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 BIBLICAL TEXT①
Galatians 4:12–20 (NKJV)

12  Brethren, I urge you to become like me, for I became like you. You have not injured me at 

all.

13  You know that because of physical infirmity I preached the gospel to you at the first.

14  And my trial which was in my flesh you did not despise or reject, but you received me as an 

angel of God, even as Christ Jesus.

15  What then was the blessing you enjoyed? For I bear you witness that, if possible, you would  

have plucked out your own eyes and given them to me.

16  Have I therefore become your enemy because I tell you the truth?

17  They zealously court you, but for no good; yes, they want to exclude you, that you may be 

zealous for them.

18  But it is good to be zealous in a good thing always, and not only when I am present with 

you.

19  My little children, for whom I labor in birth again until Christ is formed in you,

20  I would like to be present with you now and to change my tone; for I have doubts about you.
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 DEVOTIONAL②
Personal preparation · All group members

He wraps his arms around them and becomes vulnerable as in none of his other epistles. 
Here we see Paul the man, the pastor, the passionate lover of souls.

Paul had already spent three chapters correcting the Galatians — calling them foolish, exposing 
their drift toward law-works. But in chapter 4 something changes. He calls them brothers. He 
tells them, “I became like you” — descending, in a sense, to stand where they stood, asking 
nothing of them he had not first surrendered himself. Real correction, offered this way, never 
stays at arm's length.

Then Paul reaches for a mother's language: “My little children, for whom I labor in birth again 
until Christ is formed in you.” He is not satisfied that the Galatians merely believe correctly. He 
labors — again — until Christ's own shape is formed in them, the way a seed becomes what it 
was always meant to be.

He would rather be present than write another hard word. “I would like… to change my tone,” he 
says — proof that even his sharpest chapters were never spoken from a distance, but from a 
love aching to be believed.

Reflect

1. Paul's goal isn't merely that the Galatians believe correctly, but that Christ be formed in 
them. Where in your own life is that still unfinished work most visible?

2. The Judaizers wanted the Galatians' zeal directed at themselves; Paul wanted it directed 
at the truth. Whose approval are you most tempted to perform for right now?

3. Paul was willing to become vulnerable — to plead rather than merely command. Who in 
your life needs that kind of vulnerable love from you today?

Lord, form Christ in me — however long the labor takes.
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 COMMENTARY③
Teacher preparation resource · Full text organized under outline headings

Paul's tenderness toward the Galatians shows that gospel confrontation, rightly done, is 
never separated from pastoral love — he disciplines them as a father and labors over them 
as a mother, until Christ Himself is formed in them.

Introduction

Back when some of you were raising your children, James Dobson wrote a book called Dare to 
Discipline. In it he said that after discipline, you should hold your child in your arms and let him 
know that you love him — that you have not chastened him in anger, but in love. That's a 
special time. Another word from that generation put it this way in a public announcement: “Get 
hold of yourself before you take hold of your child.” Good advice — some people just weren't 
able to do that. That's true in the physical family, but it's also true in the spiritual family.

Paul has chastened the Galatians. That's all we've seen so far. Paul is saying, “You people, 
what are you doing? You're foolish. I brought you the gospel of the grace of God, and look what 
you've done. Why, you're bewitched — someone put a hex on you.” Everything he has said has 
been very sarcastic. He has used exhortation and confrontation. He has put guilt on them. He 
has also used a lot of logic and Old Testament illustrations to help his Galatian friends 
understand the danger they are in — that if they keep going down this slippery slope of works-
law, it is going to take them in the wrong direction.

So if we stopped at the end of chapter 3, we would say Paul was a pretty mean guy — that all 
he did was hammer on people. But no — as we come to chapter 4, we see Paul doing 
something else. He didn't call them brothers before; he didn't call them anything good. But now 
he is going to call them brothers. We see a tenderness. Also, in verse 19, he is going to call 
them “my little children.” That doesn't sound like the same guy from chapters 3 and 4. It's almost 
as though we could call the writer of the first three chapters someone else — we could call him 
Deuteropaul, the way they did with Isaiah. They say Isaiah wrote the first part, and then another 
writer — a second Isaiah, a Deutero-Isaiah — wrote the last part. It's almost like that. But we 
know it's not, because we find that Paul has another side to him, and we're going to find it here. 
He wraps his arm around these Galatians and says, in effect, “I want you to know I am 
becoming vulnerable to you, because you are a part of me.” So in this passage we are going to 
see Paul the man — not Paul the teacher, but Paul the man, Paul the pastor, Paul the 
passionate lover of souls.

