is what Jesus wants for you as well.

So if you’re taking notes, we’re going to see three things: how Jesus-style truth transforms, what it is, and finally what it accomplishes.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Works consulted: Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/grace-to-the-barren-i/ , Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/grace-to-the-barren-ii/ , J. Piper https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/hagar-and-slavery-vs-sarah-and-freedom , J. Montgomery Boice “The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Galatians”] 


First, how Jesus-style truth transforms.  Now before we can get into Hagar and Sarah, we need to understand what Paul is doing here.  So look at verse 19.  He says:
My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you, how I wish I could be with you now (Galatians 4:19-20)

This isn’t debate language.  This is the language of pain and investment.  See Paul’s not trying to win an argument – he’s trying to see Christ formed in people he loves.

And this is super important because in 2026 truth gets weaponized all the time. Everyone has facts, but those facts get shaped and deployed to win and control. Truth becomes a sword.

But that’s not how Jesus-style truth works.  And so for Paul, truth isn’t a weapon—it’s a scalpel.

Now scalpels still hurt.  Like when the doctor was cutting into Laura’s foot it felt like she was being attacked.  But the cut wasn’t the problem – the glass was.  And the only way to heal was through the pain of surgery.  

And that’s what Paul’s doing here.  He’s cutting, not to wound, but to heal.  And he does this because the cut of truth is necessary.  But here’s the point Paul’s making in verses 19; a scalpel only works in the context of trust and love – in the context of relationship.



So think about this for a second: have you ever had a theological conversation with someone who was really invested in getting you to adopt their perspective?  Like they wanted to convince you about whether creation happened in six literal days or six time periods, or how the events in the news correspond with the prophecies of Revelation.  If you have ever been the target of a conversation like that you probably remember it as not being a great experience.

Now I’m not saying these aren’t important topics, but I am saying often people who are most passionate about topics like these are less passionate about the people they are talking to.  Their big hope is to get you to agree with them more than to have Christ formed in you.  And these aren’t the same thing.

And this is why truth rarely changes people.  I mean how many people do you know who lost a debate and then became a Christian?  That just isn’t how it works.  Truth doesn’t change you by itself.  It’s truth in relationship that transforms.

And in general there is no more truthful and loving relationship than that of a mother – moms are people who want the best for their kids at all costs.  And so this is the analogy Paul makes.  “I’m in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you.”  Paul knows the Galatians.  He planted this church.  He loves them.  And it’s out of that relationship that he brings his hard words of warning.
…
Now just one quick word if you’re a guy and trying to get your head into what it means to be a spiritual mother.  Scripture is constantly using family imagery to paint pictures of what it means to be in relationship with God.  And sometimes we are the sons of God.  Other times we are the bride of Christ.  Here we are spiritual mothers.  So don’t get too worked up about the gender bending just because it’s 2026.

The point is Paul will do anything to help the Galatians even if it hurts.  Or in other words, really Paul’s talking about spiritual friendship.  So a spiritual mother or a spiritual friend is someone who has a vision for who God is forming you into, and cares enough to help get you there.  They don’t just tell you where you’re wrong – they invest in your spiritual health.  And when you get loved by someone like this you change.  

So I wonder do you have anyone in your life like that?  Do you have a spiritual mother or a spiritual friend who cares enough to make sure Christ is formed in you?  Someone who is even willing to hold you down while the surgeon cuts?  Do you have someone like that?
…
“Oh, I don’t need anyone like that.  I can grow to become like Christ just by reading my Bible.  I don’t need anyone to tell me what to do.”  Really?  
…



The fact is we are all blind to what we are blind to.  Like when I was 18, I was in a band and we cut an album.  And I sang a couple of the songs.  And in my head my voice is rich and velvety.  You’ve got to believe me.  I sound amazing between my ears.  And so you can imagine my horror when that tape came out, and it was full of nasal squeaking.  I sounded like a B-grade country artist singing rock.  We simply do not see ourselves for what we really are.  

Now anyone can mock someone, but a good friend who actually loves you and wants to see Christ formed in you is different.  Solomon says “the wounds of a friend can be trusted.”  And it’s through those cuts that the glass comes out and the healing begins.  
…
So do you have someone in your life who loves you, and you trust them enough to let them cut?  I mean nobody likes the pain of the scalpel, but it’s the only way to get healthy.  And if we refuse that kind of truth – if we avoid the surgery – then it’s a matter of life and death.  And Paul knows this which is why he writes Galatians.  He can’t stand to see his children deceived.  He loves them.  And that’s how Jesus-style truth transforms.  We can trust the sharp cuts of a friend.
…
So what was the truth Paul was preaching that the Galatians needed?  This is where he goes next with his reference to Hagar and Sarah.  So in verse 24 he says:
The women represent two covenants. (Galatians 4:24)

In other words, the truth you need is that there are two ways of living; two ways of relating to God.  And there are not equal.  And of course the Galatians were choosing the wrong one and we can do the same.  So here’s the story:

2000 years before Christ, God promised Abraham and Sarah a son - a miracle child through whom He would bless the world.  And they were really excited about this and believed God.  And then they waited and waited and nothing happened.  And anyone who has struggled with infertility knows the pain they felt.

So Nikki and I were married at 21 – or 12 – I forget.  But when we got married we were on the 5-year-plan for kids.  It seemed smart to us.  We would finish school, and get our lives figured out, and then have kids.  

And the plan worked great until at 5 years we found out that we couldn’t have kids.  And that started a 5-year journey of trying and failing and losing babies.  It was so hard.  And after a lot of prayer and consideration we eventually went with IVF which is a story for another day.  But the point is 5 years of infertility felt like forever.  And I know some of you have struggled a lot longer than that.  Infertility is terrible.

