
The Two Brothers in Galatians 4:21-31 

 

A difficult passage 

 

A bad example? 

 

Two aims 

 

Allegory?! 

 

Two opposing categories 

 

22 2 sons: 

The son of the slave woman   The son of the free woman 

23 Born ‘according to the flesh (κατὰ σάρκα)’  Born ‘through promise (δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας)’ 

24  2 women = 2 covenants    

 Hagar = Mount Sinai    [Note the gap on Sarah here] 

 Bearing children for slavery 

25 The present Jerusalem 

 In slavery 

26       Jerusalem above is free 

       Our mother 

27       Is. 54:1: barren one rejoice in more children  

28     You are like Isaac, children of promise 

29       Isaac κατὰ πνεῦμα persecuted by κατὰ σάρκα 

       So too now  

30 Gen. 21:10: cast out slave woman and son 

 Because the son of the slave will not inherit 

31       We are children of the free woman not the slave 

 

 

An intertextual basis for connecting Hagar and Sinai 

 

 

 

Emerson’s mistaken inference from the intertextuality 

 

 

 

Critique of Emerson’s conclusion: 

 

 i) Opposite covenants 

 

ii) The true parallel is the sin of Abraham and the sin of Israel in her history.  

  

iii) Paul focuses on the after-effects of Sinai. 

 

iv) The importance of the history of Israel is seen from the use of Is. 54:1 in v. 27. 

 

 

 

Conclusions 
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Reading: Gal. 4:21–31 

 

A difficult passage 

 

When I preached my first sermon 21 years ago Vaughan Roberts listened to a recording and 

gently suggested that I should not again begin a sermon by telling the congregation that the 

text before us was very hard to understand. 

 

I have avoided doing it for 21 years, but today I indulge myself! 

 

We have before us passage that is hard to understand: Gal. 4:21-31. 

 

We are going to focus not on the two brothers of Genesis in Rom. 9, which is comparatively 

(note the word!) straightforward, but on the harder Gal. 4:21-31. 

 

In a brilliant article on it Karen Jobes says that here Paul ‘performs a hermeneutical tour de 

force unequaled in the NT’ (299). 

 

A bad example? 

 

Gal. 4 is for many the most egregious example of Paul’s bad exegetical habits. 

 

For them his interpretation imposes an alien reading on texts from Genesis and Exodus. 

 

The passage is taken to be knock-down proof for why we cannot read the OT the way Paul 

did. 

 

The unbelieving scholar’s version of that: Paul got it wrong so we should not follow him. 

 

The problem with that is obvious. 

 

The baptized version: Paul was an apostle so he could do it, but we can’t. 

 

This recognizes the inspiration of the text: the allegory is the sensus plenior under the 

guidance of the Spirit. But it thinks this kind of exegesis is unrepeatable. 

 

Longenecker: ‘Christians today are committed to the apostolic faith and doctrine of the New 

Testament, but not necessarily to the apostolic exegetical practices as detailed for us in the 

New Testament’ (1994: 385) 

 

The problem with this view is perhaps clear if we restate it:  

 

‘The apostles appointed by the Lord Jesus Christ in their inspired and inerrant writings read 

the OT like this. I am not going to follow their example’. 

 

 

The other reason why the passage is difficult is because it is part of Paul’s teaching on the 

law in Galatians, which is the focus of so much debate, even among the Reformed.  



 

If, therefore, we make progress here we will be making progress both in developing a 

biblically-based hermeneutic and in understanding Paul’s negative comments on the Sinai 

covenant. 

 

Two aims 

 

In this paper I aim to show: 

 

First, that apostolic exegesis of the OT is both brilliantly fertile and demonstrably faithful to 

the OT text itself when that text is read intertextually. 

 

By ‘intertextually’ here I mean in a way that traces the connections between different 

passages within the OT. 

 

In other words, often the validity of Paul’s exegesis is not demonstrated by going to a single 

OT text that he cites or alludes to. 

 

Rather, we must scrutinize the web of relationships within which that OT text already exists. 

