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 BIBLICAL TEXT①

Galatians 4:1–11 (NKJV)

1  Now I say that the heir, as long as he is a child, does not differ at all from a slave, though he 
is master of all,

2  but is under guardians and stewards until the time appointed by the father.

3  Even so we, when we were children, were in bondage under the elements of the world.

4  But when the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born 
under the law,

5  to redeem those who were under the law, that we might receive the adoption as sons.

6  And because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into your hearts, crying 
out, “Abba, Father!”

7  Therefore you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son, then an heir of God through 
Christ.

8  But then, indeed, when you did not know God, you served those which by nature are not 
gods.

9  But now after you have known God, or rather are known by God, how is it that you turn again 
to the weak and beggarly elements, to which you desire again to be in bondage?

10  You observe days and months and seasons and years.

11  I am afraid for you, lest I have labored for you in vain.
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 DEVOTIONAL②

“Therefore you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son, then an heir of God  
through Christ.” — Galatians 4:7

Under the law, even the rightful heir lived no differently than a slave — watched, managed, told 
what to do, waiting for a day someone else had set. That was our situation before Christ: not 
free, but “in bondage under the elements of the world,” bound to rules that could organize 
behavior but could never make us right with God.

Then, at the fullness of time — the one moment in history perfectly prepared for it — God sent 
His Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to redeem us from under it. He did what the law 
never could: He made us sons. And because we are sons, He sent the Spirit of His Son into our 
hearts, crying “Abba, Father” — not the formal address of a stranger, but the intimate word of a 
child who belongs.

That is why it is so strange when a son who has been set free starts reaching back for the 
chains — trading the freedom of grace for another set of days and rules to keep. Paul is not 
questioning the Galatians’ salvation; he is grieving their direction. Having been adopted, having 
received the Spirit, why go back to being managed like a slave?

Reflect

1.  Where in your own life have you quietly gone back to "managing" your standing with God 
through rules, rather than resting in your standing as His son or daughter?

2.  What changes in your prayer life when you call God "Abba" instead of simply "Father"?

3.  Paul says he "labored in vain" over believers who slid back into bondage — what would it 
look like this week to actually live like an heir instead of a slave?

You are no longer a slave, but a son — so live like one.
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 COMMENTARY③

Teacher preparation resource · Full text organized under outline headings

Galatians 4:1–11 teaches that in the fullness of time, God sent His Son to redeem those under 
the law and to make them sons — full heirs of God through Christ — so that anyone who has 
already received that adoption has no reason, and no excuse, to turn back to bondage under 
any system of rules.

Introduction

Dr. Sellers:  Remember my good old friend David Jeremiah? He reminds me in his commentary 
on Romans of the time when he and I were both in Dallas — I didn’t know him, and he didn’t 
know me; he still doesn’t know me. But it reminded me of the special Bible lectures we used to 
have, where a famous graduate would come back and teach one book of the Bible, first thing in 
the morning at chapel time. He was there teaching the book of Romans — and I think he’s been 
on that recently, since he, being dead, yet speaks on the radio. He was a funny guy; his favorite 
line was “now candidly” — he had a great Southern accent. In the process of telling us that the 
law was dead, he said there was a woman in Texas. Now, I think the thing was spurious, but it 
made the point.

Here’s what it was: a lady in Texas grew up with her boyhood sweetheart, married him, and they 
had a wonderful life. Then one day John died, and she said, “I can’t do without him — what can 
I do?” So she had him embalmed, put him in a sealed glass case, and set him right by the front 
door. As you walked in, there was John, sitting in the chair in the case. She would go by and 
say, “Hey, John, how are you doing today?” And he always answered: nothing at all.

Anyway, she went on about her duties, and at one point she went to Europe on vacation. She 
met a man there, and they traveled all over Europe together, and finally got married and 
honeymooned there. She never told him anything about John. When they came back to the big 
plantation mansion, he thought, “I’d better carry you across the threshold,” so he picked her up, 
opened the door, and stepped in — and about dropped her. There was John, sitting in the foyer. 
“What is that?” he said. “Oh,” she said, “I forgot to tell you — that’s John. That’s my first 
husband.” “Well,” he said, “he’s dead. And because he’s dead, he ought to be out there in the 
ground.” So that very night he dug a big hole and put John — case and all — in the ground and 
covered him over. He’s dead, and he ought to be in the ground. He ought to be forgotten.

The point of the story was that the law is dead. And since the law is dead, it ought to be put in 
the ground and taken away. It does not do anything for righteousness — only Christ does that. 
In fact, the law pointed to Christ; the aim of righteousness under the law was Christ all along. 
That made a good point — that the law has been done away.

And people still have it today. “Oh, we’ve got to have a big pile of things.” Now, I don’t mind the 
Ten Commandments — if you just leave out number four, I’d be fine. Most of that is true today, 
too. We’ve got to understand: you can’t have all this other business of the law when you have 
Christ. They do not mix. So that’s his point here. In chapter 4, verses 1 to 11, he’s going to talk 
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about “when I became a man, I put away childish things.” That’s what the law was — childish 
things. That’s what he’s going to say.