This passage starts with Paul's affection for the Galatians. You see it in your outline — verses 
12 to 16.

I. Paul's Affection for the Galatians — 4:12–16
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A. Paul's Plea — 4:12a

“Brethren, I urge you to become like me, for I became like you.”

He begins by writing, ‘Brethren, I urge you, become like me.’ He is not commanding — he is 
urging, exhorting them to be like him. ‘For I became like you.’ That sounds like a little 
conundrum, doesn't it — become like me because I became like you? No, what he's saying is: 
become like me — how? Because I am free from the Law. I am free in Christ. Become like me, 
because I became like you.

Paul had been one of the Judaizers — not so much a Judaizer as a Pharisee, a Judaistic 
person who went around and even threw people in jail. People were killed because of Paul's 
zeal for the Law. He says, ‘No, I became like you. I became like the Gentiles, no longer living 
under the Law.’ It is ironic that the very man who did all of that now has his own people — the 
ones he led to the Lord — going back under that same kind of law he had been freed from. Paul 
knows firsthand what it's like. He knows firsthand what it is to live in the misery and the bondage 
of the Mosaic Law. He lived in it, and he was up to his neck in it. That was Paul more than 
anyone else we know.

So that was Paul's plea: be like me, because I became like you.

B. Paul's Problem — 4:12b–13

“You have not injured me at all… because of physical infirmity I preached the gospel to you  
at the first.”

Then we have Paul's problem, in verses 12b and 13. He says in 12b, ‘You have not injured me 
at all.’ And that's a little strange — people take that different ways. What does it mean? Here's 
what I think it means: 12b goes with the verses that follow, not the ones before. He is saying, 
‘You have not injured me at all,’ and then he goes on to talk about when he came to their place, 
when he came to Galatia — you didn't hurt me there. That's what he's talking about, not the 
other way. So he is not saying, ‘You did not hurt me when you put yourselves back under the 
Law.’ Rather, he is saying, ‘When I came to you with my debilitating illness, you did not treat me 
with contempt.’

Apparently there was something about whatever Paul had that made him look strange. Maybe 
his eyes were watering — I don't know. I had a professor in college; I can't think of his name 
now, but his eye bulged, and he looked at you strangely. His wife would write his notes out in 
real large letters so he could see them — a little bit like me — and then he'd hold them up like 
this when he preached in chapel. I don't think I ever had him for a class, but it was strange. He 
said some really fine things, though — he taught Romans, and he said some really great things 
in Romans. Well, all I'm saying is there was something about Paul that was physically repulsive, 
and he says, ‘You didn't hurt me. You didn't treat me with contempt because of that.’

Then in verse 13 he says, ‘And you know that because of my physical infirmity, I preached the 
gospel to you at the first.’ What does ‘because of’ mean there? I preached to you because of my 
physical infirmity? Again, people go different ways on this. Here's what I think it means. Sir 
William Ramsay — a great historian — suggests that Paul had malaria combined with severe 
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headaches. We talked about this in the book of Acts: on the first journey, Paul left the wet 
lowlands of Perga, where he had landed on the mainland, and went up to the drier elevations of 
Galatia, to Antioch, where he preached first in that region. He preached there because of his 
illness — that's where he was. He probably should have or could have preached in Perga, but 
he didn't; because of his illness he preached there instead.

He later writes to Timothy about this. In 2 Timothy 3:10–11 he says, ‘But you have carefully 
followed my doctrine, manner of life, purpose, faith, longsuffering, love, perseverance, 
persecutions, afflictions, which happened to me at Antioch, at Iconium, at Lystra — what 
persecutions I endured. And out of them all the Lord delivered me.’ Antioch, Iconium, and Lystra 
are towns or cities in Galatia. So Paul brought some of his afflictions with him — his eyes, or 
whatever it was — and he received still more afflictions at the hands of the Jews in Galatia.

C. Paul's Approval — 4:14–15

“And my trial which was in my flesh you did not despise or reject, but you received me as 
an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus.”