 

Defined thus, intertextuality, which has become fashionable in biblical scholarship (though 

also opposed), is a right expression of that most Protestant of maxims, scripturam ex 

scriptura explicandam esse. 

 

Second, that Paul’s comments on the Sinai covenant are to be read redemptive-historically, in 

the light of the effect the covenant had in Israel’s history. 

 

Allegory?! 

 

The first thing we notice about this passage is that Paul says he is reading allegorically (4:24).  

 

This statement leaps out at us because we have been trained to think that allegorical readings 

are a bad thing, only practiced by naughty Alexandrians and – if you will pardon the 

expression – the exegetically incontinent. 

 

But Richard Hays is surely right to observe that ‘no one should be surprised’ by Paul saying 

this, because it was unremarkable in Jewish exegesis of the time. 

 

Not all allegorical exegesis was Alexandrian; Hays has in mind Palestinian exegesis. 

 

I  his book on Origen, R. P. C Hanson points out that allegory was widespread among the 

rabbis and was not motivated, as it usually was in Alexandria, by a desire to avoid the literal 

sense and to rush to moral applications. 

 

Paul was more inclined to typology than allegory and he ‘used allegory as an aid to typology’  

(A and E, 82-3) 

 

Hays comments that by ἀλληγορέω Paul need mean no more than that the OT text is not 

being ‘taken at face value’ (116) 

 



We should not therefore be mesmerized by the terminology. 

 

Two opposing categories 

 

To the text. 

 

Paul’s opening question shows the purpose of the passage: he is going to use material from 

the law (νόμος) against those who want to be under the law (νόμος).  

 

He brings before them the story of Abraham’s family: Sarah and Hagar, Isaac and Ishmael. (I 

am going to refer to them by their later names as Paul does Abraham). 

 

As the passage progresses he lines up the elements of two opposing categories:  

 
22 2 sons: 

The son of the slave woman   The son of the free woman 

23 Born ‘according to the flesh (κατὰ σάρκα)’  Born ‘through promise (δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας)’ 

24  2 women = 2 covenants    

 Hagar = Mount Sinai    [Note the gap on Sarah here] 

 Bearing children for slavery 

25 The present Jerusalem 

 In slavery 

26       Jerusalem above is free 

       Our mother 

27       Is. 54:1: barren one rejoice in more children  

28     You are like Isaac, children of promise 

29       Isaac κατὰ πνεῦμα persecuted by κατὰ σάρκα 

       So too now  

30 Gen. 21:10: cast out slave woman and son 

 Because the son of the slave will not inherit 

31       We are children of the free woman not the slave 

 

Two questions arise as we look at the categories: 

 

What grounds are there for connecting the different OT elements to each other, especially the 

two women to the two Jerusalems?  

 

What grounds are there for connecting the OT elements to the realities of Paul’s own day? 

 

Many commentators think that good grounds are lacking. 

 

Roland Fung comments on the use of Hagar and Sarah that Paul ‘is not expounding the 

meaning of the OT passage as intended by the original writer’ (206). (We note the ease of 

defaulting to a human writer’s meaning.) 

 

Schoeps thinks that the passage is ‘an utter violation of the basic rule of rabbinical 

hermeneutics’ which states that ‘No word of scripture must ever lose its original sense’ (from 

Sabb. 63a) (in Fung 219n72). 

  

Longenecker follows Barrett’s judgement that Paul only uses the allegory because his 

opponents had used it and he needed to answer them. 

 



It was evoked, Barrett writes, ‘not by a personal love of fantastic exegesis but by a reasoned 

case which it was necessary that he should answer’ (in Longenecker 210).  

 

Note the presumption: ‘fantastic exegesis’. 

 

In and of itself the claim that Paul’s opponents used the text is, though speculative, quite 

feasible. The pre-Christian Book of Jubilees used the Isaac and Ishmael story to exclude 

Gentiles from the people of God (16:17–18).  

 

Hays thinks that if Paul is using the allegory polemically then he is practising ‘hermeneutical 

jujitsu’ as he ‘flips the story on its back’ against his opponents (111-2)  

 

That would not itself mean that there was no basis for Paul’s interpretation in the OT.  

