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A life formed by grace: 
• It doesn’t seek religious control over others.  
• Doesn’t major on the minors—but seeks unity in the essentials.  
• Doesn’t project its personal preferences onto others.  
• Doesn’t live hypocritically—with lofty demands for everyone else while secretly failing to live 

in repentance.  

A life formed by grace: 
• Is a life of freedom in the Holy Spirit—freedom from fastidious and persnickety religion.  
• It’s a life of gratitude for all that God has lavished on us.  
• It’s a life of conformity to the image of the Son.  

And we are conformed to the character of Christ by God’s transforming, empowering presence.  

Transition: Today Paul is going put the finishing touches on his argument to the Galatians—for their 
need to return to a life formed by epic grace of Jesus.  

And the first way we see that our lives take on the character of Jesus’ life is to avoid… 
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1.) The Lure of Idolatry (4:8-18): The Galatians were pagan idolaters. Paul is using their 
past to tell them, in turning to this false, Judaized gospel—a gospel that denies what God says is true: 
that you are saved and have received the Spirit by faith and nothing else! No works of the law can be 
added to this gospel of amazing grace. And turning back to the Judaic gospel is tantamount—might 
as well be as if you are turning back to your pagan idolatry.  
• Idolatry characterized 4:8 “Formerly, when you did not know God, you were enslaved to 

those that by nature are not gods.”: “Not knowing God” is code for not be in right alignment 
with God. Idolatry is characterized as being out of right relationship with God. Putting 
ourselves as the masters and lords of our own lives. Thinking that we are gods.  

Romans 1:21-23 “For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to 
him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Claiming 
to be wise, they became fools, 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images 
resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things…God gave them up…25 
because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather 
than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. 

Idolatry happens when we fail to… 
▪ Acknowledge God as the Creator: failing to ascribe creation to him and 

attributing creation to things that “have been made”. God by definition is an 
uncreated, eternal—maximally great being. And to fail to acknowledge him as 
such is to practice idolatry.  

Idolatry also includes failing to… 
▪ Align ourselves with his Lordship. As Lord of our lives: When we worship the 

wrong object we experience the imprisonment or bondage to the things we 
worship. In the ancient world it was physical idols—today it can be anything we 
replace God or the gospel with. Worshiping the false god of religion. Worshiping 
the false god of money, pleasure, or prideful accomplishments. Whatever we 
replace God with is what ends up ruling our lives. And that is idolatry.  

And this is what worship is all about. Worship is not about our experience with God. I want to say it 
again. It’s not about us having a wonderful uplifting experience. It is about ascribing to God his 
supreme value and position in the world and in our lives.  

Now this doesn’t at all mean that we don’t encounter the majesty and splendor of God in worship. It 
doesn’t mean that we don’t experience the thrill of his glory or the comfort of the Holy Spirit.  
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I would say that all of that is the byproduct—the fruit of right worship. Putting God in his rightful 
place and aligning ourselves with him as Lord and Creator. 

And Paul is clear to condemn this direction in the Galatian church… 
• Idolatry condemned Paul has a strong opinion about replacing God with money, sex, 

power, position or things. He condemns idolatry in all its forms in the strongest of terms.  
(4:9): But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, how can you 
turn back again to the weak and worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves 
you want to be once more? 10 You observe days and months and seasons and years! 11 I am 
afraid I may have labored over you in vain. 

You’ve come to know and be known by the one true God—evidenced by the Spirit. How can it 
be that you’ve turned back to idolatry evidenced by your observance of the Sabbath and 
festival calendar. He condemns idolatry in the strongest possible terms. Calling it 
“enslavement” putting it on par with pagan dependence on the elemental principles of the 
world (stoicheia). Now he calls it outright paganism to add to the gospel any works of Sabbath 
and festival observance. The pagans also had festivals and special days in their worship. And 
Paul includes himself and his own traditions in the stoicheia.  

o Idols are weak—no power to save you or equip you for the Kingdom life. They may 
give you a temporary buzz of excitement. But it’s a poor substitute for the God of glory. 

o Idols are worthless—God has supreme worth and value and your worship is to declare 
and proclaim that—yet the idols you’ve replaced God with have no worth and value—
not as gods of your life.  

Summary: The Galatians had been enslaved by the elemental principles and spirits of paganism. 
They received Christ by faith, experienced the outpouring and power of the Holy Spirit—and now 
were turning back to a false religion that was no better than the paganism they came out of—even 
though it confessed Jesus. It is a wrongheaded religion.  

The Cross abolishes and takes a wrecking ball to patterns and habits and idolatry that enslave us 
to sin. Yet, here they are returning abandoning the true gospel of grace for false religion. And Paul 
means to save them from this idolatry.  

