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Galatians| Th e  G ra ce  M an i f e s t o  

So Me Help God (redux) OR The Two Women 
4.21ff 
7.28.19 
 

Tell me, you who want to be under law, do you not listen to the law?  22 For it is written that Abraham had 

two sons, one by the bondwoman and one by the free woman.  23 But the son by the bondwoman was born 

according to the flesh, and the son by the free woman through the promise.  24 This is allegorically 

speaking, for these women are two covenants: one proceeding from Mount Sinai bearing children who are 

to be slaves; she is Hagar.  25 Now this Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present 

Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her children.  26 But the Jerusalem above is free; she is our mother.  27 

For it is written,  
 

"REJOICE, BARREN WOMAN WHO DOES NOT BEAR; BREAK FORTH AND SHOUT, YOU WHO ARE NOT IN 

LABOR; FOR MORE NUMEROUS ARE THE CHILDREN OF THE DESOLATE THAN OF THE ONE WHO HAS A 

HUSBAND."  
 

 28 And you brethren, like Isaac, are children of promise.  29 But as at that time he who was born according 

to the flesh persecuted him who was born according to the Spirit, so it is now also.  30 But what does the 

Scripture say?  
 

"CAST OUT THE BONDWOMAN AND HER SON, FOR THE SON OF THE BONDWOMAN SHALL NOT BE AN 

HEIR WITH THE SON OF THE FREE WOMAN."  
 

 31 So then, brethren, we are not children of a bondwoman, but of the free woman.  

 

 
 

We’ve been looking at St. Paul’s Letter to the Churches of Galatia. These ancient churches were 

experiencing growing pains (“in extremis”) – Gentiles were coming into these churches that 

started as exclusively Jewish groups and these little Jewish churches welcomed the Gentiles who 

had begun believing in the Jewish Messiah…and all is well. 

 

Except…if we, children of Abraham (Jewish Christians), are going to accept these Gentiles as full 

citizens of the Kingdom of God and if we’re going to embrace them …THEY have to become like 

us… RIGHT? They have to be circumcised and they have to keep the holy days and rituals and 

food laws like we do…RIGHT? I mean, grace is wonderful, but we all have to do our part…RIGHT? 

 

What to do when people come INTO the life of the church who are NOT LIKE US… and how will 

our understanding of the Gospel help us to answer that question? In one sense that’s what 

Galatians is about. 

 

Today’s sermon has a strange title…Just as I hoped, our “editorial staff” caught it before the 

bulletin went to print… Grace asked me, “Is this a typo?”…because… it looks out of order: 

normally those four words say, “So Help Me God” NOT “So Me Help God”…but alas…THIS is not 

a typo. 
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The title is deliberately pointing to a flaw in this dysfunctional Patriarchal family – and the flaw 

showed up in a small variation of sequence – like getting your password wrong by one 

letter…and that little rearrangement had huge repercussions that actually continue to this very 

day… BUT IF “So Me Help God” can get back to the intended order of “So Help Me God” – if we 

get the Gospel…it changes everything. 

 

Let’s look at #1: a family that tried to help God #2: The INTENDED sequence of the spiritual life 

and #3: How the restored sequence might affect our own imperfect families  (one example). 

 

They were getting old and they both believe God has made a promise to them – a covenant. But 

this agreement can not go forward without an heir…it’s an agreement about their family 

knowing God and their family having a homestead and… that can’t happen if they don’t even 

have a family!...But they are far passed child-bearing age…AND while God has said that the child 

will be a biological child…from Abram’s own body …God has NOT exactly specified that the child 

would come from his wife’s body. 

 

And Sarah feels insecure… so she proposes a kind of surrogacy plan. “I have an Egyptian 

maid…young and fertile… a lot of people are doing this, these days: you take her as your wife 

(like a Junior Wife)…sleep with her…have a baby and it’ll be mine to raise…” 

 

And it’s true, archeologists have unearthed ancient marriage contracts from this time and 

region…and some of these very same arrangements are documented. And while monogamy was 

God’s ideal, there was no express prohibition against Abraham taking a second wife…But as a 

READER…I find myself wanting to put my fingers in my ears as this plan is being hatched…like 

there’s going to be an explosion.  

 

Somethin’ aint right, here! Something’s out of order. This is not going to work 

out…seems…practical and culturally acceptable (“other couples are doin’ it”) …NOT illegal or 

even forbidden …But…I just don’t know. 

 

Then this young woman does indeed conceive and then (with her baby-bump) she looks at the 

old wife…and she gloats. (I wonder what it looked like…how people are able to communicate a 

sense of superiority: “her mistress was despised in her sight”). Hagar shamed Sarah. 