 

An intertextual basis for connecting Hagar and Sinai 

 

Is there then, within the OT texts themselves, any basis for the way that Paul uses them? 

 

There is. I follow, until further notice, the case made by Matthew Emerson for thinking that  

Paul’s reading is ‘grounded in the intentionality of the text of the Pentateuch narratives’ (17) 

 

The contrast between Sarah/Hagar and Isaac/Ishmael is clearly intended in Genesis.  

 

Hagar and Ishmael are promised descendants, nations, and rulers like Sarah and Isaac, but 

they are pointedly excluded from the eternal covenant and the seed promised in Gen. 17. 

 

Far more surprising is the connection made between Hagar and Mount Sinai in vv. 24–25. 

 

Here we must introduce the concepts of intertextuality and intratextuality. 

 

I use intertextuality to refer to connections that exist between books of the Bible. 

 

I use intratextuality to refer to connections within a book. 

 

Imagine that passage A in the OT is related to passages B, C, and D in the OT, perhaps 

because A is later and alludes to those other passages. 

 

Now if the NT quotes A, it may well do so because of those connections. 

 

More importantly, to understand why the NT quotes A in the way it does we may have to be 

aware of those connections.  

 

If we do not know then the quotation may look arbitrary and eisegetical. 

 

It is as if by quoting passage A, the NT takes us into a cave that echoes with passages B, C, 

and D.1 

 

                                                           
1 The cave figure is from Hollander, used by Hays p. 21: we need to situate Paul ‘within what Hollander calls 

the “cave of resonant signification” that enveloped him: Scripture.’ 



In order to see why Paul’s quotations are not simply random, we need to listen for these 

echoes, we need to look for what Jobes calls the ‘unstated points of resonance’.  (305).2 

 

We need to enter the intertextual and intratextual space to listen carefully.3 

 

 

Apply this to Gal. 4: the question becomes ‘Do we in the OT already hear echoes that justify 

connecting Hagar and Sinai?’ 

 

Matthew Emerson traces several parallels between the Hagar story and the exodus narrative:4 

 

- Both Hagar and the Hebrews ‘flee’ (ַרח  .(in Gen 16:6, 8 and Ex. 14:5 בָּ

 

- Both flee towards Shur (Gen. 16:7 and Ex. 15:22). 

 

- Sarah tells Abraham to cast out Hagar and the Pharaoh casts out the Hebrews (ּגרׁש in Gen 

21:10 and Ex. 10:11). 

 

- Hagar and the Hebrews receive promises from God in desert.  

 

- The angel of the lord tells Hagar to return to ‘submit’ to Sarah (16:9) using the same verb 

  .as the Lord uses in Genesis 15:13 of the oppression of the Hebrews in Egypt (ענה)

 

This evidence shows that Paul was not arbitrarily connecting Hagar to the Sinai covenant; the 

parallels were already there in the OT text itself.  

 

There is a clear intertextual basis for this stage of Paul’s allegory. 

 

Emerson’s mistaken inference from the intertextuality 

 

So far so good. But now I must diverge form Emerson as he draws a theological conclusion. 

 

He deduces from these parallels Paul’s view of the nature of the Sinai covenant itself, as it 

was originally given. 

 

Because the Hagar covenant was not a salvation covenant, he concludes that the Sinai 

covenant was also not a salvation covenant.  

 

It was ‘only for physical protection and not eternally salvific’ (20).  

 

This, he thinks, is ‘the crux of the point Paul is making in Galatians 4:21–31’ (20). 

 

Before disagreeing with Emerson, let me sum up his argument so far: 

 

                                                           
2 Various technical terms are sued here. The material in the allusions is said to be suppressed or ‘transumed’. 

The whole trope (figure of speech) is known as ‘transumption’ or ‘metalepsis’. It is a trope on a trope. 

Hollander: ‘the interpretation of a metalepsis entails the recovery of the transumed material’ (in Hays 20). 
3 Jobes 306 speaks of ‘intertextual space’. 
4 He is using evidence from others, especially Wenham and Trible. 