And my trial, he said, which was in my flesh, you did not despise or reject, but you received me 
as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus. What then was the blessing you enjoyed? Now get 
what he's saying here — he's asking, why were you so happy to have me there at that time? 
What blessing did you receive from me? — because now you have rejected me. That's his 
whole point. See, they did not reject him because of his afflictions; they received him. As what? 
As an angel of God — even as Jesus Christ Himself. I haven't had that happen to me yet, and 
I'm not likely to either, somebody said. Okay, fine. But his question was, ‘What then was the 
blessing you enjoyed?’ You treated me so well — there must have been some reason for doing 
that. And the answer he suggests is: it must have been the message I delivered to you, the 
Gospel of the Grace of God. Isn't that great? That's why they did it — because of his message. 
If we just listen to the message and forget the idiosyncrasies — he's always reading from his 
notes, can't memorize anything, can't remember his own name — it's the message, not the way 
a person delivers it, not the little strange things he does, but the message. It must have been 
the message. You liked me because of the message. I love that.

‘And I bear you witness that, if possible, you would have plucked out your own eyes and given 
them to me.’ Some believe Paul needed eyes — that his problem was in his eyes, and so they 
would have given him their own if they could have. Back then they couldn't; nowadays they 
probably could, though they probably wouldn't offer, because of what's involved. But whatever 
that disease was, some people feel it was his ‘thorn in the flesh’ (2 Corinthians 12:7). 
Remember, Paul said he went up to heaven and saw things he was not permitted to utter — 
and because of that, lest he should become exalted and go write a book about what heaven is 
like and get on television, lest he should get a tent and start healing people and go around 
telling everybody, God gave him a thorn in the flesh. It doesn't say what it was; we don't know. 
But it was a messenger of Satan — God let Satan use it to remind Paul, ‘Don't tell what you 
saw.’ So some people think that must be what it was. I don't know. But that would help us 
understand Galatians 6:11, where he says he took the pen from the scribe.
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You know, Paul didn't write his letters himself — he dictated them to someone who wrote for 
him, his trusted assistant. At this point, in Galatians 6:11, Paul took the pen and said, in effect, 
‘Let me write the rest of it myself.’ Here's what he wrote: ‘See with what large letters I have 
written to you with my own hand.’ Why large letters? We'll talk more about that when we get 
there, but I think he is saying that he had to write large because his eyesight needed to be able 
to see what he was writing. That seems to be what it was. So he wrote in large letters. Then in 2 
Thessalonians 3:17 he says, ‘The salutation of Paul with my own hand, which is a sign in every 
epistle; so I write.’ He did this in all his letters — you will find Paul's own handwriting in each 
one. Well, we don't always see that, since it's all printed now, so we don't see Paul's actual 
hand. But that's what he says: he signed every letter in case someone tried to forge one. Here 
in Galatians 6, he is writing in large letters, perhaps because of his eyesight.

Now, after all of this, he says, you are throwing your freedom away because of some men who 
don't care about you at all. ‘I cared about you — you saw that I did. You received me as an 
angel, even as Jesus Christ. And because I cared for you, I had my arms around you the whole 
time — and yet you go off after some other people into bondage. And those people don't care a 
bit about you.’

So that was Paul's plea, Paul's problem, and Paul's approval.

D. Paul's Persuasion — 4:16

“Have I therefore become your enemy because I tell you the truth?”

Now Paul's persuasion. He says, ‘Have I now become your enemy because I tell you the truth?’ 
Looking at the facts, Paul can come to only one conclusion. Here are the facts, in a kind of 
syllogism — not strictly logical, but a syllogism: I told you the truth. Now I am your enemy. 
What's the conclusion? I became your enemy because I told you the truth. That's what he's 
saying. He's saying, ‘I can't understand what you're doing. Why would you do this to me?’

That's Paul's affection. He loved the Galatians.

But then we also see Paul's allegiance to them, because if you love somebody, you have 
allegiance toward them. Now his allegiance is in verses 17 to 20.

II. Paul's Allegiance to the Galatians — 4:17–20

A. An Artificial Loyalty — 4:17

“They zealously court you, but for no good; yes, they want to exclude you, that you may be 
zealous for them.”