I. Our Situation — 4:1–3

A. The Illustration — 4:1–2

“Now I say that the heir, as long as he is a child, does not differ at all from a slave, 
though he is master of all, but he is under guardians and stewards until the time 
appointed by the father.”

This passage from childhood to manhood was well known in the first century. The Romans had 
it, the Greeks had it — basically, when a young man came of age, he donned the toga virilis; he 
became a man. The Jews, of course, had a different name for it: that passage from boyhood to 
manhood is called bar mitzvah, which happens at age thirteen or fourteen. But in Hebrew 
circles, at that age he wasn’t a man yet — he was moving from boyhood toward manhood, but 
he wasn’t mature; he didn’t reach his majority until age twenty-five. So it makes a lot more 
sense to see Paul not talking about a child here, but about one who is a man — one who is in 
his majority.

During that time, it was his estate — he was the one who owned it, but he didn’t do anything 
about it himself. He was under tutors; people told him what to do. Comb your hair. Get up. Eat 
your breakfast. All of that — they told him what to do, and these were slaves telling him what to 
do.

In the Roman situation, the picture was this: if a man died, he left his will and testament, and in 
that will he spelled out exactly how it ought to be. His last will and testament made the whole 
thing plain. And this whole process was called adoption. I’m stressing that because we’re going 
to see later that the word adoption does not mean getting someone into the family. I hear people 
say that — even Brother Jeremiah. But it’s not that. Just keep in mind that this process is 
adoption — it has to do with the inheritance. That’s the illustration.

B. The Application — 4:3

“Even so we, when we were children, were in bondage under the elements of the 
world.”

“Even so we” includes Paul — the writer — and it also includes the other Jews there in Galatia. 
He goes on: “We were children, and we were in bondage under the elements of the world.” That 
phrase, “elements of the world,” would certainly refer to the Gentiles. So he’s talking about all of 
us. Before Christ came, everyone was under rules and regulations — that’s what religion is. 
Religion is keeping rules. We don’t have a religion; Christianity is not a religion. Christianity is a 
relationship — we have a relationship with the Lord, and it’s not by a bunch of rules.

So it’s easy to see the reference to Israel in this passage, but “the elements of the world” have 
to refer to the Gentile religions. That’s readily clear, I think, as we read Paul’s warning in 
Colossians 2:20–23 — and I want to read the whole thing, because it’s important to see what 
he’s saying:
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“Since you have died with Christ from the basic principles of the world, why, as though living in 
the world, do you subject yourselves to regulations — ‘Do not touch, do not taste, do not 
handle,’ which all concern things which perish with the using — according to the 
commandments and doctrines of men? These things indeed have an appearance of wisdom in 
self-imposed religion, false humility, and neglect of the body, but are of no value against the 
indulgence of the flesh.”

They are ways of indulging the flesh. In fact, we have these things today — you ever hear of the 
filthy five, the nasty nine, and the dirty dozen? Certain things you just can’t do — this, this, or 
this. My doctor once asked me, “Do you smoke or drink?” I said, “No, I don’t lust or swear 
either.” He chuckled a little at that — but that’s it: smoke, chew, drink, lust, swear. These are the 
things we put on people. I’m not saying whether you should or shouldn’t do those things. What 
I’m saying is: those can become works that we try to put on people, saying, “This is what you 
have to do if you’re really going to be a Christian.”

Concerning these elements, Hendriksen says this: “They are little more than high-sounding 
nonsense that is distinctly worldly in its origin and character.” I heard about a church that had a 
system where, when people came in, someone would be out there measuring the length of the 
boys’ hair — this was back in the sixties and seventies, I expect. They’d measure the boys’ hair, 
measure the girls’ skirts, and if you weren’t right, you couldn’t come in — you couldn’t even 
come into the church. Well, that happens, and that’s religiosity going crazy.

So the entire religious system was in need of the grace of God. That was our situation.

II. Our Salvation — 4:4–7

A. The Arrival of the Savior — 4:4–5a

“But when the fullness of the time had come, God sent forth His Son, born of a 
woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law.”

It was the right season — “the fullness of time.” The condition described above was temporary; 
now we have a fullness of time — just the right time. We know it was temporary because we’ve 
already heard it. In fact, that’s why Paul launched into this back in Galatians 3:19: “Why then the 
law? It was added because of the transgressions, until the seed should come to whom the 
promise had been made.” Remember, we talked last week about seeds and seed. Well, the 
seed was coming — the seed had come. And now, he says, it’s the fullness of time.