Paul’s interpretation of Hagar is legitimate because in the Pentateuch itself Hagar is 

connected with the Sinai covenant. 

 

This establishes two points: 

 

First – and here I agree with him – the legitimacy of this part of Paul’s allegory. 

 

Second – and here I demur – the common character of the Hagar and Sinai covenants as 

physical and non-saving. 

 

To put it in the language of classical covenant theology, Emerson is denying that Sinai was 

an administration of the covenant of grace.  

 

In my judgement, Emerson is right to highlight the Hagar/Sinai parallel, but wrong to think 

that we should conclude from it that Sinai was a temporal covenant.  

  

The point of the parallel is not the mere physicality or temporality of the covenant. 

 

Paul’s point is rather that Sinai has become for Israel in her history a covenant of bondage 

comparable to the slave status of Hagar and Ishmael.  

 

Why? Not because it was a covenant promising merely physical blessings. It was not that; it 

was a covenant holding forth Christ and life. 

 

But it became a covenant of bondage because it was never accompanied by the outpouring of 

the Holy Spirit that would have enabled Israel to repent and believe. 

 

This is Paul’s point in passages like 2 Cor. 3–4, and it is hinted at in our passage when Isaac 

is identified as born ‘according to the Spirit’ (v. 29).  

 

Without the Spirit in the heart, the Sinai covenant could only produce slave children even 

though it held forth eternal realities.  

 

This was not because it was concerned with only physical benefits. I am not sure what Paul 

would make of such a claim, though I suspect he would find it reminiscent of the way his 

dualistic opponents dismissed marriage (1 Tim. 4:1-5). 

 

Such a reading disenchants Sinai. But Sinai cannot be disenchanted any more than the earth 

can be purged of ‘God’s grandeur’.  As Hopkins puts it in his poem of that title: ‘There lives 

the dearest freshness deep down things’. And that is true of the Sinai covenant. 

 

But am I merely asserting? Does the swirl of texts we are concerned with in any way suggest 

that the problem with Sinai was its historical effect on Israel, rather than its mere physicality? 

 

Critique of Emerson’s conclusion 

 

I offer these arguments against Emerson’s reading: 

 

1) Opposite covenants. The Hagar and Sinai covenants are within the Pentateuch opposite in 

important respects. This ought to make us hesitate about pushing their identification too far: 



 

- The Hebrews flee from submission to the Egyptians; Hagar is an Egyptian being driven out 

by Hebrews.  

 

- Hagar is fleeing from the promised land (Gen. 16:1) toward Shur just to the east of Egypt, 

presumably on her way home. The Hebrews are fleeing to the promised land. 

 

2) The true parallel that Paul traces is not between the physical character of the two 

covenants, but between the the sin of Abraham in the Hagar episode and the sin of Israel in 

her history.  

 

This is clear from another set of intertextual connections that Emerson himself explores. 

 

He shows how the Hagar episode is depicted in terms reminiscent of the fall of Adam and 

Eve. The generic similarities of a husband-wife scenario are sharpened by the shared 

vocabulary: 

 

- In Gen. 3:17 and 16:2 parallel expressions are used for Adam and Abraham listening to 

their wives telling them to take something, using the same verb for hearing (ַמע  and noun (ׁשָּ

for voice (קֹול). 

 

- In 3:6 Eve ‘took’ the fruit and ‘gave’ it to Adam who ate it; in 16:3 Sarah ‘took’ Hagar and 

‘gave’ her to Abraham as a wife (the same forms of both verbs are used, ַקח ן and ַותִּ תֵּ  5.(ַותִּ

 

- When Sarah tells Abraham to cast Hagar out she uses the same verb that describes Adam 

and Eve being cast out of Eden, as well as Cain being cast out of his land (Gen 21:10; 3:24; 

4:14). 

 

When Hagar curses Sarah in 16:4 she aligns herself with those who curse Abraham and his 

family (16:4 uses קלל, the same verb as 12:3). Since 12:3 is the outworking of 3:15, she 

identifies herself as a seed of the serpent. 

