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PAUL’S USE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT IN GALATIANS

Introduction

“With at least ten formal citations in six chapters, Galatians is second only to Romans, 
proportionally speaking, in its explicit appeals to Scripture (1 Cor. has some fifteen quotations, 
but this document is about three times as long: 437 verses as opposed to 149 in Gal.).”1 Why 
does Paul use many OT quotations here? Paul “makes formal appeals to Scripture in polemical 
contexts.”2

Paul’s Theological Argument

Paul’s Letter to the Galatians was written out of the Apostle’s concern that the Galatian churches 
were falling prey to “another gospel,” a perversion of the faith which would lead those who 
follow it into damnation (1:6–10). His opponents (traditionally called “Judaizers” because of 
their attempts to “compel Gentiles to live as Jews” [Gal 2:14, NKJV]) seem to have preached “a 
gospel that insisted that keeping the law of Moses, in particular receiving circumcision, rather 
than faith in the gospel of grace alone was essential to salvation.”3 Paul understood that this false 
gospel involved confusion about justification: is a man justified by “works of the law” or by 
“faith in Jesus Christ” (2:16)? He therefore lays two ways before the Galatians and presses them 
to reject the Judaizers’ message and embrace the gospel that Paul preached.4

On a general level, Paul’s letter can be divided into three parts: 1) a Narrative argument in 
chapters 1–2 that Paul’s gospel is from God, not men; 2) a Redemptive historical argument in 
chapters 3–4 that “the blessing of Abraham” is received through promise/faith, not law/works;5 
3) an Ethical argument in chapters 5–6 that true obedience to God comes by the Spirit’s new 
creation work, not by taking on the Mosaic Law-covenant, which is implied in accepting 
circumcision.

1 Moisés Silva, “Galatians,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (eds. G. K. 
Beale and D. A. Carson; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 785.

2  Silva, “Galatians,” 785
3 Andreas J. Köstenberger, L. Scott Kellum, and Charles L Quarles The Cradle, the Cross, and the Crown: 

An Introduction to the New Testament (Nashville: B & H Academic, 2009), 419.
4 These two ways are characterized by a number of opposites that Paul sets up (for example, Spirit vs flesh, 

faith vs works, promise vs law). For a list of these opposites, see Roy. E. Ciampa, “Galatians,” in New Dictionary of
Biblical Theology (eds. T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S Rosner; Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 2000), 
311–312.

5 Silva, “Galatians,” 785.
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OT Allusions and Quotations

Possible Allusions:

NT passage OT passage Use

1:15–16a Jer 1:5; 
Isa 49:1(-6)6

Emphasizes God’s grace and the theme of eschatological 
fulfillment. Probably taps into the theme of the servant song 
as a light to the nations (cf. Acts 13:47).

2:6 Deut 10:17, etc. general theological truth/theme from OT

2:16 Ps 143:2 (142:2 
LXX)

possible quote or echo: theological truth supporting 
justification by faith

4:22–31 Gen 16–21 Analogy, typology, metaphor, or allegory? Supports Paul’s 
point that the law brings slavery rather than procuring the 
inheritance. See case study below.

Quotations:

NT passage OT Passage Use

3:6 Gen 15:6 Shows that Abraham was justified by faith.

3:8 Gen 12:3 
(conflated with 
18:18)

Paul uses this passage to link the gospel to Abraham and 
establish continuity between the Patriarch and believers in 
Christ.7 Silva quotes Hanson as saying that “In contrast to the
use of Abraham in much contemporary Jewish literature, 
Paul dissociates the Abrahamic promise and its blessing from
the law and works of the law. This dissociation is designed to
explode any attempt to use Abraham as an example for 
circumcision and law-observance.”8

3:10 Deut 27:26 Shows that, according to the Law, it brings a curse on all who
do not obey it perfectly.

3:11 Hab 2:4 Shows that even the prophets teach that justification is by 
faith, not by works of the law.

3:12 Lev 18:5 The “Law is not of faith” because it functions on the basis of 
obedience. This means that law and faith are mutually 

6 Matthew Harmon argues that Isa 40–66 plays a large part in the thematic development of Galatians. See 
Matthew S. Harmon, She Must and Shall Go Free: Paul's Isaianic Gospel in Galatians (Berlin; New York: De 
Gruyter, 2010). In addition, 

7 Silva, “Galatians,” 795.
8 Ibid.
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exclusive ways of justification.

3:13 Deut 21:23 Though the Law brings a curse, Christ bore that curse as a 
substitute. This can be seen by the fact that he hung on the 
cross, which according to Scripture shows that a person is 
under the curse of God.

