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But Jerusalem which is above is free, which is the mother of us all. For it is written,  
Rejoice, thou barren that bearest not; break forth and cry, thou that travailest not: for  
the desolate  hath many more children than she which  hath  an husband.  Now we,  
brethren, as Isaac was, are the children of promise. But as then he that was born after  
the flesh persecuted him that was born after the Spirit, even so it is now. Nevertheless  
what saith the scripture? Cast out the bondwoman and her son: for the son of  the  
bondwoman shall not be heir with the son of the freewoman. So then, brethren, we are  
not children of the bondwoman, but of the free.—Gal. 4:26-31

We saw this morning that many people who claim to be believers and to be associated with the 
name of God are, nevertheless, illegitimate children. For this reason God, disowns them, though they 
may be considered 'Christians' in the eyes of the world. They have corrupted that good seed, which is  
pure doctrine, which they need in order to be regenerated and adopted into God's family. What good 
is it to be regarded as part of the church if we are not truly born of the good seed which is both pure 
and perfect? For this to occur, we must be governed by the Word of God, without twisting it or adding  
to it. This is why Paul speaks here of the heavenly Jerusalem as our mother. Yes, it is true that those 
who  contort  the  natural  meaning  of  Scripture  are  not  true  children  of  God,  and  are  liars  and 
hypocrites when they address God as their Father. Yet, because they appear to be believers, Paul tells 
us that we may discern them by their mother, and thus know whether they are truly the legitimate 
children of God and acceptable to him. For the word 'church' is often used lightly. The Papists in our 
generation use the term as a shield to cover all their errors! Since the Word of God is against them,  
they make use of this; at least they have the church on their side!

Well, Paul is warning us to be careful when it comes to discerning who really belongs to the 
true church. For the Jews had abundant evidence to show that Jerusalem was the very place where 
God dwelt,  since, as we saw this morning, he had chosen her and testified that she would be his 
everlasting resting place (Psa. 132:14). Yet, is it not true that this same Jerusalem was like a den of 
thieves, and even our Lord Jesus Christ was crucified there? In this way, through their treachery, the  
Jews  cut  themselves  off  from the  household  of  God forever.  Indeed,  they  sought,  as  far  as  they 
possibly  could,  to  destroy  his  truth.  Thus,  the  city  of  Jerusalem,  though  she  had  once  been 
honourable, came to be regarded as dishonourable and shameful in the eyes of both believers and the 
angels themselves.  In the same way,  we must be careful  today when we speak of 'the church',  to 
ensure that we ourselves are not of that illegitimate seed; for if we have hypocritically uttered God's 
name before men, he will surely reject us and banish us from his family.

God bestows great honour upon the church here, when he calls her the mother of all believers. 
It reminds us of the words of Paul in another place, where he says that the church is the pillar which  
upholds God's truth in this world (1 Tim. 3:15). It does not mean that the truth needs to be maintained 
by sinners like ourselves, inclined as we are to fickleness and inconstancy, and prone to falsehood. 
How could the truth of God rest upon the shoulders of men, unstable as we are? Yet, through his 
unfailing kindness, he desired that his Word should be proclaimed here below, and committed that 
responsibility to those whom he has called. It is for this reason that the church is referred to here as 
'the mother of us all'. As the Lord Jesus Christ declares, God alone is our Father (Matt. 23:9). God is  
our spiritual Father, and must have no rival. It is he that brings us the hope of eternal life by means of  
his true church, in which he has placed his incorruptible seed. As the prophet Isaiah says, 'my words  
which I have put in thy mouth, shall not depart out of thy mouth, nor out of the mouth of thy seed,  



nor out of the mouth of thy seed's seed, saith the Lord, from henceforth and for ever' (Isa. 59:21).  
Thus, God governs his people through his Word. It is this message which he has bestowed as a deposit  
and  priceless  treasure  for  the  salvation  of  his  church,  to  bring  us  regeneration  and nourish  our  
spiritual lives.