 

We are evidently to view what happens with Hagar as a small-scale recapitulation of the fall.  

 

What characterizes this fall?  

 

Abraham and Sarah do not look to God to fulfil his promise but try to force his hand by their 

own deed.6 They attempt to accomplish the Lord’s purposes in their own strength. 

 

Hence Ishmael is a son born according to the flesh (κατὰ σάρκα, 4:23), but Isaac is born 

through promise (δι᾽ ἐπαγγελίας, 4:23).  

 

This is not simply a contrast between the natural and supernatural nature of the two births. It 

is a figure for Ishmael springing from the realm of auto-soteric human effort.  

 

Moo comments that the TNIV may catch the right idea with its translation of κατὰ σάρκα: ‘as 

the result of human effort’ (299). 

                                                           
5 Curiously, this lexical parallel is not noted by Emerson. 
6 Arguably Adam was doing something similar, trying to advance his eschatological promotion to grasp at 

knowledge that should only have come to him as a gift consequent on his obedience. 



 

What then is the picture? 

 

Abraham and Sarah are living in a good, salvific covenant given by God. 

 

Because of their unbelief, they decide to bring about the realization of that covenant’s 

promises by their own efforts.  

 

Here is the parallel with Israel under Sinai: she has been given a good, salvific covenant, but 

she has tried to realize its promises by her own strength. 

 

She has, as Paul puts it in what I think may be his most illuminating statement on the law, 

pursued it not ‘by faith, but as if it were based on works (οὐκ ἐκ πίστεως ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ἐξ ἔργων)’ 

(Rom. 9:32). 

 

Emerson rightly characterizes Abraham’s sin: ‘when Abraham attempts to use his own 

strength to bring about the Lord’s promise the result is ultimately cursing, slavery, and 

wandering in the wilderness due to his own sin.’ 

 

I am arguing that the point of the Hagar/Sinai parallel is to apply this model of sin to Israel.  

 

So we might say: ‘when Israel attempts to use her own strength to bring about the Lord’s 

promise the result is ultimately cursing, slavery, and wandering in the wilderness due to her 

own sin’. 

 

3) Paul references Sinai directly when he says that one covenant ‘is from Mount Sinai (μία 

μὲν ἀπὸ ὄρους Σινᾶ)’ (4:24), but his focus is on the after-effects of the covenant. 

 

Here he refers simply to the origin of the covenant, and he then immediately continues: ‘one 

is from Mount Sinai, bearing children for slavery (μία μὲν ἀπὸ ὄρους Σινᾶ εἰς δουλείαν 

γεννῶσα)’ (Gal. 4:24). 

 

In other words, he is interested in the historical effect of this covenant. 

 

This interest runs all the way through to his own day when he speaks in v. 25 of how Hagar 

=is Sinai which is ‘the present Jerusalem’ who is ‘in slavery with her children’ (4:25) 

 

4) The importance of the history of Israel is underscored when we begin to explore the 

quotation from Isaiah 54:1 in v. 27: 

 

‘Rejoice, O barren one who does not bear; break forth and cry aloud, you who are not in 

labor! For the children of the desolate one will be more than those of the one who has a 

husband.’ 

 

Why does Paul quote this verse about Jerusalem/Zion and associate it with Sarah, when she is 

not mentioned in it? 

 

Has he stretched his allegory too far here? 

 



We find the answer in intratextuality within Isaiah itself.7  

 

The pattern of Gal. 3-4 suggests a connection not just to Isaiah 54:1 but to Isaiah 52–54. 

 

Jobes shows how the sequence of thought running through Gal. 3–4 comes from Isaiah 52–4: 

 

In Isa 53:1 asks ‘Who has believed what he has heard from us?. In Gal. 3:2 Paul asks ‘Did 

you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith?’. The vocabulary is the 

same in the LXX (πιστεύω/πίστις and ἀκοή).       

 

Then in cc. 52–3 we have the suffering of Jesus described and in Gal. 3:1 Paul reminds the 

Galatians how ‘It was before your eyes that Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified.’ 