 

And now Abraham…who went along sort of passively into this arrangement …now he’s got big 

trouble at home: Sarah draws a line in the sand: “her or me?!” 

 

So, Abram decides, “passivity didn’t work the first time so this time I’ll be passive … “Whatever 

you want to do …dear.” 
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So, Sarah gets tough on this young girl… so tough that Hagar the Egyptian decides to take her 

ball and leave the playground…and go back to Egypt…a long, long walk for a pregnant woman by 

herself! 

 

But God meets her and God sort of picks up the pieces and cleans up the mess made by His 

dysfunctional people…He makes a promise to Hagar: “this child will be father of a great nation 

(the Arab nations), you shall call his name Ishmael (God Who Hears) because I have paid 

attention to your plight…return to Sarai.” 

 

And she did return…must have told Abraham about the encounter with this Angel or Messenger 

of the Lord and how she was given the name for the child…and Abram names him accordingly, 

“Ishmael”.  

 

What a messed-up situation! What an air of jealousy and suspicion and anger and smirking and 

pettiness and passive-aggressive tension must have pervaded that home for the next 14 years… 

before Isaac was born. Hagar and Ishmael lived with Sarah and Abraham 14 years. This was the 

FIRST family in God’s chosen nation…and the Bible presents this family unvarnished and JUST as 

they really were. 

 

And when we get to the New Testament, this very honest, open story about a family (that in 

some ways resembles a modern family) this story is presented as an allegory…i.e. certain 

persons and features of this history have symbolic importance for the young Christian churches 

in Turkey (Galatia).  

 

Paul is addressing a faction IN the churches that says, “God has given us a promise in Jesus 

Christ…He lived and died and rose again to make us acceptable to God… AND WE have to …you 

know… we have to cooperate… we have to do our part… have to show that we are deserving of 

this blessing by being responsible and obedient, good people.”  

 

“AND we are particularly concerned about you Gentile people who become Christians…because 

we want you Gentile Christians to know: once you become a Christian, you become a true child 

of Abraham. We expect you to live up to that very high honor! You have to start shaping up and 

looking like the children of Abraham; you have to start looking like us…and that means getting 

circumcised… eating the right foods…and…you know: being deserving …like us…like the true 

children of Abraham!” 

 

And Paul is saying, “Hey, go back to the start! There are two children of Abraham. One, Ishmael, 

came by a natural, do-it-yourself kind-of-way…born like all children are born …in that kind of 

cause-and-effect way!...But the other, not Ishmael but Isaac, was not born in a natural way – but 

a supernatural way.”  
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There was no possible way that a woman that old…and totally infertile (even when she was 

young!) there was absolutely no natural possibility that the old woman Sarah could’ve had a 

baby!” 

 

If young, fertile Hagar held little Ishmael in her arms and said, “Cause and effect – young, fertile 

woman sleeps with a man – has a baby! That’s how it happens – cause and effect – quid-pro-

quo – this for that …” WELL, YOU COULD SEE HOW HAGAR MIGHT COME TO THAT 

CONCLUSION…BUT!...not Sarah! 

 

BUT! … if Sarah and Abraham held little Isaac in their arms and said, “Wow! Going to the gym 

has really paid off! We have really been taking good care of ourselves! Look what we made – 

cause and effect!” 

 

Well, we’d have to say, “Are you kidding me?! You didn’t get that baby by being in good 

shape…you’re in your 90’s! The only way your union resulted in a pregnancy…is that God made 

a promise and God miraculously fulfilled His promise!...This birth was totally impossible in the 

normal cause-and-effect way!” 

 

And Paul is telling the Christians in Turkey/Galatia: the story of Abraham is a prototype for the 

church in all ages…none of you were born spiritually because you were obedient or because you 

tried hard or had the right stuff…so please stop trying to take credit for something you didn’t 

do…It’d be ludicrous for Abraham to have taken credit for the child of promise and it’s just as 

ridiculous for you! 

 

God’s grace, made you alive and now as you continue to believe, it’s beginning to change your 

conduct…it’s not the other way around! IT’S NOT that your conduct produced grace but that 

grace is changing your conduct! So please don’t think that this is run of the mill religion…Hagar’s 

was a run of the mill birth …Sarah’s was an absolutely impossible birth… and such is the 

Christian life… impossible except by the Spirit.  

 

And that’s what all the true children of Abraham experience…not cause-and-effect…not “I do my 

part and when I have done enough then God blesses and saves me…sanctifies me. It’s NOT ‘So 

ME help God’ BUT SO HELP ME GOD!” Invert the sequence=death. 