He talks first about the artificial loyalty of the Judaizers — they say they love you, but they don't. 
He says in verse 17, ‘They zealously court you, but for no good; they want to exclude you, that 
you may be zealous for them.’ Now, the Judaizers were zealous — is there anything wrong with 
being zealous? No, of course not. It's okay to be zealous. They were zealous; they really 
worked at it, like the false cults of our day. While we're sitting here, the false cults are going 
through the neighborhood, knocking on doors, because they know the believers, the Christians, 
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are at church. So they go knocking on doors and finding the people who are not church people 
— people who are probably not believers — and going after them. That's where they are, and 
they are very zealous. We could use that kind of zeal in giving out the Word of God, telling 
people about Christ, going door to door, whatever it takes. I don't think we have to go door to 
door, frankly — people come to us. They come to us every day. I was in my office on a Friday. 
Two men had been working on this slab outside. They came in and sat down and wanted their 
check. We made a little small talk — what were they going to do, get up and run out while I still 
had their check? So we kept talking, and one of them was being very serious, so I asked him 
the question: what would you do if God said to you, ‘Why should I let you into My heaven?’ — a 
bit like James Kennedy's approach. It was a good chance for them to face the truth. One of 
them, I'm convinced, believed on the Lord right there — it was amazing. The other one, I'm not 
so sure, but I'll have a chance to be with him later, and there he is. What I'm saying is that 
people come to us if we watch for them. People will come to you. People are around you all the 
time — always an opportunity, if we look for it. Ask the Lord to open up opportunities for us. Be 
zealous — there's nothing wrong with that.

These people, the Judaizers, were zealous — but they were doing it for their own evil purposes, 
not for your good, he says. Their purpose was to alienate you, to lock you out, to lock the 
Galatians out from Paul's teaching, from Paul's influence. They would say, ‘Okay, come with us,’ 
and what would the cults do the first thing they got hold of you? Don't go back to that church. 
Don't talk to your friends. Just come and meet with us. They mother you; they smother you. 
That's what cults do, and that's what these Judaizers had done — gotten hold of them so they 
could lock them out of Paul's place and put them into their own influence. Or to put it another 
way: the Judaizers were zealous over the Galatians, so that the Galatians would be zealous for 
them. They can get you going pretty soon — you'll be out there walking the street with the 
Watchtower and all that. That's what they wanted — that the Galatians would be zealous for 
them. They had ulterior motives. So that's the artificial loyalty.

B. An Authentic Loyalty — 4:18–20

1. The Certainty of Paul's Loyalty — 4:18

“But it is good to be zealous in a good thing always, and not only when I am present with 
you.”

Now, the authentic loyalty of Paul is in verse 18. First, the certainty of Paul's loyalty: ‘It is good 
to be zealous in a good thing always, and not only when I am present with you.’ See, he 
recognizes that he, too, sought the Galatians — he was doing the same thing. He is saying, 
‘These Judaizers are after you, trying to get you to believe what they believe, to do what they 
do, to be with them all the time and let them influence you.’ Paul might think, ‘Wait — I do that 
too.’ And we do too — we ought to be just as zealous as the cults are in doing what they do. 
There's nothing wrong with doing that, he says. The question is, what's the difference, then, 
between you and the Judaizers? And the answer is zeal — zeal is not the problem; the reason 
for the zeal is the problem. Is it a zeal for truth? Is it a zeal for the good of the people to whom 
you are witnessing? And Paul says yes to both. When Paul was zealous for them, he had the 
truth — he gave them the truth — and he also did things for their own good. So Paul answers 
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yes on both counts. The Judaizers answered no on both counts — they were zealous, but not 
with the truth; they had a falsehood, and they also had false motives, so they were wrong on 
both counts. That's the certainty of Paul's loyalty. He was certainly loyal to them.

2. The Compassion of Paul's Loyalty — 4:19a

“My little children,”

And the compassion of Paul's loyalty. Here we come to that verse we mentioned earlier: ‘My 
little children.’ You can't be mean to little children — if you see them as your little children, you 
want to hug them, hold them close. That's what he's saying. We talked about this earlier: he 
sounds more like John, the apostle of love, than Paul the great theologian. But Paul has this 
side too — he just hasn't shown it so far in Galatians. Most of Paul's epistles are doctrine, but 
notice that in Paul's epistles there is also a practical portion. Ephesians: the first three chapters 
are doctrine, the last three are application. Colossians is much the same. What he's saying is 
that the first half is something of a scolding or a commanding, but then he says, ‘Now let's do 
this.’ Dr. Ryrie calls it ‘doctrine and duty’ all through there.

3. The Check on Paul's Loyalty — 4:19b

“for whom I labor in birth again until Christ is formed in you,”

And now the check of Paul's loyalty: ‘for whom I labor in birth again until Christ is formed in you.’ 
I don't know much about this — I don't believe anyone would volunteer to go through childbirth a 
second time for the same child. And Paul is saying, ‘I went through the pains of childbirth for you 
Galatians once; now I am having to do it again. I am in labor again until Christ is formed in you.’ 
He labored over them to bring them the gospel of the grace of God, and he was sick, but he 
kept going — he wasn't really able to do what he was doing, but he did it anyway. He got up out 
of bed — a little bit of mind over mattress — and got it done. So now he is saying, ‘I must have 
the same birth pangs again, to bring you to the truth of the gospel a second time.’