 

And then, in 54:1 we have the command to the barren to rejoice, quoted by Paul in 4:27. 

 

The way that the pattern of Galatians 3-4 reflects the wider context of Isaiah confirm the 

importance of reading Paul’s use of the OT with a keen ear for the echoes. 

 

But is there anything to validate connecting Sarah specifically with Jerusalem? 

 

We find that Isaiah has already made this connection before Paul. 

 

Abraham and Sarah are both connected to the ‘eschatologically restored Jerusalem’ (Hays 

120). 

 

54:1 calls on the barren woman to rejoice because she will have so many children. 

 

Isaiah 51 is the only passage in the OT outside Genesis that refers to Sarah by name: 

 

The prophet calls on those who ‘pursue righteousness’ (v. 1) to ‘look to Abraham your father 

and to Sarah who bore you, for he was but one when I called him, that I might bless him and 

multiply him’ (v. 2). 

 

Here God encourages the people by reminding them of how God gave to Abraham and Sarah 

many children. This is the exact theme of 54:1.8 

 

Already then, within Isaiah, Sarah is connected to the eschatological restoration of Jerusalem. 

 

As soon as we link out from barrenness to Sarah to Jerusalem, we pick up the echoes of the 

Jerusalem theme from throughout Isaiah. 

 

They are extensive, since the whole book is titled ‘The vision of Isaiah the son of Amoz, 

which he saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and 

Hezekiah, kings of Judah.’ (Is. 1:1) 

 

                                                           
7 Taking ‘intratextuality’ to denote connections within a book, and ‘intertextuality’ connections between books. 

8 He speaks of comfort for Zion and of setting Jerusalem free from his wrath (v. 17ff.). In c. 52 he calls on 

Jerusalem to wake up because she will be redeemed. 

 



The city is mentioned by name 47x in the book. 

 

Alec Motyer fittingly describes Isaiah as a tale of two cities.  

 

There are two Jerusalems prophesied in the book: one ruined in exile, one gloriously restored.   

 

Jobes: ‘When Paul refers to νυν Ιερουσαλήμ (4:25) and ανω Ιερουσαλήμ (4:26), he is 

echoing Isaiah's portrayal of two Jerusalems.’ (311) 

 

There are even close parallels to the wider vocabulary of Galatians.  

 

In 64:10, for example, Isaiah speaks of Jerusalem having become ‘a desolation’ – the LXX is  

Ιερουσαλημ εἰς κατάραν, Jerusalem has become a curse. Think Gal. 3:13. 

 

But in the LXX of 1:26 the eschatological Jerusalem will be called ‘πόλις δικαιοσύνης, 

μητρόπολις πιστή Σιών = city of righteousness, the faithful mother-city Zion. Think 4:26 ‘she 

is our mother’. (Jobes 310) 

 

Isaiah also promises the Spirit to the future Zion and Jacob in 59:21.9 Think Gal. 4:29 born 

according to the Spirit. 

 

Clearly the connection of Sarah and Jerusalem is established within Isaiah. 

 

Paul is using material about what Jerusalem became, as described in Isaiah. He is writing 

about her history. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Two things: 

 

First, we cannot use Gal. 4 to argue that Sinai was a works/temporal/physical covenant.  

 

We must read it redemptive-historically. Pentecost is still to come.  

 

Sinai was an administration of the covenant of grace, but it did not come with the outpouring 

of the Spirit, so it became slavery for unbelieving Israel as she trusted in herself to fulfil it. 

 

The problem with Sinai was the sin of Israel and the fact that the Messiah and his Spirit-

outpouring were still to come. 

 

Second, we should read the OT as Paul did, because he found what was there. 

 

But surely we end daunted too. To read it as he did we need to know it as he did. In particular, 

we need to know Isaiah as he did. 

 

So take Paul’s example as a strong encouragement to a close reading of the Scriptures. 

 

                                                           
9 He also connects seed and covenant and Spirit, as Jobes shows.  



Will you delight to stand in that cave listening for all the beautiful sounds of its harmonious 

echoes? 

  