But in ancient culture, barrenness wasn’t just painful – it was shameful.  It meant you didn’t measure up.  And at this point Sarah had been living under that weight for decades.  She was 75 now and the dream felt dead.  And that was when their faith faltered.  Abraham and Sarah decided to help God give them the blessing He had promised.  They took control.
…
Now don’t judge, this is a classic human trick.  We have all thought we knew what was going to make us happy and resorted to our own plans to make it happen.  This is the definition of sin.  And here’s how it happened for them:

In that day it was legal for a wife to give her servant to her husband.  And if they had a child together, the wife could take that child as her own.  This was surrogate motherhood in 2000BC.  

And Sarah had a slave girl named Hagar who was young and fertile.  And so she offered this plan to Abraham and he said, “Umm… okay.”  But this was the faithless shortcut.  See while it would take a miracle for a 75-year-old woman to have a baby, it’s only a partial miracle for an old man to have a baby.  I’m trying really hard not to make any jokes here.

But this is how Ishmael was born.  He was a product of self-effort – trying to secure blessing and salvation on their own.  
…
Now Paul’s point is that when we choose the self-effort path – belief plus works equals salvation – it leads to slavery.  And Paul doesn’t want this for the Galatians like it happened to Hagar and Sarah.  Self-effort always leads to slavery.  Here’s what it looked like for them.
…
So Hagar got exploited.  She was forced to marry some 90-year-old guy.  But then when she had Ishmael, she used this to gain power and try to supplant Sarah.

Now, even though all this was Sarah’s plan, she wasn’t happy with how it was playing out, so she started abusing Hagar even more.  This is a terrible story.  

And then when Isaac was finally born 15 years later – the miracle was obvious – he became Abraham’s favorite which set Ishmael off who started bullying Isaac.  And in the end Hagar and Ishmael got kicked out of the family and left in the desert to die.  It’s a story of absolute brokenness.  

And this is how self-salvation always ends.  It starts out looking like a way to manufacture our own blessing, but turns into a trap that leaves us enslaved.

And we all do this.  We think, “if I can just achieve enough… earn enough… be impressive enough… then I’ll be okay.”  But when your identity comes from what you achieve, you don’t just pursue it – you’re enslaved to it. 

And this is what Paul sees happening in Galatia.  They were trying to earn their way to God.  So what does he do?  He steps in as a friend.  He doesn’t sit back and let them drift into slavery.  He speaks up.  He challenges.  He cuts.  He tells them the truth.  

See truth isn’t about winning arguments – it’s about rescuing people.  And a real spiritual mother or friend wants your freedom more than your comfort.  Have you invited someone you trust to tell you the truth?  What would that look like?
…
So Jesus-style truth transforms because it lives inside relationship; and this kind of truth is really love that wants the best for its friends.  So when you encounter this what does it accomplish in you?

Well look where Paul goes next.  He ends by showing not just that we can be free, but that when we are free we actually end up joining God in what He is doing.  Look at verse 27.  Paul quotes Isaiah who prophesied:
“Be glad, barren woman, you who never bore a child… because more are the children of the desolate woman than of her who has a husband.” (Galatians 4:27)

It’s another reference to Sarah but look where Paul takes it.  He’s totally flipping the human perspective of what is going to make us happy on its head.  He says, when your identity comes from God instead of your own effort, your life becomes fruitful in ways you could never manufacture.  

And Paul was the living proof of this.  He wasn’t married.  He had no physical children.  But God used him to become a spiritual parent to all the Galatians.  Now often this is painful, but when this was going well imagine how fun it was to see Christ formed in the people he had poured his life into?  Awesome!  

And then spool this forward.  Two thousand years later, we’ve all been shaped by his words so we’re all his spiritual children.  And he gets to watch that unfold.  Wow!
…
Now this wasn’t just for Paul, this is the blessing God wants for all of us.  See God’s salvation has never just been for us, it’s always been for us to give away.  And it’s when we’ve tasted the goodness of Jesus’ grace that this happens.  When this happens we don’t just get saved, we actually get to partner with what God is doing in the lives of the people around us.  We get to become spiritual mothers and friends.  

But to partner with God we’ve got to see what Jesus has done for us.  See when you were stuck – blind to your brokenness, trying to prove yourself, covering your shame – Jesus didn’t leave you there to try to work it out on your own.  He stepping into your place.  

And on the cross, He took the shame you’ve spent your life trying to hide.  HE took it all the way to death – so you wouldn’t have to.  That’s how much He loves you.  And it’s when you see how much you’ve been loved that you can enter the abundant life of freedom God created you to enjoy.  

See real freedom isn’t the ability to do whatever you want—real freedom is having your desires changed so you want what is good – and then having the ability to do whatever you want.  And this is what an encounter with Jesus accomplishes.  

See Jesus doesn’t give us new rules—He gives us new hearts.  This is what it means for Christ to be formed in us.  And when Christ is formed in us then we begin doing what He did which is what Paul was doing with the Galatians.  We become spiritual mothers to the people we have been placed beside.

So Jesus-style truth transforms because it lives inside relationship.  And really Jesus’ kind of truth is just love that wants the best for its friends.  And when we encounter this we aren’t just saved but we are empowered to join Jesus in what He’s doing which is saving the people we’ve been placed beside.  

So will you trust Him?  Will you invite someone God has placed beside you speak His let His truth into your life—even when it cuts?  If you will, you’ll find that on the other side of that scalpel is the freedom and abundant life He created you for.

This is what He wants for you, and this is what He wants for you to give away.