1. It was the Right Season

a. A Common Language — Greek

It was the right time because they had a common language. It’s necessary to have a common 
language in order to have a cohesive people, and that’s the work of Alexander the Great — his 
worldwide conquest. Every place he went, he Hellenized it; they learned Greek. The language 
of commerce was Greek throughout the empire. That’s one thing he gave us — it was a good 
language. It was a precise language, as some of you who have been through Greek know. It’s 
very precise, and it could take the intricacies of theology — all that God wanted to give His 
people — and nail it down exactly right. It was that precise, and it was available to the entire 
known world at that time.
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b. A System of Communication/Transportation

It was also a system of communication and transportation. The Romans had the Roman roads 
all throughout the empire — you could travel from one place to another with relative safety. The 
evangelists and teachers could go around; it was easier for them to travel from one town to 
another, one city to another.

c. Pax Romana — the Peace of Rome

There was also the Pax Romana — the Peace of Rome. Roman law brought peace; no one 
would even think of attacking Rome at that point, so there was a great deal of peace. Roman 
citizens were protected — as we remember from Paul, we saw that in the book of Acts — 
protected wherever they went in the whole empire. So these people could go to various places 
and carry the gospel.

d. The Bankruptcy of the Pagan Religion

It was also the ideal time because of the bankruptcy of the pagan religions. They offered nothing 
of eternal value. If you read sometime in Acts chapter 20, about the Ephesians and Diana, you’ll 
see how silly that was — it had no value at all. Sometimes people even went to the Jews, and 
found out the Jews didn’t have anything to offer either. So it was bankrupt.

e. The Failure of Israel

And add to that the failure of Israel. Israel had a failed leadership. Who was supposed to lead 
the country? The king, of course. But at this time the priesthood was running Israel, and the 
priesthood had gotten rich by robbing the people right in the temple, right in the process of 
worship. You’d bring your lamb, and they’d say, “Oh, no, that lamb’s not good enough — here, 
I’ll sell you one.” You’d bring your money, and they’d say, “Oh, no, that money’s no good — take 
it to the money changers and they’ll change it into the coin of the realm” — and then they’d 
shortchange you all the way through. That’s how the priesthood got so rich and so powerful. 
And where was the king? The kingship had sunk so low that the one who was in line to be king 
— his father, the legal father of the next king — was working as a carpenter. He wasn’t ruling 
anything. That’s the failed leadership of Israel.

Israel also had a failed mission. The nation was to carry the message of the one true God to the 
world, all the way to the ends of the earth. But you know what Jesus said about them? “Woe to 
you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you travel land and sea to win one proselyte, and 
when he is won, you make him twice as much a son of hell as yourselves.” That’s pretty poor 
mission work, I’d say.

It was the right season — it was time for something to happen. And it was also the right Savior.

2. It was the Right Savior

“God sent His Son, born of a woman, born under the law.” He was the promised Seed — 
remember, seed, not seeds. He was the Son of Abraham, the Son of David, according to 
Matthew’s first verse. He came to be out of woman — “born” is fine, as long as you understand 
the word really means He came into existence by woman. That has to be a reference to the 
virgin birth. It doesn’t say so directly, but there’s no mention of His father at all. He became of a 
woman, and He became under the law — He lived under the law and kept it perfectly, and He 
did that so He could redeem those who were under the law. There is no article before “law” — 
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it’s not “under the law,” it’s “under those who are under law.” So “law” here refers to all the laws 
that were placed over people in an effort to reach God. The verb translated “redeem” here is the 
same one used in Galatians 3:13, where Paul says they were freed from the curse of the law. 
He’s not talking about the curse here — he’s talking about freedom from the control of the law. 
That’s what He did. So the arrival of the Savior was noted.

B. The Adoption of Sons — 4:5b

“that we might receive the adoption as sons.”

The adoption has to do with the inheritance. It does not refer to how we get into the family — 
I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again because it’s that important. How do you get into the 
family? We were born into the family — born of water and the Spirit, he says. So we’re born into 
the family; the question is how we come to receive the inheritance. The inheritance came at the 
time we believed on Jesus Christ — we received eternal life, and we also received that 
inheritance. The adoption is ours.

So in the illustration he used at the beginning — with the law — there was only one in the family 
who received the inheritance. He was the heir, usually the oldest one; he received everything, 
and then he was to take care of the whole family. Well, you know how that goes — if you’ve 
been in any kind of family gathering, especially more recently, where it’s “this” and “what about 
this,” pretty soon everybody’s mad at everybody, because they didn’t divide it up right. Well, this 
man — it was his; it belonged to him. He was supposed to take care of everybody in the family. 
Sometimes the management of the estate wasn’t very good, so the arrangement didn’t always 
work out well there.

But Paul says that we have all received the adoption — every one of us. We don’t have to worry 
about someone else’s. Don’t come to me and ask about your adoption — you’ve got your own. 
Everybody gets an adoption; that’s an inheritance with God. So the inheritance is in your own 
hands — it’s upon your own head, really. What you do with it is up to you, and one of these 
days we’ll stand before the judgment seat of Christ and give an account of how we handled the 
inheritance God left us. Remember the picture of the servants — one brought two talents, 
another brought five, whatever they were — all responsible for what God had given them. So 
while salvation is by grace through faith, the responsibility of taking the inheritance and using it 
for the Kingdom, for the Lord’s work here, aims toward the Kingdom of God — and if you don’t 
do that, then you’ll stand before Him at the judgment seat of Christ, and He’ll say, “What did you 
do with the inheritance?” “What inheritance? They didn’t tell me about that in my church.” Oh, 
we have the inheritance — it’s in our hands, and how we handle it here will determine how we 
serve in the Kingdom there, for eternity. That’s the arrival of the Savior, and the adoption of 
sons.