Therefore, we need wisdom to discern the true church of God, as I have already said. As the 
mother of God's children, we ought not to misuse or sully her name. Unfortunately, this is precisely  
what has happened and continues to occur to this day. It is a common error in our day to use the term  
'church' to obscure and hide God's truth from the people. What else do the Papists do when they call 
themselves 'the church' so proudly and publicly? They have managed to seal up the mouth of God, as  
it  were,  and  trample  his  Word  underfoot.  Indeed,  they  no  longer  even  refer  to  it,  all  the  while  
accepting unreservedly that  which has been fabricated  in  their  own minds,  both declaring it  and 
submitting to it. See how men, who are no more than earthworms and dung, consider themselves 
equal to God, and all is done under the auspices of the so-called 'church'. But Paul warns us here to 
seek for that church which upholds pure doctrine, for it is by this means alone that we are adopted as  
God's children. As we have seen before, the most important thing is to be grafted into the body of our  
Lord Jesus Christ. Firstly, we need to recognise that we are accursed by nature and that all our works 
are filthy rags; we are under the tyrannical rule of the devil, and the only escape is for God, in mercy 
and compassion, to rescue us. We can only enter the household of God through this one door, that is,  
through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. This is how the church bears us as her children, through  
the incorruptible seed we have been speaking about.

However, in order really to profit from this passage, there are two further points to bear in 
mind. Firstly, we are not to be like those who claim to be believers without ever reading or listening to 
the preached Word. They imagine that the Holy Spirit will reveal all to them in a vision or some such  
thing! In fact,  the truth is, they despise doctrine and regard it as they would an alphabet for the 
instruction of little children. Be careful not to allow yourselves to be led astray by Satan and his wiles  
in this way. If we desire to be children of God, and to bear the true marks of a believer; if we desire to  
be  acknowledged  as  such  even  by  angels,  we  need  to  be  teachable  and,  with  all  reverence  and 
humility, thus to maintain order in the church. Even the greatest amongst us, and those who have 
been raised to honourable status, must recognise that the highest dignity men could have, be they  
kings or princes, is to be children of God. If a man wishes to exempt himself from this condition, he is  
rejecting God completely and cutting himself off from all  hope of salvation. This, then, is the first  
point, that while we are in this world, we must make it our business to profit from the Word of God.  
Herein lies the key to spiritual life; for if God has granted us regeneration, we are to nourish ourselves 
with the teaching of Scripture for the rest of our lives. Indeed, it is the only food for our souls. Let us 
never proudly or presumptuously despise doctrine, as if we no longer needed to be students of the 
Word, for we are to accept what we are taught daily, and by this means become true children of the  
true church. This is the first point.

Secondly, we need to be discerning, and not like animals who are led by the reins across the  
fields. We need to be aware of what constitutes the true church; for God has left certain signs within it 
which will not fail as a means of discerning his true people. Wherever his Word is preached faithfully  
without  any human additions,  his  own people  will  be found.  This  will  occur  where  the  gospel  is 
unadulterated, and where people are led directly to God to seek in him all that they lack. They will  
follow  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ  as  the  Way  set  before  them.  Ridding  themselves  of  all  pride  and 
arrogance, they will eagerly clothe themselves with the spiritual qualities belonging to the Lord Jesus 
Christ. All their glory and all their teaching will proceed from the house and sanctuary of God, the true 
church  which  is  our  mother.  They  can  then  be  sure  that  God accepts  and  receives  them  as  his  
children. This, I say, is a certain and infallible means of discernment unless, of course, our minds are 
dull and clouded. There are many people who close their eyes and shut their ears, believing that they  
are justified simply because they say they belong to the church. In reality, they are hiding the fact that  



they follow Satan, together with all his deceptions, lies and abuses. May we not be like animals, led by  
our appetites, but may we be brought to the place where we are born again through the seed of his  
Word, and fed in the only true pasture for souls.

