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The “Allegory” in Galatians, Part 12
[Gal. 4:21–5:1]

Paul is often said to have interpreted the Old Testament allegorically in Galatians 
4:21–5:1. But that is NOT the case:
A. In the first place, Paul is not interpreting the Genesis account in this part of 
Galatians. Paul is not suggesting that he has discovered the true, deeper 
meaning of the Genesis account (neither a meaning put there by God, who in-
spired the scriptural text, nor a meaning put into the text by its human author). 
To the contrary, Paul is using the facts and elements of the narrative in Genesis 
to suggest how they could be utilized as a sort of allegory. Paul (as an apostle of
Jesus the Messiah) purports to have a true and accurate understanding of the 
state of Judaism in his own day. And, here in Part 12, he suggests that his under-
standing of the state of Judaism in relation to God’s purposes can be expressed 
“allegorically” using the elements of the Genesis accounts of Sarah and Hagar.

B. Secondly, Paul does not create a fully-developed allegory here in Part 12. At 
least, we do not find anything in Part 12 that looks the way we would expect a 
fully-developed allegory to look. Rather, he seems to be outlining how two dif-
ferent women from the Genesis narratives—Sarah and Hagar—could be aptly 
construed as symbols of two different ways of being a Jew. Hagar can aptly 
symbolize the way of being a Jew that is centered in the Mosaic Covenant. And 
Sarah can aptly symbolize the way of being a Jew that is centered in the New 
Covenant. So, Paul’s “allegory” consists of his putting forth Sarah and Hagar as
symbols or allegorical representatives of two different covenants which form 
the basis of two different kinds of Judaism.

The table on the next two pages below displays how these two women can serve as
apt symbols of these two covenants:



HISTORICAL FACTS

Hagar Sarah
slave woman {Gal. 4:22 = ¶25.2} free woman {Gal. 4:22 = ¶25.2}

her child was related to Abraham merely by 
physical descent 
{Gal. 4:23 = ¶25.3}

her child was related to Abraham as a 
fulfillment of the promise made to him and as 
an heir of the promises made to him 
{Gal. 4:23 = ¶25.3}

HISTORICAL FACTS CONSTRUED AS SYMBOLS (ALLEGORIES)
{Gal. 4:24a =¶26.1}

HISTORICAL FACT APT SYMBOL OF… HISTORICAL FACT APT SYMBOL OF…

Hagar Mosaic Covenant 
given at Mt. Sinai 
{Gal. 4:24–25a = ¶26.2–26.5}

Sarah “New” Covenant*  
{implicit in 
Gal. 4:24a = ¶26.2}

her child was a slave those who look to the 
Mosaic Covenant 
(given at Mt. Sinai) for
God’s acceptance are 
slaves  (they have to 
do whatever the Law 
requires)

{Gal. 4:24b, 25b = ¶26.3, 
26.6}

her child was a free 
man

those who look to the 
New Covenant* for 
God’s acceptance are 
free (they do not have 
to do everything the 
Law requires)

{Gal. 4:26, 31 = ¶26.7–26.8, 
28.1}

her child, Ishmael, was
not destined to inherit 
the blessing of 
Abraham

those who look to the 
Mosaic Covenant for 
God’s acceptance will 
not inherit the blessing
of Abraham (eternal 
Life)

{Gal. 4:30b= ¶27.5}

her child, Isaac, was 
destined to inherit the 
blessing of Abraham

those who look to the 
New Covenant* for 
God’s acceptance will 
inherit the blessing of 
Abraham (eternal Life)

{Gal. 4:28, 30b = ¶27.1, 27.5}

her child (Ishmael) 
persecuted the child of
promise (Isaac)

those who look to the 
Mosaic Covenant for 
God’s acceptance 
persecute those who 
look to the New 
Covenant* for God’s 
acceptance 

{Gal. 4:29 = ¶27.2}

her child, the child of 
the promise, (Isaac) 
was persecuted by the 
child of the slave 
woman, who was not 
the child of promise 
(Ishmael)

those who look to the 
New Covenant* for 
God’s acceptance are 
persecuted by those 
who look to the 
Mosaic Covenant for 
God’s acceptance 
 
{Gal. 4:29 = ¶27.2}
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PAUL’S ASSESSMENT OF HIS CONTEMPORANEOUS SITUATION

The Symbolic / Allegorical “Hagar” The Symbolic / Allegorical “Sarah”
Those Jews who reject the gospel (the New 
Covenant*) are children of “Hagar” (the 
Mosaic Covenant)

Those Jews who embrace the gospel (the New 
Covenant*) are children of “Sarah” (the New 
Covenant*)

These children of “Hagar” amount to the 
majority of the population of the present 
Jerusalem 

{Gal. 4:25, 27 = ¶26.6, 26.9}

The prophet Isaiah predicts a time in the future 
when these children of “Hagar” will be few or 
non-existent 

{Gal. 4:27 = ¶26.9}

These children of “Sarah” amount to the 
majority of the population of the future 
Jerusalem that God will bring into being in 
fulfillment of his promises 

{implied in Gal. 4:26–27 = ¶26.7–26.9}

The prophet Isaiah predicts a time in the future 
when these children of “Sarah” will be many in
number 

{Gal. 4:27 = ¶26.9}

*New Covenant > In this part of Galatians, Paul says the two women (Hagar and Sarah) can al-
legorically represent two covenants. It is clear that one of the covenants is the Mosaic Covenant. 
Paul never makes explicit what the second covenant is. However, from the context of his argu-
ment in Galatians, it is clear that the second covenant that he has in view is the “New Covenant.”
And, by the “New Covenant,” here is what I mean: 

The “New Covenant” is the “new” basis upon which one can expect to receive divine mercy that 
is proclaimed in the gospel of Jesus the Messiah. Namely, according to the gospel of Jesus (as 
proclaimed by Paul), the basis of divine mercy (and salvation) is the intercession and advocacy 
of Jesus the Messiah on behalf of those who belong to him. Jesus, in obedience to his Father, 
went to the cross to die a death that represented what each of us sinful human beings deserves. If 
I embrace this meaning of his death as true and if I believe that Jesus is who he says he is (the 
Messiah) and if I choose to define my existence by my relationship to him, then he will claim me
as his own. He will count me as belonging to him. And here is the promise he made: if I belong 
to him, he will appeal to God to grant me mercy. So, the one who looks to the New Covenant to 
find acceptance from God is the one who expects to be granted mercy from God because of 
Jesus’ intercession on his behalf. The one who looks to the Mosaic Covenant to find acceptance 
from God is the one who expects to be granted mercy from God because of his obedience to all 
that the Law of Moses requires—including the prescribed animal sacrifices offered up for his 
sins. 
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