3:16 Gen 12:3, 7; 
13:15;  17:8; 24:7

Paul argues on the basis of the singular noun that there is 
ultimately one recipient of the promises, namely Christ.

4:27 Isa 54:1 (LXX, 
closely following 
MT)

Believers are children of Sarah, heirs of the promise and 
citizens of New Jerusalem.

4:30 Gen 21:10 The Galatian believers should reject the Judaizers and their 
message, because the children of the slave woman will not be
heirs with the children of the free woman.

5:14 Lev 19:18 By faith in Christ and out of obedience to him, believers live 
out the righteousness to which the law pointed.

Case Study: Galatians 4:21–31

Galatians 4:21–31 presents an important challenge because Paul there seems to indicate that he is
using allegory to interpret the OT narrative of Abraham, Sarah and Hagar (Gen 16–21). Is this 
what he is doing? How is he interpreting the passage?

1. The OT reference.9 Paul references the narrative of Gen 16–21. Only one verse is quoted from 
that passage (Gen 21:10 is quoted at the end of Paul’s argument in order to apply his point to the 
Galatians). However, the whole passage is dealing with the Genesis narrative.

2. The NT context. Gal 4:21–31 concludes the redemptive historical argument in chapters 3–4 
that “the blessing of Abraham” is received through promise/faith, not law/works.

3. The broad and immediate OT context. Genesis describes the creation by God, mankind’s fall, 
and the beginnings of God’s history of redemption. The turning point is Gen 12ff where God 
calls Abraham to be the channel through which God would bless the nations. Gen 12–50 tells the 
story of the covenant people from God’s promise to Abraham to the family’s sojourn in Egypt 
(which sets the stage for God’s redemption in Exodus). Dillard and Longman give the following 
summary of Genesis after the divine promise to Abraham:

9 This discussion will follow Beale’s nine steps from G. K. Beale, Handbook On the New Testament Use of 
the Old Testament: Exegesis and Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 42–43.
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The stories that follow have the consistent theme of the fulfillment of these promises and 
the patriarchs’ reaction to them. Abram’s life in particular focuses on his wavering faith 
toward God’s ability to fulfill his promises. . . . Later Abram betrays his growing lack of 
confidence in God’s ability to fulfill the promises by trying to grasp at the promise of 
offspring by using means common in the ancient Near East for having a family in spite of
barrenness (Gen. 15:3 [adopting a household slave]; chap. 16 [concubinage]).10 

The passage referenced by Paul (16–21) is the story of Abraham and Sarah’s lack of faith in the 
promise and their attempt to see God’s promise fulfilled by human means.

4. The Use of the OT quote in early and late Judaism.

Rabbinic Exegesis. Longenecker says the following about rabbinic interpretations of Gen 16–21:

“The closest parallels between Paul and other Jewish writers are to be found in the 
materials stemming from what could be called mainline Second Temple Judaism or 
“formative” Judaism, both in its scholastic expressions as codified later in the Mishnah, 
the Palestinian and Babylonian Gemaras, the Midrashim, the Tosephta, and the numerous 
sayings collections of individual rabbis, and in its more popular synagogal expressions as 
found in the Targums. Prominent among these parallels are the many passages where a 
contrast is made between the slave status of Hagar and the free status of Sarah.”11

Longenecker says that these Jewish writings often characterize Ishmael as unrighteous in 
comparison with Isaac.12

Philo gives an example of allegorical exegesis. “In Philo Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac represent 
virtue and wisdom in their quest for the true God; Hagar represents the lower learning of the 
schools; her son Ishmael represents the more arbitrary arguments of the sophist.”13

Ad Hominem? Longenecker examines whether Jewish writings use this passage in an “ad 
hominem” way as he sees Paul doing.14 In some rabbinic tradition Ishmael was associated with 
“various non-Jewish groups,” but not the way Paul does here.15 The Qumran community 
practices a “contemporization” where “Ishmael is seen as one of progenitors of the ‘Sons of 
Darkness.’”16 Apart from Gen 16–21, Longenecker finds that there are other instances of this 
kind of “contemporization.” For example “The targumic intepretations of the Cain and Abel 

10 Tremper Longman III, and Raymond B. Dillard, An Introduction to the Old Testament (2nd ed. Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 59–60.