Now, the word ‘formed’ — ‘until Christ be formed in you’ — refers to something's essential form, 
not a superficial outward shape. In Romans 12:1–2 he says, ‘I beseech you therefore, brethren, 
by the mercies of God, that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, wholly acceptable to God, 
which is your reasonable service. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed’ — 
there's that word ‘formed’ again: be transformed, metamorphosed. His picture is like a worm that 
gets into a cocoon and comes out as a butterfly. That's what he's saying — that's why the hymn 
‘At the Cross’ refers to ‘such a worm as I.’ That's a good picture — we are worms being formed, 
coming out into the picture and the life of Christ. So he is saying: have real Christ-like character.

Remember the Great Commission — I've said this before, and I'll say it again: the Great 
Commission is not just to make believers. That's part of it — the first part — but it's not the most 
important part, and it's not all there is to it. We are also to make disciples: ‘Make disciples of all 
nations.’ You haven't done the job until you've made disciples. Making believers is only the 
smaller part of the job. Making disciples — that's conforming to the image of Christ. That's why 
we were saved: we're saved to be conformed to the image of Jesus Christ, Romans 8:29. And 
we are saved to be holy and without blame before Him, Ephesians 1:4. That's the purpose. It's 
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not the purpose just to get your name on the roll and get to heaven with a little fire insurance — 
no. It's to be like Jesus Christ.

Now, in contrast, the Judaizers just wanted them to ‘fill a pew,’ or to ‘be a number to send in to 
the home office’ — it'll be in a magazine, and everybody will say, ‘How many? All that.’ I was in 
a church one night — in fact, the church where I was saved. I went back there; our church 
wasn't having a meeting that night, so I went to that church, and they were having a revival. I 
went in and sat down in a pew, and one man says, ‘Hey, would you come over and sit in my 
pew? This is Pack-a-Pew Night — if anybody asks you, just tell them I asked you to come to 
church.’ What? Packing a pew? Well, that's what the Judaizers were doing — get a notch on my 
spiritual gun, or whatever. They were doing it for totally wrong motives.

He wants them to have an inside-out faith, not an outside-in one. It's impossible to have it the 
outside-in way. It's like the fruit of the Spirit — a believer ought to have the fruit of the Spirit: 
love, joy, peace, and the rest — nine of them, all the fruit of the Spirit. How do you get fruit on a 
tree? That's the figure he's using — how do you get fruit on a tree? Well, let's say you get a bag 
of apples and tie them on the tree — now you've got an ‘apple tree.’ No, you can't do that; it 
doesn't work. You get the apples from the inside out. First, you make sure you have an apple 
tree, and then you do whatever is necessary, and the apples will come from the inside out. 
That's where our Christianity ought to be — from the inside out. That's what Paul is saying: don't 
try to do it from the outside in — it won't work.

He tells them in Philippians 2:5, ‘Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus’ — have 
the mind of Christ. That's his desire for them, and his desire for us. That's the certainty of his 
loyalty, the compassion of his loyalty, the check on his loyalty.

4. The Character of Paul's Loyalty — 4:20

“I would like to be present with you now and to change my tone; for I have doubts about 
you.”

Now the character of Paul's loyalty, verse 20: ‘I would like to be present with you now and to 
change my tone, for I have doubts about you.’ That's a shame — he wanted to be with them. 
They are his children in the faith, and he knows that if he were with them, he would be able to 
talk with them face to face, one on one. And he is confident that he could change them — could 
move them to the right place — and then he could change his tone about them. Or perhaps, if in 
some way the word he has been getting about them is not quite the truth, he would learn 
something about that too. But in any case, he would change his tone and not be so hard on 
them about what they are doing.

Conclusion

Well, Paul has given us his life. He has shown his love for them, his allegiance to them. Now, 
we started off by saying, ‘Dare to Discipline.’ We need to do that — there needs to be a daring 
to discipline. We need to tell people — we need to tell ourselves, really — ‘You need to get this 
done, and if you don't, you're in a position where you need to be having the discipline for 
others.’ Dare to discipline — it's necessary. But we also need to bear them in our arms, loving 
the person who needs the discipline. That's what Paul is after — he's after a change in their 
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lives only because he wants to see them blossom into the believers, the disciples that they can 
be, until the Lord comes and takes us all home with Him and makes us like Jesus Christ.

