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Galatians 4:7 

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

These words are written from the context of something which is quite foreign to our experience 

in the 21st century; slavery! The word, ‘slavery,’ is likely to conjure images of 17th century 

slave traders, kidnapping Africans from their villages and selling them in markets in Europe and 

the United States. The hymn, “Amazing Grace,” was written from that context. We may think of 

the US Civil War and the abolition of slavery in the United States. We may even think slavery is 

thing of the past. Slavery is illegal throughout the world, but it’s not a thing of the past! Slavery 

continues to exist throughout the world, even in North American society. People are enslaved for 

a variety of purposes. The people most vulnerable to fall victim to modern slavery are illegal 

migrants. Slavery is hidden and for that reason its victims may suffer even greater abuses than 

their counterparts in the past. 

In the ancient world slavery was practiced openly in every society, including Israelite society. In 

the ancient world there were two kinds of people; slave and free. In a household, the children of 

the householder were free. Children born to slaves were property of the householder. If your 

parents were slaves, you were a slave. If your parents were free, you were free! People received 

freedom in several ways: through birth, by being granted freedom by their owner, by purchasing 

their own freedom, or by being redeemed by a third party who paid their debt. People became 

slaves by birth, by being captured in conflict, by exchanging their freedom for the economic 

security of being attached to a wealthy household, or because of debt.Many people became 

slaves because of debt. Debtors couldn’t declare bankruptcy and walk away in the ancient world! 

Those who couldn’t pay what they owed could be sentenced to slavery along with their family. 

They remained slaves until the debt was paid, they were set free by the benevolence of their 

master, or they were redeemed by a third party who paid their debt and set them free. 

The bible uses the imagery of slavery, not to legitimize its practice, but to express our servitude 

to sin and the redemption God gives to us in Christ Jesus. People knew slavery in the ancient 

world. When Paul proclaimed freedom from slavery to sin and the condemnation of death in 

Christ Jesus, people knew exactly what he meant. Since the sin of the first people, all humans are 

slaves to sin and under the condemnation of death. Even as God saw the suffering of the 

Israelites in slavery to the Egyptians, God saw our suffering. Even as God had mercy and 

redeemed Israel from slavery through Moses; in His mercy, God sent Jesus to redeem us from 

the slavery of sin, paying our debt, by the blood of His cross. Jesus is the third party who has 

paid our debt and sets us free! It is from this context that Paul writes in our text, “So you are no 

longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through God.” In Christ, we are free children 

of God and heirs of eternal life. 

Paul uses the imagery of involuntary slavery to describe our natural spiritual condition, before 

Christ comes into our lives. We are all involuntary slaves to sin, through the sin of the first 

people. Our original ancestors sold us and all their descendants into slavery to sin, through their 

disobedience to God’s word. King David confessed, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the 

time my mother conceived me.” It is our nature to sin in our thoughts, words and deeds. In the 

letter to the Romans, Paul confessed, “I have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to 

carry it out.” Christ came to redeem us from bondage to sin and the condemnation of death. God 

sets us free from slavery to sin and the condemnation of eternal death, through faith in Christ, by 

the working of the Holy Spirit in the word and by the washing of baptism. In Christ, we are no 



longer slaves to sin and its desires. In Christ, we are sons of God, empowered by the Holy Spirit 

to walk in the freedom of the children of God. 

Think how wonderful it would feel to be redeemed from slavery and granted your freedom! We 

certainly wouldn’t want to go back there again! Nevertheless, sometimes freed slaves returned to 

slavery; either by being recaptured, or by again acquiring a debt they couldn’t pay. Christians 

can also return to the slavery of sin, by courting its allure and giving into its desires. In his letters 

Paul oftenand at great lengths, warns believers from turning from the freedom we have as 

children of God, back to servitude to sin that brings misery and leads to death. In chapter five of 

this letter Paul writes, “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not 

submit again to a yoke of slavery.” Christ has set us free, but we can return to slavery, by giving 

ourselves over to the desires of the sinful nature that remains within us. Some people think the 

grace of forgiveness means freedom to sin without consequence. When they hear that God 

forgives freely for the sake of Christ, they say, “let us sin that grace may abound.” 