C. The Advent of the Spirit — 4:6

“And because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into your hearts,  
crying out, ‘Abba, Father!’”

Everyone who believes receives the Holy Spirit when he believes — we’ve talked about this 
before: “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Him” (Romans 8:9). 
So everyone who is a believer, who has eternal life, also has the Holy Spirit.
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The law cried out to them, “Sinner.” Did you ever see a mother with a little baby in a stroller, and 
someone comes up and says, “Hey, how old are you?” The baby can’t talk — he’s one year old, 
he can’t tell you that. So what happens? The mother says, “Say, I’m one year old — how are 
you today?” The mother says, “This is what you say.” Well, the law was like that. If someone 
said, “How are you?” the law would say, “Say, I’m a sinner — that’s what you are. You didn’t 
keep the law.” The law didn’t tell you anything but bad — you’re a sinner.

But on the other hand, the Spirit says something else. The Spirit says, “Abba, Father.” So when 
someone says, “Whose child are you?” the Spirit says, “Say, Abba, Father — that’s who you 
are. You’re a child of the Father.” Abba, Father — Abba is the Aramaic word, of course; pater is 
the Greek word; Father is the English word. That’s what he’s saying. But the word Abba is more 
informal than that. If I asked you what you called your father, I’d get various answers, but 
probably not “Father.” I’ll tell you where you’d get “Father” — Father Knows Best. Eleanor 
Donahue always called Robert Young “Father.” Strange, but that’s what they did. What you 
called your father was probably more like “Daddy.” I called my father Daddy — later on I called 
him Dad. Daddy’s a little bit childish; you call him something more familiar. My son called me 
Pop. Now my granddaughter calls me Pop Pop — I hope I don’t have great-grandchildren 
calling me Pop Pop Pop! Anyway — I called my father Dad, and my son called me Pop; he’d 
say, “Hey, Pop,” and I’d say, “Yeah, what?” — that’s nice; I wanted to hear something special. 
And that’s what he’s saying here: God is more than just “the Father” to you — God is your 
Daddy. That’s the relationship you have.

D. The Abolition of Slavery — 4:7

“Therefore you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son, then an heir of God 
through Christ.”

You are no longer a slave. The summary of this section is this: you are no longer a slave, you 
are a son, and since you are a son — a first-class condition, assumed true — then you are an 
heir of God.

We used to go to camp meeting when I was a kid, in a holiness church, over at Ellendale, 
Maryland — that’s where the big camp was. One time I remember we sat up on the platform; 
there was no other place to sit — my father, my brother, and I, just the three of us went. The 
song they liked to sing was “I’m Just as Rich as You”: “I’m just as rich as you, I have a mansion 
too; I’m joint heir with Jesus, and a home beyond the blue. My Father owns it all — the earth 
and heaven too; I have a crown of glory, and I’m just as rich as you.” No slavery — I’m a son, 
and since I’m a son, I’m an heir of God. Everything God has is mine. He owns the cattle on a 
thousand hills — if you’ve got a problem, ask Him to sell a few cattle; He’s got it, He’ll get it.

“My God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus” — all your 
need, according to His riches, not out of His riches. You know, “out of” is: I’ll give you something 
out of my money — if I have a hundred dollars, I’ll give you fifty cents out of it. That’s “out of.” 
But if I give you something according to my riches, then you have all the way up to my hundred 
dollars. It’s “according to.” God supplies all our need according to His riches in glory, because 
we’re heirs. If you’re a son, no longer a slave, you are an heir of God. That’s our situation, our 
salvation.
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III. Our Selection — 4:8–11

A. You Were Ignorant — 4:8

“But then, indeed, when you did not know God, you served those which by nature 
are not gods.”

You did not know God — you were ignorant of God. Paul is not making excuses for the 
Gentiles, as though not knowing God were understandable and excusable — not so. He says in 
Romans 1:19–32 — I won’t read it all — that those who do not know God are without excuse; 
nature itself, in creation, shows who God is, and they are responsible for that knowledge. So 
he’s saying that in that time, when they were ignorant of God, they served gods who were 
nothing. Those gods are nothing. It hit me — really, all the gods people served then, and all the 
gods people serve today, are not the one true God. Anyone who does not come to God through 
Jesus Christ is serving a no-god. No God. I don’t care who they are, what they call their religion 
or their god — it is not God, and they don’t get to Him unless they go through Jesus Christ, 
worldwide, until Jesus comes.