Lord, thank You.
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 SELF-STUDY GUIDE④
For use during the group meeting · Focused on the commentary text

Greek Word Study

Grammar/parsing source: Blue Letter Bible. Sources cited selectively: STR (Strong's) · THAY (Thayer's) · ATR 
(A.T. Robertson) · VINE (W.E. Vine) · MRV (Marvin Vincent) · LXX (Septuagint usage).

Verse Greek / 
English

Strong's # / 
Translit. / Form

Definition & Significance

v.12 γίνομαι

become

G1096

ginōmai (impv. 
Γίνεσθε)

Verb – Pres. Impv. 
Mid./Pass. 2nd Pl.

STR: “to become, come to be.” ATR notes the 
present imperative pictures an ongoing process, 
not a one-time act — Paul is not asking for a 
single decision but a continuing identification 
with his freedom in Christ. Significance in 
context: the whole plea of v.12 turns on this verb 
— “keep becoming like me,” free from the Law, 
because Paul himself “became” like them under 
grace.

v.12 δέομαι

I urge / beg

G1189

deomai

Verb – Pres. Ind. 
Mid./Pass. 1st Sg.

STR: “to beg, beseech, pray.” THAY notes the 
middle voice carries a note of personal need on 
the speaker's part, not mere command. 
Significance in context: this is the “velvet glove” 
verb of the passage — after three chapters of 
rebuke, Paul shifts from correcting to pleading.

v.13 ἀσθένεια

infirmity, 
weakness

G769

astheneia

Noun – Acc. Fem. 
Sg.

STR: “weakness, feebleness, sickness.” VINE 
notes it covers bodily illness as well as general 
weakness of ability. Significance in context: 
Paul's gospel first reached Galatia specifically 
because of, not in spite of, a physical weakness 
— grace was preached through, not around, 
human frailty.

v.14 πειρασμός

trial, test

G3986

peirasmos

Noun – Acc. Masc. 
Sg.

STR: “a putting to proof by trial, temptation.” 
ATR observes the word can describe an 
external ordeal rather than an internal 
enticement to sin, as here — Paul's bodily 
affliction was itself the “trial” the Galatians had to 
receive or reject. Significance: their willingness 
to receive Paul ‘in his trial’ became the proof of 
their love for the message he carried.

v.14 ἐξουθενέω G1848 STR: “to make of no account, despise utterly.” 
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despise, treat 
with contempt

exoutheneo (also 
ἐκπτύω, ekptyō, 
“reject / spit out,” 
G1609)

Verb – Aor. Ind. Act. 
2nd Pl.

MRV notes the paired verb ekptuō (lit. “to spit 
out”) reflects an ancient superstition of spitting to 
ward off a sufferer's affliction — the Galatians 
did neither. Significance: their reception of Paul, 
unrepulsed by his illness, is offered as Exhibit A 
of their former love.

v.14 ἄγγελος

angel, 
messenger

G32

angelos

Noun – Acc. Masc. 
Sg.

STR: “a messenger, envoy, one sent.” 
Significance in context: the Galatians' welcome 
of Paul rose to the level of welcoming a 
messenger of God Himself — “even as Christ 
Jesus” — making their present rejection of him 
all the more painful by contrast.

v.15 μακαρισμός

blessing, 
blessedness

G3108

makarismos

Noun – Nom. Masc. 
Sg.

STR: “the pronouncing blessed; a state of 
blessedness.” VINE distinguishes it from mere 
happiness — it names a settled, declared state 
of favor. Significance: Paul asks what became of 
that blessedness, implying it was real and is 
now, tragically, being forfeited.

v.16 ἐχθρός

enemy

G2190

echthros

Adjective 
(substantival) – Nom. 
Masc. Sg.

STR: “hated, hostile; as a substantive, an 
enemy.” Significance in context: the irony Paul 
presses — telling the truth has reclassified him, 
in their eyes, from friend to foe. The word 
anchors the whole “steel fist” half of the 
sermon's title.

v.17–
18

ζηλόω

to court 
zealously, be 
zealous

G2206

zēloō (ζηλοῦσιν / 
ζηλοῦτε / ζηλοῦσθαι)

Verb – Pres. 
Ind./Subj. Act. (3rd 
Pl. / 2nd Pl.); Pres. 
Inf. Pass. (v.18)

STR: “to burn with zeal, to court.” ATR notes the 
same root covers both the Judaizers' courting 
(v.17) and the “good thing” zeal Paul commends 
(v.18) — the verb itself is morally neutral. 
Significance: the commentary's whole point on 
“testing zeal, not its intensity” rests on this 
repeated verb.

v.17 ἐκκλείω

to shut out, 
exclude

G1576

ekkleio

Verb – Aor. Inf. Act.