Paul quotes the testimony of Isaiah here (Isa.  54:1).  In this Scripture,  God is not referring 
randomly to any group who claim the title 'church', but only his sheep, his remnant, left to him after 
the  terrible  apostasy  of  the  Jews.  Whilst  it  appears,  at  first  sight,  that  God had  wiped  out  and  
abolished his church in the world, yet there was still a small number that he had gathered to himself,  
known as his elect  remnant (Isa.  1:9).  Thus, the prophet Isaiah tells  us that those who had been 
redeemed, and who had truly returned to God, ordering their lives in obedience to his Word—these 
were the children of the church. It is important to notice that the church is not triumphant in this 
world; she does not shine with the kind of splendour and magnificence that would capture our hearts  
with just one glimpse and make us her devotees. Often, she is desolate and disfigured. This is all the 
more noteworthy when applied to the Papists. How must they set out to prove that they are the true 
church? They surely need some evidence. Yet, all they can point to is their wealth, their popularity, 
and all their pomp and splendour. But this is not the way that God desires his church to be known. 
Rather, the Lord Jesus Christ desires to reign here below, surrounded by his enemies. He has chosen  
that his disciples must experience those things of which he warned them. In other words, they will be 
rejected by the world and be despised; people will wag their tongues at them, and trouble them, giving 
them no peace nor rest in this life (Matt. 10:16ff). Therefore, when we speak of the church, let us 
remember what Paul tells us here: that she is like a barren woman who is alone in her household, and  
without support or help. She is rejected and ignored, and has one foot in the grave, as it were. But God 
promises that she will be restored, and will have more children than she that is married and enjoys 
honour and a good name.

I tell you, we need to bear this teaching in mind today. We see the church trampled upon, and  
the enemies of the truth acting so proudly and venomously towards her. They have shown fight and  
charged,  standing in triumph over us, as if  we were nothing more than dust or smoke. When we 
witness such things, let us patiently wait for God to gather together his elect, content meanwhile in 
the knowledge that we are his children, though the world despise and reject us. Thus, if we wish to  
know what the church is, let us not look for it with an eye full of vanity, like those who seek only pomp  
and beautiful appearances. On the contrary, let us remember that God will afflict his poor church to 
the point that it has no beauty or attraction in the eyes of men, but rather appears desolate. Even, as 
we shall  see shortly,  if everyone rises up against the church, let us be content to be one of God's 
children.  For  if  we have been called to God through the pure doctrine  of  the gospel,  we become 
companions of all our forefathers who were chosen under the law. We are one with all the righteous 
kings and patriarchs, prophets and martyrs; in short, all believers since the time of Abel as well as 
those who are to come, to the end of time itself. Yes, the Papists boast that they are a vast multitude,  
but the prophet Isaiah mocks at all this. Why? Because the important thing is to discern who are the  
rightful children. What are all the temples of the Papists but brothels of Satan? Everything about them 
is tainted with filth, and their service for God is corrupt. There is nothing upright about any of it! So  
then, the Papists, though they call themselves 'the church of God', are born illegitimate, and belong to  
the brothel, along with their mother and all the synagogue of Satan. This is how it is according to  
Isaiah and Paul, a faithful expositor led by the Spirit of God, confirms his message. Let us only join 
those who are the true children of God, who have the infallible seal of the Holy Spirit and refuse 
simply to follow the crowd. As for those who are wretched, let them go their way to perdition, for they 
have willingly thrown themselves into the nets of Satan, wandering like poor brute beasts void of 
knowledge.

However, let us bear in mind that those who are children of the church can still be our fathers 
in the faith. We have been born again through their message, as we heard the Word of God. It is  
written that all who believe are sons of Abraham and the true Israel of God, as if we had descended 



from Jacob (Gal. 6:16). Our fathers in the faith, therefore, belong to this same fraternity, though we 
are known collectively as the sons of God and of his church. Similarly, our Lord Jesus Christ is called 
our Head. Though he is ultimately the only Son of God, yet by associating ourselves with him and 
becoming members of his body, we can call ourselves the sons of God, not by nature but because we  
have been freely adopted. Therefore, Paul tells us that we, like Isaac, are the children of promise. He 
does not wish us to have any vain confidence in our own merits, nor in our own persons, but rather 
that we should be devoid of pride when we realise that our dignity has been conferred upon us by the  
grace and kindness of God alone. In this way, we differ from those illegitimate children who falsely 
glory in the name of God. They are full of presumption and hypocrisy. All they talk about is free will,  
meritorious works,  penances,  the four cardinal  virtues,  as well  as  theological  virtues,  as  they call  
them! In short, they are puffed up with pride. As for ourselves, we are of promise, which means that  
God has looked upon us  in  mercy and plucked  us  out  of  the  abyss  of  hell  where  once we were. 
Through the gospel, he has become our Father, and he has declared that an inheritance awaits us,  
bought not by ourselves or any other mortal  creature,  but by Jesus Christ.  He, though very God, 
became man, that we might find in him that which we could never have found in the world.