B. You Became Illumined — 4:9a

“But now after you have known God, or rather are known by God,”

This verse is not teaching that the Gentiles had no part in coming to know the Lord — that’s not 
what “or rather are known by God” means. What he’s saying, I think, is that they did come to 
know God, but it wasn’t totally by themselves, nor was it totally by God alone. There are 
different views on this — some say, “Oh, I came to God, and God had nothing to do with it; I just 
came to Him and asked for my salvation, and I did it.” Others say, “No, it wasn’t you at all — you 
didn’t do anything; you were dead, and God came to you and just zapped you with salvation.” 
No — it’s neither of those. Balancing the Christian life — Charles Ryrie, I’ve heard him say it 
often — the truth is not out there on the edges; the truth is in the middle, bringing the things 
together. You had to believe, but you could not believe apart from the Holy Spirit opening your 
eyes so that you could believe.

That’s what he’s saying: they are without excuse, and now they have become illumined — they 
have known God, and God has known them. The addition of “or rather are known by God” 
simply reminds them that they came to know Him by faith alone in Christ alone, but not by their 
own ability or effort. It was faith — but it was faith in Christ, and in what Christ had already done.

C. You Became Immersed in the Law — 4:9b–10

“how is it that you turn again to the weak and beggarly elements, to which you desire  
again to be in bondage? You observe days and months and seasons and years.”

They were ignorant; they became illumined; and they became immersed in the law again — 
these were Gentiles, and now they’re coming under another system. You left the grace position 
— you were saved by grace through faith, plus not one thing, and that freed you from all your 
pagan religious stuff. Throw that away! Now somebody comes in and says, “Oh, here’s another 
system,” and you go under those rules. What happened to you? It surprised Paul — he says, 
“You’re exchanging one kind of slavery for another.” They went from bondage to non-existent 
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pagan gods, to another kind of slavery, to an equally non-existent system — the Mosaic Law — 
because the Mosaic Law had been done away. Now they kept special days — probably the 
weekly Sabbaths — and months, the new moons; and seasons, maybe the festivals: Passover, 
Pentecost, Tabernacles; and years — the sabbatical years, the years of Jubilee. All of that you 
find in Colossians 2:16.

1. It is Powerless

So this law is powerless. It could not energize you for godly living — it couldn’t do it then. When 
it was in force, when it was being used by God, it could not energize people to godly living. It 
couldn’t do it then, and now that it’s gone, it can’t do it now. It’s powerless.

2. It is Miserable

But it’s also beggarly — it’s poor, it has nothing to give. It cannot provide an inheritance, the way 
the grace of God did when you were saved. And such a decision was appalling to the apostle 
Paul. He says: you were ignorant, you became illumined, you became immersed in the law, and 
you are about to become disinherited.

D. You Are About to Become Dis-Inherited — 4.11

“I am afraid for you, lest I have labored for you in vain.”

Now understand something — Paul is not talking here about their salvation. They were saved 
by grace through faith, and what do you get when you believe on Jesus Christ? You receive 
eternal life. How long is eternal? Forever. Salvation is by grace through faith, plus not one thing, 
and you cannot lose it — the Bible says so. So he says, “I am afraid” — but what’s he afraid of, 
then? He’s talking to believers; he’s already called them that. He’s saying, “You have 
exchanged one form of slavery for another, and that’s what scares me. You can’t serve God by 
works — let us hold fast to grace, that we may serve God acceptably” (Hebrews 12:28). So, 
he’s saying, you’re no better off — and in chapter 5, verses 2 through 5, we’ll find him saying 
some things far harsher than this: “You’ve fallen from grace, Christ is of no benefit to you,” and 
more. We’ll see what he’s saying there when we get to it — but he’s not saying to them that 
they’ve lost their salvation. What he’s saying is that they’re no better off, because before, they 
were under the laws and the slavery of the pagan religions; they came to Christ, received 
salvation by grace through faith, and eternal life; and now they’re going back to another system 
of slavery. Are you crazy? I think that’s what he’s saying. No — they are no better off than they 
were before. That’s why Paul is afraid for them, and that’s why he says, “I preached to you in 
vain — nothing happened, you’re back where you were.”

Now, the law has been done away — the law has been done away. We don’t keep the law; we 
have a new covenant. The word “covenant” means “testament.” We have a new covenant — 
find one in your Bible, it’s on the right-hand side. The left side is the law; on the right side, he’s 
in the covenant. And that New Covenant has things for us to do to serve the Lord — but not to 
receive our salvation, not to be accepted by God. You were accepted with God the moment you 
believed. You will not be any more accepted if you keep all the law — even if you could. You’re 
not to be any more accepted with God later on than you are right now. You’re accepted with 
God. And one day, if we serve God — if we use that inheritance to please God and serve Him 
here and around the world — then we will be ruling and reigning with Him for the thousand 
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years, the millennium, and also forever in the Kingdom that God has set up. That was our 
situation, our salvation, and our selection.

IV. Conclusion

Now the question is: are we going to bury it? Are we going to bury it like they buried old John — 
put him in the backyard and forget about him — and then serve the Lord by grace? That’s the 
only way you can please God.