STR: “to shut out, exclude.” Significance in 
context: names the Judaizers' actual strategy — 
not to add to the Galatians' faith but to cut off 
their access to Paul's influence.

v.19 τεκνίον G5040 STR: diminutive of teknon (“child”); “little child,” a 
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little children teknion (voc. pl. 
τεκνία)

Noun – Voc. Neut. 
Pl.

term of endearment. VINE notes this diminutive 
is otherwise a Johannine word (used repeatedly 
in 1 John) and appears here as Paul's only use 
of it in his epistles. Significance: signals the 
tenderness that gives the sermon its title — the 
“velvet glove” moment.

v.19 ὤδίνω

to travail, labor 
in birth

G5605

ōdinō

Verb – Pres. Ind. Act. 
1st Sg.

STR: “to have birth pangs, to travail.” MRV notes 
the present tense pictures labor actually in 
progress, not merely remembered. Significance: 
Paul casts his renewed pastoral effort as a 
second labor for the same children — costly, 
ongoing, and maternal in its imagery.

v.19 μορφόω

to form, shape

G3445

morphoō (μορφωθῇ)

Verb – Aor. Subj. 
Pass. 3rd Sg.

STR: “to form, to shape.” THAY and VINE both 
stress that morphoō denotes a thing's essential, 
inward form rather than its external appearance 
— the same root behind metamorphoō in 
Romans 12:2. Significance: the commentary's 
central word — Paul's goal is not conformity of 
behavior but Christ's own essential character 
taking shape within the Galatians.

v.20 ἀπορέω

to be 
perplexed, at a 
loss, have 
doubts

G639

aporeo

Verb – Pres. Ind. 
Mid. 1st Sg.

STR: “to be without resources, to be in doubt, to 
be perplexed.” ATR notes the middle voice 
suggests an inward, personal perplexity rather 
than an accusation. Significance: Paul's closing 
tone is not condemnation but honest 
bewilderment — he does not know what to make 
of them, and longs to find out face to face.

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

Study Questions

Part 1 — From the Commentary

Outline Point Key Insight

I.A — Paul's Plea (4:12a) Paul asks the Galatians to become like him — free from the Law 
— because he first became like them.
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I.B — Paul's Problem (4:12b–
13)

Paul's gospel reached Galatia through, not despite, a physical 
infirmity; they did not despise him for it.

I.C — Paul's Approval (4:14–15) The Galatians once received Paul as an angel of God because of 
the message he brought, not his manner.

I.D — Paul's Persuasion (4:16) Telling the truth has, absurdly, made Paul their enemy.

II.A — Artificial Loyalty (4:17) The Judaizers' zeal is genuine in intensity but corrupt in purpose 
— to isolate the Galatians for their own influence.

II.B.1–2 — Certainty & 
Compassion (4:18–19a)

Zeal itself isn't the test; the truth and the good of others are. Paul's 
tone shifts to ‘my little children.’

II.B.3 — The Check (4:19b) Paul's goal is not mere belief but Christ being formed — inside-out 
— in the Galatians.

II.B.4 — Character (4:20) Paul would rather be present, face to face, than continue in this 
tone by letter.

Part 2 — Study Questions

1. Why does Paul say ‘I became like you’ before asking them to ‘become like me’ (v.12)?

Paul grounds his appeal in his own example, not mere authority — he had already crossed 
over to stand in their place of Gentile freedom before asking them to return to it. Persuasion 
here rests on shared experience, not command (δέομαι, G1189, ‘I urge/beg,’ not a 
command verb).

2. What does it say about the Galatians' original love for Paul that they ‘did not despise 
or reject’ him in his physical trial (v.14)?

It shows their reception of the gospel was inseparable from their reception of the 
messenger — they welcomed Paul ‘as an angel of God, even as Christ Jesus’ despite an 
affliction that might have repulsed a less genuine faith (ἐξουθενέω, G1848).