Thus, Paul concludes here that if we wish to be grounded upon the gospel and enjoy assurance  
of salvation, we must never entertain thoughts of our own merit, nor believe that we can contribute  
anything of ourselves, for it is simply a matter of accepting that which has been offered to us. Jesus  
Christ is not half a saviour, he is the Saviour! These are some implications of this promise, as we have  
already seen at some length. Of course, the law has its promises, but as I have explained, they all have  
conditions. The promise which Paul refers to here abolishes all human pride, casts man down and 
reveals that he is lost. The only answer, therefore, is in the Lord Jesus Christ. The only way we can  
enjoy the blessings of God is by means of the gospel. It teaches us that salvation is to be found in God 
alone, and that we must return thanks to the One who granted it. It is not a reward that he is obliged 
to give, for in no sense is God indebted to us.

At this point, Paul says, 'But as then he that was born after the flesh persecuted him that was 
born after the Spirit, even so it is now.' Thus, it is inevitable that we will be so treated. Hypocrites and 
liars, illegitimate children who have defiled the truth and cut themselves off from it, will gloat over us. 
They will exalt themselves against us, as if we were unworthy even to kiss their feet. They will rise up 
proudly and persecute us. But Paul is teaching us to be faithful, and not to allow our faith to be shaken  
by their arrogance; nor are we to be deceived by the cunning of such hypocrites and traitors, who have  
twisted the Word of  God. For in the end,  it  will  be for them as it  was  for those of the house of  
Abraham: 'Cast out the bondwoman and her son: for the son of the bondwoman shall not be heir with 
the son of the freewoman.' All such, though they claim to be believers, and wish to be considered part 
of God's family, will be cut off as rotten branches, and will have no part nor lot in the inheritance.

There is an excellent message here which ought to be most useful to us, and which confirms 
that to which I have alluded: and that is, that we are not to be dazzled by the splendour of this world,  
nor transported with amazement when we see displays of great magnificence. If we were to believe all  
that  we  saw with our  eyes,  the  Pope upon his  throne,  with  all  his  sparkling  garments  and their 
trimmings, would seem an idol to be worshipped. It does not surprise us that people stand there 
aghast, as if they have been hit over the head with a club and are semi-conscious! Why? Because men 
are  inclined  to  judge carnally,  and are  less  than  little  children when it  comes to  the  things  that  
concern the kingdom of heaven. Yet, Paul tells us that those in positions of authority, who are filled 
with self-importance and who are held in awe—indeed, those who might be regarded as the first-born
—are often Ishmaelites. They are bastard children, despite what they may claim about their seniority. 
Now, if Paul lived today, the proclamation of his message would be so unwelcome that he would be 
burnt a hundred times over! Today, we may write or say whatever we wish, but we could not describe  
the Pope and his clergy more aptly than in the words of Paul. The implications of this text are that  
they are a band of Ishmaelites and evil, illegitimate children who fight against God and all his true 



offspring. Now, the Papists claim that they have not just established themselves today, nor even a 
hundred years ago. They claim that they have observed their ceremonies and traditions for eight or 
nine hundred years. Well, it is clear that, even in this, they shamelessly lie to us; but even if the world  
had not deteriorated in those eight hundred years, the fact that they are the 'first-born' makes them 
no more important or worthy than Ishmael! With time, they have grown in number and say that we 
are no more than a handful of people in comparison to them. They say that they have kings and  
princes among their number, that the whole world agrees with them, from the greatest to the least, 
and that their rule extends across most of Europe and part of Africa. But even with all this to boast of,  
it amounts to no more than the seniority of Ishmael. They ought to be looking for other evidence, 
namely, that they seek to live according to the teaching of the law and the gospel, and add nothing of 
their own devising; for doing this results in corrupt and illegitimate doctrine. Of course, they will not 
discuss whether or not they have adulterated the purity of the Word of God. But it is plain enough for 
all to see! Under cover of being a 'church', as I have been saying, they have audaciously assumed that 
they have the authority to add and detract from the Word of God.