He characterizes idolatry as being out of right relationship with God resulting in our 
enslavement to the fundamentals of false religion. And he condemns it as weak and worthless. 
• Idolatry cured: (4:12ff) “become as I am for I have become as you are.” Until Christ be 

formed in you (18-20).  
o You remember the circumstances of my visit and preaching: a physical illness that 

stopped me in my tracks (4:13).  
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o I remember your kindness and compassion towards me. Receiving me like an angel 
from God or like Christ himself (14).  

o I remember your generosity of spirit: if you could have exchanged your good eyes for 
my bad ones, you would have done it (15). 

o Don’t become a notch on somebody’s legalistic belt (17-18). 

The first way that our lives take on the character of Christ is through worship—acknowledging 
God’s rightful place in the created order. Aligning ourselves with his Lordship. And rejecting those 
weak and worthless idols that poor substitutes for God.  

The second way our lives take on the character of Jesus is through… 
2.) The Practice of Christian Formation 

• Obedience to Christ’s commands and teaching (Mt. 28:19-20). In a few weeks, we’re going 
to follow Galatians with James. And we’ll discover that mere faith—mental ascent—isn’t faith 
at all. We’re going to have a lot to say about our faith in action. An obedient faith that not only 
agrees with truth and affirms it, but obeys the teachings and instructions of Christ. This is what 
it means to be a disciple.  

We obey Christ Jesus when we… 
o Seek life through his Word: John 5:39 “You study the Scriptures diligently because 

you think that in them you have eternal life. These are the very Scriptures that testify 
about me, 40 yet you refuse to come to me to have life.” Now, notice I didn’t say have a 
Bible study. If your Bible study isn’t focused on imbibing and receiving the life of Jesus 
then you aren’t ultimately doing it right. Because the first key to Christian formation—
becoming like Christ is Christ’s life. Bible study done right should lead us to Jesus in 
worship and character formation.  

o Follow his example of prayer and communion with God the Father: Mark 1:35 
“ Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went 
off to a solitary place, where he prayed.” This passage characterizes Jesus’ life. A life of 
getting away with God. Enjoying communion and fellowship in the Holy Spirit with 
God the Father. Jesus didn’t just come to live a sinless life. He came to model the life 
that men and women—the children of God by faith ought to live. Walking in step with 
God through prayer.   

o Serve God in the power of the Holy Spirit: Romans 12:11 “Never be lacking in zeal, 
but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.” When we are formed into Jesus image 
and character, we will have a heart for service. This produces a desire to contribute and 
enthusiasm for offering God our best.  

o Make disciples of your neighbors and the nations: Matthew 28:19-20 “ Therefore go 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
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Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded 
you.  

o Live in comfort of the Holy Spirit 2 Cor. 1:5 “For just as we share abundantly in the 
sufferings of Christ, so also our comfort abounds through Christ.” Notice the text says 
two things: 1.) we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings. And all of us can agree with 
that.  
▪ We suffer physically. Our outer man wasting away each day.  
▪ We suffer emotionally—from the trauma of broken families and broken 

relationships.  
▪ We suffer for our faith—persecution from a culture that is dark and without 

God in the world.  
We abundantly partake in the sufferings of Jesus—the Jesus who has taken our 
sufferings and crucified them on a cross—with the hope of removing them 
permanently when he returns.  

But we also share in his comfort. That word for comfort means consolation—the 
alleviation of pain—the soothing of searing discomfort.  

Illus. Like when I was stung in my dad’s old 57 Chevy by a hive of wasps all over. My mom took off 
my shirt and rubbed this salve—this slimy concoction on my back and my head and face. I remember 
how miserable all those bee stings were. But I also remember how good it felt to have those searing 
stings alleviated, soothed by mama.  

And you and I experience the same kind of comfort in the Holy spirit—the soothing and consolation 
in our pain. Jesus is with us never to leave us. Jesus heals and soothes and makes sense of it.  

“Until Christ is once again formed in you…” The Galatians were wandering from the moorings of 
grace.  

They had replaced the pure gospel of grace—justification by faith—adoption as true sons—with the 
idolatry of another gospel, a false message of works of the law. 

And the result is that they were no longer being formed into the image of the Son. Instead they were 
being conformed to the pattern of idolatry in the world.  

And the cure for this idolatry was: 
• Worshiping Christ by acknowledging God’s rightful place as creator and aligning ourselves 

with the teachings and lordship of Jesus.  
• To reject the weak and worthless substitutes that can change us and make us more acceptable 

to God.  
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• To practice spiritual formation—the reforming of the spirit into the character of Christ through 
spiritual disciplines: 

o Receiving life from God’s Word.  
o Intimacy with God the Father in prayer.  
o Zeal in service to the body.  
o A commitment to making disciples of our neighbors and the nations.  
o And living in the comfort of the Holy Spirit—participating abundantly in his sufferings 

and abundantly in his consolation and the solace of the Spirit.  
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