3. How can Paul call his own truth-telling the reason he became their ‘enemy’ (v.16), and 
what does that warn us about?

Truth spoken in love can still be received as hostility once someone is committed to a 
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different course. It warns that faithful correction should be expected to cost relational capital 
at times — and that losing favor for telling the truth is not proof the truth was wrongly 
spoken.

4. What distinguishes the Judaizers' zeal from Paul's, since both are described with the 
same word (ζηλόω, v.17–18)?

Not the intensity of the zeal but its object and motive — Paul's zeal serves truth and the 
Galatians' good; the Judaizers' zeal serves their own influence and excludes the Galatians 
from Paul rather than building them up.

5. What does it mean for Christ to be ‘formed’ (μορφόω, G3445) in the Galatians (v.19), 
and how does that differ from simply believing correct doctrine?

Morphoō points to an essential, inward shape rather than an outward performance — the 
same word-family Paul uses for being ‘transformed’ in Romans 12:2. Paul's labor aims past 
correct belief toward Christ's own character taking real shape in them, distinguishing 
‘making believers’ from ‘making disciples.’

Part 3 — Passage Summary

Verses Theme Key Truth

4:12–16 Paul's Affection Correction that has already cost the corrector something of 
himself carries authority love-tested affection gives, not 
command alone.

4:17–20 Paul's Allegiance Zeal is proven genuine by its object — truth and others' good 
— not by its energy; real loyalty labors for formation, not 
mere attendance.
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 APPLICATION⑤
Closes the study · Personal & corporate

Correct Like a Father, Labor Like a Mother

Galatians 4:12, 19  (Draws from Commentary §I.A and §II.B.3)

Paul's rebuke in chapters 1–3 and his tenderness in chapter 4 are not two different men — they 
are one shepherd using both a father's correction and a mother's labor for the same goal. He 
does not soften the truth in chapter 4; he simply lets the Galatians see the cost it takes him to 
keep speaking it. Correction without labor becomes harshness; labor without correction 
becomes indulgence. Paul refuses to let either one stand alone.

Reflection: When you have had to correct someone you love, did they see only the correction, or 
did they also see what it cost you?

Practical Step: The next time you need to say a hard true thing to someone, pair it — in the same 
conversation — with a concrete word or action that shows the relationship survives it.

Test Your Zeal by Its Object, Not Its Volume

Galatians 4:17–18  (Draws from Commentary §II.A–II.B.1)

The Judaizers were not lazy imitators of real devotion — they ‘really worked at it,’ the way the 
sermon put it, like the cults who out-knock the church door to door. Paul does not tell the 
Galatians to be less zealous. He tells them to ask what their zeal, and the zeal of those courting 
them, is actually for. Zeal that seeks to isolate you from truth-tellers and gather you into one 
group's orbit is a warning sign no matter how sincere it feels.

Reflection: Where in your life is someone's or something's zeal for you actually zeal for what you 
can do for them?

Practical Step: Name one relationship or influence in your life right now and ask honestly: is this 
zeal for my good and for the truth, or for someone else's hold on me?

Aim at Formation, Not Attendance

Galatians 4:19b  (Draws from Commentary §II.B.3 and Devotional ¶2)

‘Making believers’ is, in the sermon's own words, only the smaller part of the Great 
Commission's job — the fuller charge is to ‘make disciples,’ people in whom Christ is actually 
formed, inside out. This is not a call to add works to the gospel Paul has spent three chapters 
defending as received by faith alone; eternal life remains God's settled gift the moment a person 
believes. Formation is what a secured, living relationship with Christ goes on to produce — fruit 
grown from the inside, the way an apple tree grows apples, never fruit tied on from the outside 
to imitate one.

Reflection: Where have you, or has your church culture, quietly substituted attendance or activity 
for the slower work of actual Christlike formation?

Practical Step: Pick one area where you have been managing behavior from the outside in, and 
instead ask the Lord this week to do the inside-out work — in you or in someone you are discipling.
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Choose Presence Over Distance

Galatians 4:20  (Draws from Commentary §II.B.4)

Paul would rather be in the room, able to soften his tone as the conversation unfolds, than keep 
writing at a distance. Letters, texts, and posts can say true things, but they cannot adjust in real 
time to a face. Paul's preference for presence is itself part of his pastoral love — he wants the 
chance to be wrong about his worst fears for them, and only presence gives him that chance.

Reflection: Is there a hard conversation you have been having by text or email that actually needs 
your physical presence?

Practical Step: Choose one such conversation and ask for — or offer — a face-to-face meeting 
instead of continuing it in writing.

End of Study · Galatians 4:12–20
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