Thus,  we  do  not  need  to  conduct  a  detailed  examination,  nor  to  possess  a  special  gift  of 
discernment to tell whether or not the Papists are, indeed, children of God. Like Ishmael they are  
proud to be first-born; they are proud that they have an infinite number of adherents. They say that 
we are like little runts, in a manner of speaking: we are despised, and we have no dignity or reputation 
in the world. When they speak like this, it is Ishmael that we can hear. We have great need of patience, 
therefore; for when the enemies of God occupy the best places in his house, it is a sore trial. They are 
like straw in the barn, whilst we are hidden away, like seed beneath the soil. It is a miserable condition 
that is hard for us to bear and, indeed, we have seen many forsake the gospel through weakness. Such 
poor, simple souls hear the noble titles, such as the Catholic Church, the Apostolic Throne, the Vicar  
of Jesus Christ, Successor to Saint Peter and Saint Paul, prelates, bishops, etc. With all this placed 
before them, these poor folk are confused and conclude that they ought to follow. They are captivated 
by this mask, the same as would horrify little children; but this does not happen to those who are  
strong  and  follow God faithfully.  Thus,  when the  Papists  claim  that  they  are  the  'representative  
church', they speak the truth, for indeed, they are no more than a representation! In other words, they 
are like a beautiful medal, but all that glitters is not gold, as they say! We need to know whether they 
teach the truth.

Take note of what Paul is telling us here. For the ill-treatment of Isaac by Ishmael was not just 
a one-off occurrence. We see the same kind of thing happening today. The children of God will be 
oppressed and trodden underfoot by those who, in theory, are the first-born, and many simple souls  
will be seduced by this very claim of theirs. They cover all their filth and pollution with such pretty 
colours, do they not? However, let us prepare ourselves for battle, says Paul, and not allow our faith to  
be overcome by the pride of those who are the enemies of  the truth of God. These are domestic  
enemies, not like the Turks or pagans, but those who are garrisoned within the church, such as the 
prelates and great leaders. Yet, we must not be surprised, for we have been prepared for it through the 
example of our father Isaac. We need to persevere to the end, if we have been born again through the  
pure  seed with  which  God is  pleased,  for  this  alone makes  us  rightful  children  and heirs  of  the 
kingdom of heaven.

Yet it may still be considered strange when Paul says that Isaac was persecuted by his brother 
Ishmael. For Moses simply writes that on the day that Isaac was weaned, at the feast, Ishmael laughed 
mockingly (Gen. 21:8-9). According to Moses' account, there is no mention of Ishmael persecuting 
Isaac.  He only  mocked,  being the  older  child,  and considering himself  superior to  Isaac  through 
greater knowledge. If it was simply a matter of laughter and mockery, why, then, should Paul call this 
persecution? Well, the persecution that the child of God has to endure is not always by the sword, or 
by fire, torture, imprisonment, or other bodily suffering. Sometimes he is drowned in a torrent of  
abuse that unbelievers and enemies of the truth spew out of their mouths. If we are familiar with what 



it says in the Psalms, we will not find it strange that Paul should speak as he does. We are told that the  
reproaches that are made against our majestic God will also fall upon us (Psa. 69:9). We are to be very 
particular when the name of God is slandered, or his honour undermined in any way whatsoever. If a  
person were to attack the reputation of any one of us here, we would be angry and start a quarrel. We 
would see that it  only takes one word of criticism for us to draw our swords in anger,  under the 
pretext that we are defending our honour. If a man were to criticise our parents, such passions would 
be aroused in us that we would soon be out of control. Therefore, when God is attacked, and when 
men voice their criticism of him, ought we to suffer it, and not be moved with anger and indignation?  
This is why it says that the zeal of God's house has eaten us up (Psa. 69:9). We are not only to feel  
anger when a person undermines the majesty of God, or twists the doctrine of salvation, or when the 
church is full of ungodliness: these things should eat us up within.