Lord, thank You.
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 SELF-STUDY GUIDE④

For use during the group meeting · Focused on the commentary text

Greek Word Study

Verse
Greek Word (Lexical 
Form) / English 
Translation

Strong's # / 
Transliteration / 
Grammatical Form

Definition & Significance

v.1 κληρονόμος
heir

G2818  ·  klēronomos  ·  
Nom. Masc. Sg.

STR: "one who inherits, an heir." ATR: notes the 
legal picture of Roman inheritance law standing 
behind the whole illustration. Significance: Paul 
pictures every believer, prior to maturity in Christ, 
as an "heir" who legally owns everything but is 
treated no differently than a slave — the contrast 
(position vs. experience) that drives the entire 
passage.

v.1 νήπιος
child

G3516  ·  nēpios  ·  Nom. 
Masc. Sg.

STR: "an infant, a minor, one not of age." VINE: 
Paul uses the same word elsewhere (1 Cor. 13:11) 
for spiritual immaturity, echoing the "put away 
childish things" theme of this message. 
Significance: the heir’s legal status hasn’t changed, 
but his condition is that of one still under 
supervision — picking up Paul’s point that the law 
was a temporary, child-stage arrangement.

vv.1,7 δοῦλος
slave

G1401  ·  doulos  ·  Gen. 
Masc. Sg. (v.1, genitive of 
comparison) / Nom. Masc. 
Sg. (v.7)

STR: "a slave, bondservant, one who belongs to 
another." THAY: stresses the total, legal subjection 
carried by the term in Greco-Roman usage. 
Significance: the same word frames both ends of 
the passage — the child-heir "does not differ...from 
a slave" (v.1), and the redeemed believer is "no 
longer a slave" (v.7).

v.2 ἐπίτροπος
guardian

G2012  ·  epitropos  ·  Acc. 
Masc. Pl.

STR: "a manager, guardian, overseer of a minor." 
ATR: a technical term from Greco-Roman 
guardianship law — one legally appointed to 
manage a minor’s person and affairs. Significance: 
pictures the law as a legitimate but temporary, 
externally imposed authority over God’s people 
before Christ.

v.2 οἰκονόμος
steward

G3623  ·  oikonomos  ·  
Acc. Masc. Pl.

STR: "a household manager, steward, 
administrator of an estate." VINE: distinguishes the 
oikonomos (estate manager) from the epitropos 
(guardian of the person) — together covering both 
personal and financial oversight of the minor heir. 
Significance: pictures the comprehensive, external 
control the heir was under, exactly the condition 
Paul says has now ended in Christ.

v.2 προθεσμία
appointed time

G4287  ·  prothesmia  ·  
Gen. Fem. Sg.

STR: "a day set beforehand, an appointed time-
limit, especially in a will." MRV: a technical term 
from Greco-Roman wills, denoting the specific date 
the testator set for an heir to come into his 
inheritance. Significance: ties the illustration 
directly to inheritance law — the Father, not the 
child, sets the moment sonship takes effect, 
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Verse
Greek Word (Lexical 
Form) / English 
Translation

Strong's # / 
Transliteration / 
Grammatical Form

Definition & Significance

matching "the fullness of the time" in v.4.

vv.3,9 στοιχεῖον
elements

G4747  ·  stoicheion  ·  
Acc. Neut. Pl.

STR: "elemental things, basic principles, 
rudiments." THAY: in Paul’s usage, the 
rudimentary religious and moral principles common 
to both Jewish law-keeping and pagan religion, 
prior to the maturity found in Christ. Significance: 
names the common category under which Paul 
places both the Mosaic law and Gentile paganism 
— neither can mature a person; both are 
"elementary."

vv.4,5 νόμος
law

G3551  ·  nomos  ·  Acc. 
Masc. Sg., anarthrous (no 
article)

STR: "law, that which is prescribed" — here without 
the article. ATR: the absence of the article (ὑπὸ 
νόμον rather than ὑπὸ τὸν νόμον) broadens the 
reference beyond the Mosaic code alone to "law" 
as a principle — any system of externally imposed 
rule-keeping. Significance: Christ was born under 
law in this broad sense, and redeemed those under 
law in the same broad sense.

v.4 πλήρωμα
fullness

G4138  ·  plērōma  ·  Nom. 
Neut. Sg.

STR: "fullness, that which fills, completion." VINE: 
used of a measure completely filled up — here, of 
time reaching its predetermined completion. 
Significance: God’s timing was not arbitrary; the 
political, linguistic, and religious conditions detailed 
above were themselves the "filling up" of the 
appointed time.

v.4 γενόμενον
having come to be

G1096  ·  genomenon  ·  
Aor. Mid. Ptc. Acc. Masc. 
Sg.

STR: "to become, to come into being" — distinct 
from gennaō, "to beget." ATR: Paul’s choice of 
ginōmai over gennaō stresses the Son’s entrance 
into human existence through a woman, without 
naming or requiring a human father. Significance: 
many read this word choice as an oblique pointer 
to the virgin birth, consistent with "born of a 
woman" and no mention anywhere of a human 
father.

v.5 ἐξαγοράσῃ
redeem

G1805  ·  exagorasē  ·  
Aor. Act. Subj. 3rd Sg.