The grace of forgiveness is not freedom to sin. There is no freedom in sin, only slavery, misery 

and death. The grace of forgiveness is freedom from sin and the power to live according to God’s 

righteousness. Jesus said, “If you continue in my word, you are truly my disciples. You shall 

know the truth and the truth shall set you free.” We live in freedom as the sons of God, by 

holding Christ in our hearts as Saviour, treasuring our relationship with Him as Lord and seeking 

to walk in His ways. We live in freedom as heirs of life, by hearing Jesus in His word and seeing 

Him in the sacraments. We remember Jesus’ words in the gospel of John, “I am the vine and you 

are the branches...Remain in me and I will remain in you.” In Christ we are no longer slaves to 

sin, but sons of God and heirs of eternal life. 

What images come to your mind when you hear the phrase, “slaves to sin and its desires?” If you 

saw a book entitled, “Slaves to sin and its desires,” what kind of book would you expect it to be? 

Probably something to do with the desires of the flesh! Paul urges us not to gratify the desires of 

the flesh, for they are against the desires of the Spirit. He writes, “The works of the flesh are 

evident; sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of 

anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies and things like these.” These 

are things that are so obviously sinful that even the world separated from God and hostile to His 

will, recognizes them as sin. 

But our sinful nature is so perverse that it can even take the things of the Spirit of God and use 

them to turn us away from Christ andmake us slaves again to sin. That was the sin of the 

Galatians. They took something good and used it for a bad purpose, with the result that they were 

separating themselves from Christ. Anything that turns us away from Christ, becomes a cause of 

sin and source of slavery. The good thing the Galatians misused was God’s holy law. They 

misused God’s holy law by using it to make themselves right with God. Instead of relying solely 

on Jesus and His righteousness, they added their obedience to the ceremonies and rituals of the 

Old Testament. By doing this they were saying that what Christ did on the cross was not enough 

and they had to add their good works to Christ’s good work. In effect they were saying that they 

had to earn their own forgiveness and pay their own debt. We fall into the same trap if we make 

our salvation dependent on anything other than Jesus. God sent Jesus to redeem us from our debt 

of sin. He redeemed us by first fulfilling the law in our place and then by sacrificing Himself on 

the cross. Salvation is the gift of God, full and free for the sake of Christ Jesus. 

We need to pay attention to what people teach about Jesus and our salvation. We must 

distinguish between what sounds right to our sinful nature and what is true according to the Spirit 

of God. To some people Jesus is a teacher rather than the source of salvation. Our sinful nature 



wants to be told what we must do, our sinful nature thinks there is something we can do to earn 

or salvation. The Spirit of God tells us what Jesus has done! Paul had previously preached the 

gospel of God’s grace in Christ Jesus to the Galatians. Paul preached the law to show them their 

sin and their need for a Saviour. The Holy Spirit convicted them of their guilt. Paul preached the 

gospel of God’s gift of forgiveness through faith in Christ. The Holy Spirit opened their hearts to 

believe; they received Christ as Saviour and were baptized into His death and resurrection for the 

forgiveness of their sins. They may even have received a special manifestation of the Holy Spirit, 

similar to what happened at Pentecost, to confirm the truth of the gospel. They received 

redemption from slavery to sin, became sons of God and heirs of eternal life through Christ. 

However, after Paul departed to continue on His missionary journey, false teachers came and 

told the Galatians that faith in Jesuswas good, but it wasn’t enough. They said Jesus only got 

them part of the way in their relationship with God; they had to do something to complete their 

salvation. They said the Galatians also had to be obedient to the ceremonial law of the Old 

Testament. They fell for the bait, because it makes sense to our sinful nature that we should have 

to do something to contribute to our salvation. 

On the day of Pentecost the people who heard Peter preach, felt the pain of their sin through the 

law and cried, “What can we do?” There is nothing we can do. All we do is receive God’s gift of 

grace for the sake of Christ Jesus. Peter said, “Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus.” 

When the Holy Spirit convicted the jailer at Philippi of sin through the law, he asked the same 

question, “What must I do to be saved?” Paul simply said, “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you 

will be saved.” Salvation is the gift of God for the sake of Christ Jesus. In Him we are set free 

from sin, from the accusation and become sons of God and heirs of eternal life. 

Whenever we turn away from Christ; either to the manifest works of the flesh, or turning to the 

observance of God’s law as the source of our salvation, we are turning from freedom to slavery 

to sin. The only thing we earn from sin is death. God gave the law to show us our sin and 

slavery, so that in Jesus we would see our Saviour and receive from Him what only God can 

give; forgiveness, freedom from slavery to sin, son-ship and an inheritance of eternal life. 

Thanks be to God that in Christ we are no longer slaves, but sons and heirs of eternal life. In 

Jesus’ Name. Amen 

 