To return to what I was saying, it is written that Ishmael persecuted Isaac. We may ask, how? 
With Gehenna, or with fire? Or did he have a sword with which to cut off his head? Not at all! He  
simply mocked at the promise that was made to Isaac. It was foretold that Ishmael would live, but not 
as a child of promise. It was in Isaac that the world would receive blessing (Gen. 21:12). Indeed, Jesus 
Christ was promised through Isaac, and thus, this was a promise of salvation. By mocking, Ishmael 
was  giving  a  mortal  wound  to  the  children  of  adoption  and  to  all  believers,  by  disdaining  and 
attacking their source of highest good and eternal felicity. Now we understand what Paul intended by 
this. He wants us to apply his teaching, and to be ready for these internal conflicts. The Turks and the  
pagans are not the only adversaries of the gospel. There are also many hypocrites, seeking to destroy,  
as far as they possibly can the doctrine of grace which is offered to them by the Lord Jesus Christ.  
They would rob him of his dignity and worth, rather than magnifying the wonderful generosity of  
God, the source of our souls' well-being. Let us be ready, I say, to fight these battles with our internal  
foes, who claim to be children of God. They say they are our superiors and boast of their seniority,  
hoping it will make us feel crushed and beaten.

There is another point, and that is that, when we see the doctrines of God twisted in this way, 
we should be cut to the quick with anguish. By nature, we flee anything that will harm us, or afflict the 
body. Yet, we should not be so wrapped up in this world that we prefer what seems desirable here 
below to our heavenly inheritance. Whenever the name of God is blasphemed, or whenever a person 
seeks to wipe out the doctrines that bring life, we should feel such anguish that we cannot overlook  
the matter, even more than if we were afflicted in our bodies. If we were to be threatened with having 
our throats slit, or with enduring all the torments imaginable (the enemies of the gospel today can 
only satisfy their rage against our poor brothers by torturing, burning, cutting off tongues and the like, 
as we know)—if this were to happen to us, I say, we are not to take it so hard as when the name of God  
is ripped to shreds, and attacked by wicked men. But why should they do such things? Well, if they slit  
our throats, it is not only to deprive us of this fleeting and transitory life, but also to cut us off from the 
kingdom of heaven. By corrupting the true doctrine, they are turning meat into poison, life into death,  
light into darkness. This passage is Paul's exhortation and warning to us not to give ourselves over to  
the things of this world. Our thoughts and affections should be raised heavenward, and centred on the 
priceless gift which has been offered to us through the gospel. We must fight for this cause more than 
for our own lives. For truly, a million lives upon this earth cannot be compared to that eternity in 
heaven which the Lord Jesus Christ has promised. This is what we need to remember: our passion can 
never be said to be unreasonable if we are reacting to the blasphemies of wicked men against God. For 
it is by their schemes and devices that they seek to alter and falsify the only doctrine which can bring 
spiritual life.

Finally,  notice what Paul says in conclusion, that all  those who boast in this way that they 
belong to the church today and claim the rights of the first-born will be cast out as bastard children. 
Do not be deceived by the splendour that surrounds those who strive against the truth of God: their 
tyranny is maintained by force, by persecution, by gloating and the like. Look to their end: they will be 



cut off,  for they are not heirs. They may well  live in the same house, just as we are told that the  
Antichrist sits in the temple of God (2 Thess. 2:4); but they will be scraped off like mud or dung. Now,  
this does not happen in the sight of men and, therefore, it is hidden from our eyes today. However, we  
must wait for God to manifest his truth more openly, and for the Lord Jesus Christ to confound his 
foes by the sword of his mouth, the power of his Word. We need to stand firm with unshakeable 
faithfulness, that however despised or criticised we are, we might persevere in the holy calling of our 
God, knowing that we will not be disappointed if we lean upon the doctrines of the gospel. Let us 
remain grounded therein, until the day that God reveals that which is presently hidden. On that day,  
we will be truly gathered to his side, knowing that we have not been taught his precious Word in vain. 
Nor will it be in vain for us to have renounced the foolish inventions of man, and to have sought life  
only through that pure seed that brings regeneration. This pasture alone can feed and nourish us to 
the end.

Now let  us  fall  down before  the  majesty  of  our  great  God,  acknowledging  our  faults,  and 
praying that he would make us more conscious of them, so that we are led to true repentance. May we  
continue to tremble before his throne, and be confounded within ourselves; yet still assured that he 
accepts us in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. The remission of our sins is guaranteed if we seek it  
in true faith, without stepping aside to the right hand or to the left. We must follow the way that he  
has shown us, and we cannot go astray if the Sun of Righteousness lights our path. May he show this 
grace, not only to us, but to all peoples and nations on earth, etc.
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