STR: "to buy out of the marketplace, to redeem by 
purchase." MRV: a commercial term for purchasing 
a slave out of the slave market into freedom. 
Significance: the same verb Paul used in Galatians 
3:13 for redemption "from the curse of the law" — 
here the emphasis falls on freedom from the law’s 
ongoing control, not on the curse.

v.5 υἱοθεσία
adoption

G5206  ·  huiothesia  ·  
Acc. Fem. Sg.

STR: "the placing of a son; adoption as a son, with 
full legal standing and inheritance rights." VINE: 
drawn from Greco-Roman adoption law, distinct 
from natural birth into a family — concerns the 
legal conferral of an heir’s rights. Significance: 
precisely the distinction the sermon draws — 
adoption is not how one enters God’s family (that is 
by new birth), but how a child of God comes into an 
heir’s rights and responsibilities.
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Verse
Greek Word (Lexical 
Form) / English 
Translation

Strong's # / 
Transliteration / 
Grammatical Form

Definition & Significance

v.6 κρᾶζον
crying out

G2896  ·  krazon  ·  Pres. 
Act. Ptc. Neut. Nom. Sg. 
(agreeing with πνεῦμα)

STR: "to cry out, to call aloud, to shout." THAY: 
used of the Spirit’s own instinctive, audible cry 
within the believer’s heart. Significance: the 
present tense pictures an ongoing, continuous cry, 
not a one-time exclamation — the Spirit constantly 
bears witness within the believer to the intimacy of 
"Abba, Father."

Grammar Abbreviation Key
Cases: Nom. · Gen. · Dat. · Acc. · Voc.   |   Number: Sg. · Pl.   |   Gender: Masc. · Fem. · Neut.
Verb Mood: Ind. · Imp. · Subj. · Opt. · Inf. · Ptc.   |   Tense: Pres. · Imperf. · Fut. · Aor. · Perf. · Plpf.   |   Voice: Act. · Mid. · 
Pass.   |   Person: 1st/2nd/3rd Sg./Pl.

Hebrew/Aramaic Word Study

The message builds an extended point around the Aramaic word behind "Abba" in verse 6 — 
explaining it, translating it, and returning to it repeatedly (see Commentary § II.C). Per CSG 16 
v.16, that qualifies it for its own word-study table below, drawing on the Hebrew/Aramaic 
reference sources.

Reference

Hebrew/Aramaic 
Word (Lexical 
Form) / English 
Translation

Strong's # / 
Transliteration / 
Grammatical Form

Definition & Significance

v.6 א בָּ Ἀββά / אַ
Father / Daddy

H2  ·  'abba  ·  
Indeclinable Aramaic 
noun, emphatic state

STR: "father" — an Aramaic word carried 
untranslated into the Greek NT. GHL: derived from 
the reduplicated child’s-speech root common 
across Semitic languages (compare English 
"dada"), originally a young child’s address to his 
own father. JLT: retained through Aramaic-
speaking synagogue usage and, later, entered 
Jewish and Christian devotional address to God as 
an intimate, family term — the ordinary word a son 
used for his own father, not a formal theological 
title. TWOT: its New Testament use here (and in 
Mark 14:36; Rom. 8:15) marks a deliberate shift in 
how believers are taught to approach God — not 
as strangers under law, but as sons within the 
family, given the Spirit’s own cry. Significance in 
context: the sermon’s whole point rests on this 
word — Abba is not the formal address of a subject 
to a sovereign, but the familiar address of a child to 
a parent, matching exactly the adoption-to-sonship 
movement of vv.5–7.

Hebrew Grammar Abbreviation Key
Stem: Qal · Niphal · Piel · Pual · Hiphil · Hophal · Hitpael   |   State: Abs. (absolute) · Cstr. (construct)
Aspect: Perf. (perfect) · Impf. (imperfect) · Ptc. (participle) · Inf. Cs. (infinitive construct) · Inf. Abs. (infinitive absolute) · Impv. 
(imperative)
Gender: Masc. · Fem.   |   Number: Sg. · Pl. · Du. (dual)   |   Person: 1st/2nd/3rd Sg./Pl.
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Study Questions

Part 1 — From the Commentary

Outline Point Key Truth

I. Our Situation (4:1–3) Before Christ, even the rightful heir lived no differently than a slave — humanity 
was "in bondage under the elements of the world."

II. Our Salvation (4:4–7) In the fullness of time, God sent His Son to redeem those under the law and 
make them sons, sealed by the Spirit’s cry of "Abba, Father."

III. Our Selection (4:8–11) Having been set free, believers who drift back toward rule-keeping gain nothing 
— they only exchange one slavery for another.

Part 2 — Study Questions

1. In verse 1, Paul says the child-heir "does not differ at all from a slave" even though he 
"is master of all." What does this illustration teach about our condition before Christ?

Leader Answer: Position and experience can differ. The heir already legally owned everything, yet 
lived under guardians and stewards no differently than a slave until "the time appointed by the father" 
(v.2). In the same way, our need was never for better rules but for the appointed time to arrive in Christ.