 

Hagar’s spiritual children are slaves – in this allegory – they see themselves as workers, as doers, 

as achievers, cooperators – they make it happen! 

 

Sarah’s children are receivers! They didn’t make it happen – they just get the benefits of it! They 

didn’t cause the effect – they know they couldn’t possibly do enough good to erase their sin and 

bring themselves to heaven/holiness. They KNOW their acceptance with God and growth with 

God is God’s doing, not theirs. It’s supernatural NOT cause and effect! 
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And Hagar’s children, religious and moral people who have made it happen, who have pulled 

themselves up and have generated obedience and kept the rules and now wait for their just 

reward – what God owes them…they also despise the true sons and daughters of Sarah…(as 

Hagar scorned her mistress)… This was Jerusalem in Paul’s day (doers not receivers). 

 

They want to make you do the checklist…make you measure up – “You don’t have the body – 

you don’t deserve the baby!...You don’t have the righteousness that I have – you don’t deserve 

heaven!” And Paul says, “That kind of obedience and rules-keeping is poison…it’s a yoke…it’s 

slavery. When your obedience takes on a self-justifying quality, it won’t lead to love…and it’ll 

destroy relationships!” 

 

What does it look like when we do God’s commands in this way that Paul warned against and 

what does it look like when we obey from faith – not forced but free obedience?” It’s not that 

the Christian is against Law and rules and there are plenty in the Bible both OT and NT…like 

don’t worry or don’t be greedy or love your enemies…or “Husbands love your wives”. I use this 

illustration every couple of years so if you’ve heard it before, I apologize but I find it so helpful.  

 

This story was about family dynamics but I think the example will help singles and marrieds 

alike:  

 

Here’s an illustration (Gospel Transformation). I’ll read it: 

 

“Suppose a contemptuous husband has received some advice to change his ways toward his 

wife. Instead of criticizing her, he is to give his wife flowers every day for a week. The implication 

is that as he does this, his heart will change. He will become a better person and his marriage 

will improve. The husband will readily agree to this plan… He wants the easy way out, “Give me 

something to do, so I don’t have to repent.” Anyone can do sacrifices.  

 

We suspect that this husband would only become worse. He would just incorporate his “doing” 

into his life of disobedience and would become (even) more proud. This husband is still in “god-

mode”: You must serve me; I must control my circumstances; I have a right to judge. When 

challenged about his life, he now replies to his wife, “Look what I have been doing for you.”  

 

 If this wife had a choice, what do you think she would prefer: flowers or a repentant heart; 

roses or humility? When I consider my own heart, I will think of every excuse in the book before 

I will repent before my wife. I would rather spend a month’s salary on gifts than humble myself.” 

(end quote) 

 

See, what the children of the Law do is the work of self-justifying… remain in control…in do-it-

yourself mode…Like the Hagar ordeal: so ME help God! 
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What the children of God ARE i.e. when we are believing!...(Abraham was an unbelieving 

believer!) but when we are believing the Gospel (the Promise!), we receive – we say, “I am 

accepted by God ONLY because Jesus Christ – the true Child of Promise lived obediently in my 

place… died to take my penalty…rose to show that He won our acceptance and God the Father 

is satisfied (It Is Finished!)”. 

 

“I live on borrowed righteousness…it’s not that I am righteous but that I am COUNTED righteous. 

I haven’t done it myself – I received it by faith…by repentant faith… I don’t use obedience to 

defend myself (I have a Savior for that) and I can stop the self-justifying!” 

 

The two counselors who wrote the book called, Mistakes Were Made (but Not by Me) are not 

(to my knowledge) Christians but they show amazing insight in this quote: 

 

“…the vast majority of couples who drift apart do so slowly, over time, in a snowballing pattern 

of blame and self-justification. Each partner focuses on what the other one is doing wrong, while 

justifying his or her own preferences, attitudes, and ways of doing things… From our standpoint, 

therefore, mistakes, misunderstandings, conflicts, personality differences, and even angry 

quarrels are not the assassins of love; self-justification is.” (Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson, 

Mistakes Were Made (but Not by Me): Why We Justify Foolish Beliefs, Bad Decisions, and Hurtful 

Acts; 2007) 

 

The Christian living in the freedom of grace says, “If you point out that I’m failing and not loving 

– I’ll have to say, ‘You’re probably right!...and probably more right than we both know…’   

 

So, I come again to Jesus Christ and say, ‘Thank You, my truly righteous Older Brother – thank 

you for being my only justification – for being the Promise – help me love like You love… to give 

my wife, not just flowers and a proud list of how I’ve helped God… but instead, by the security 

of the acceptance You won for me to freely give her my very heart…SO HELP ME GOD…Amen.”  

 