2. Paul says the law functioned like the "guardians and stewards" (epitropos, 
oikonomos) over a minor heir. Why is it significant that these roles were meant to be 
temporary, not permanent?

Leader Answer: Guardianship by nature ends at "the time appointed by the father" (v.2). The law was 
never intended to be God’s final word to His people — it was a temporary custodian until Christ, "the 
fullness of the time," arrived.

3. What is the difference, according to the commentary, between how we enter God’s 
family (birth) and how we receive the inheritance (adoption)?

Leader Answer: We are born into God’s family by faith in Christ — born of water and the Spirit. 
Adoption (huiothesia), as Paul uses it here, is a distinct legal term for receiving the rights and 
responsibilities of an heir — not how we get in, but what we are given once we are in.

4. Why does Paul use "Abba" instead of a more formal word for "Father" in verse 6? 
What does this reveal about the relationship the Spirit produces in a believer’s heart?

Leader Answer: Abba is the informal, familiar word a child uses for his own father — closer to "Daddy" 
than the formal "Father." The Spirit’s cry pictures intimacy, not distance: God is not simply "Father" in a 
formal sense, but "Daddy" in a relational one.

5. In verses 9–11, why is Paul "afraid" for the Galatians, if he is not questioning their 
salvation?

Leader Answer: Paul is grieving their direction, not their standing. They already have eternal life by 
grace through faith and cannot lose it. His fear is that they are exchanging the freedom of sonship for a 
return to slavery under rules — trading a full inheritance for a system that "is weak and beggarly" and 
"cannot provide an inheritance."
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Part 3 — Passage Summary

Verses Theme Summary

4:1–3 Our Situation Even the heir lived like a slave until the appointed time — humanity was 
in bondage under the elements of the world.

4:4–7 Our Salvation God sent His Son, at the perfect time, to redeem us and make us sons 
who cry "Abba, Father."

4:8–11 Our Selection Having been set free, turning back to rule-keeping gains nothing but 
another slavery.
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 APPLICATION⑤

1. Live Like the Heir You Already Are
Galatians 4:1–2, 7
Drawn from Commentary § I.A (The Illustration) and § II.D (The Abolition of Slavery)

The heir in Paul’s illustration already owned everything, yet lived no differently than a slave until 
the appointed time arrived. Many believers do the same thing in reverse — the appointed time 
has already come, the adoption is already ours, and yet we still manage our relationship with 
God like servants trying to earn favor rather than sons who already have it. If you are in Christ, 
the inheritance is not pending; it is yours.

Reflection: Where in your daily walk are you still relating to God like a servant on probation rather than  
a son who has already been given everything?

Practical Step: Pick one area this week where you have been "managing" God’s approval through 
performance, and consciously replace it with a prayer of thanks for what you already have as His heir.

2. Let "Abba" Change How You Pray
Galatians 4:6
Drawn from Commentary § II.C (The Advent of the Spirit) and the Self-Study Guide’s Hebrew/Aramaic Word Study 
on Abba

Abba is not a formal, distant title — it is the intimate word of a child to a parent. The Spirit 
Himself cries this word within every believer’s heart. Prayer is not a formality to be gotten right; it 
is a conversation between a child and a Father who has already adopted him.

Reflection: Does your prayer life sound more like a subject addressing a sovereign, or a child talking to  
"Daddy"?

Practical Step: This week, begin at least one prayer time simply saying, "Abba, Father," and let that 
address shape the honesty and closeness of what follows.

3. Don’t Trade Grace for Another Slavery
Galatians 4:9–11
Drawn from Commentary § III.C–D (Immersed in the Law / About to Become Dis-Inherited)

Paul was not afraid the Galatians would lose their salvation — he was afraid they would waste 
their freedom, exchanging one slavery (paganism) for another (legalism). It is possible to leave 
one set of rules behind only to quietly build a new one: days to observe, boxes to check, 
performances to maintain, all in the name of devotion.

Reflection: What "weak and beggarly" system — whether religious, cultural, or self-imposed — have 
you quietly picked back up since you were set free by grace?

Practical Step: Name one rule-keeping substitute for grace in your life, and bring it to a trusted friend 
or your group this week rather than carrying it alone.

4. Bury What God Has Already Buried
Galatians 4:9–10; cf. Colossians 2:14
Drawn from Commentary Introduction and Conclusion

The law is dead — it has done its work of pointing to Christ and has been done away. Like the 
old story of a husband kept embalmed in a glass case at the front door, some believers keep 
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the law propped up in plain sight, unwilling to let it go, even while claiming to live by grace. The 
law cannot energize godly living and cannot provide an inheritance; only grace can.

Reflection: Is there a "John" in your spiritual life — an old system of law-keeping you have not truly let 
go of, even though Christ has already ended its authority over you?

Practical Step: Identify one specific way you still let a rule, rather than grace, govern your conscience, 
and take a concrete step this week to lay it down for good.

End of Study · Galatians 4:1–11
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