11 Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians (WBC 41; Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 200.
12 Longenecker, Galatians, 201–203.
13 Anthony C. Thiselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 85. Cf. 

Longenecker, Galatians, 203–205.
14 Longenecker, Galatians, 203.
15 Ibid., 205.
16 Ibid.
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story of Gen 4 . . . which view the dispute that led to that fatal confrontation as being over the 
doctrine of the resurrection, obviously have the Sadducees in mind when depicting the nefarious 
figure of Cain.”17 

Longenecker concludes that Paul is not following a particular traditional interpretation of Gen 
16–21, but neither is it a particularly “unique” approach in terms of broader cultural expectations
and conventions.18

5. Textual comparison (NT, LXX, MT). Most of the story is referred to rather than quoted. The 
quotation of Isa 54:1 is handled in the list of quotations. Gal 4:30 quotes Gen 21:10 (differences 
underlined):

Gal 4:30 Gen 21:20 LXX Gen 21:10 MT

ἔκβαλε τὴν παιδίσκην καὶ τὸν 
υἱὸν αὐτῆς· οὐ γὰρ μὴ 
κληρονομήσει ὁ υἱὸς τῆς 
παιδίσκης μετὰ τοῦ υἱοῦ τῆς 
ἐλευθέρας

Ἔκβαλε τὴν παιδίσκην ταύτην 
καὶ τὸν υἱὸν αὐτῆς, οὐ γὰρ 
κληρονομήσει ὁ υἱὸς τῆς 
παιδίσκης ταύτης μετὰ τοῦ υἱοῦ
μου Ισαακ

את ֹ֖ ז ה הז ש ֥ה֥א֥מה ׁ ֥גרש
ש  ירז א יר  ֹ י ל ֥נכה כר  ְאת־בה וה

י ֖ נר ם־בה את ער ֹא ז ה הז ְבן־֥ה֥א֥מ 
ערם־ירצהחֽ֥ק׃

6. Paul’s textual use of the OT. The LXX is a fairly consistent literal translation of the MT.19 
Paul’s citation is different in a few places, but is basically the same as the LXX. Where the LXX 
has “will not be heir” (οὐ γὰρ κληρονομήσει), Paul has the additional μὴ, which seems to 

strengthen the negation to “will not at all be heir” (οὐ γὰρ μὴ κληρονομήσει).

The other “changes” all serve to make the passage more general and thus more immediately 
applicable to the Galatians: The LXX has “this slave woman” twice (τὴν παιδίσκην ταύτην . . . ὁ 
υἱὸς τῆς παιδίσκης ταύτης), whereas Paul omits “this” (ταύτην . . . ταύτης) both times, so that it 

reads “the slave woman” (τὴν παιδίσκην . . . ὁ υἱὸς τῆς παιδίσκης). This makes the passage more 

immediately applicable in the context of Galatians, where the slave woman represents the 
Mosaic Covenant (4:24). Similarly, Paul “replaces” the more specific “with my son, Isaac” (μετὰ
τοῦ υἱοῦ μου Ισαακ) with the more general and more contextually helpful “with the son of the free

17 Longenecker, Galatians, 206.
18 Ibid.
19 Gleason Leonard Archer, Gregory Chirichigno, and Evangelical Theological Society, Old Testament 

Quotations in the New Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, 1983), 8–9.
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woman” (μετὰ τοῦ υἱοῦ τῆς ἐλευθέρας).20 

7. Paul’s interpretive (hermeneutical) use of the OT. Paul says “this is allegorically speaking” 
(NASB; ἅτινά ἐστιν ἀλληγορούμενα).21 BDAG says that the verb ἀλληγορέω means “to use 

analogy or likeness to express someth., speak allegorically.”22 However, Paul is clearly not doing
what Philo does with this passage (see above, step 4).

Paul’s Exegesis

Paul retells the story in vv. 22–23. He then sets up the correspondences in vv. 24–27. He then 
applies it to the Galatians in vv. 28–31.

Interpretive Options

In order to look at this passage closely, we should define the two most popular interpretive 
options, namely “allegory” and “typology.” Typology has to do with “patterns” in which two 
historical persons, events and institutions correspond to one another and are analogous to one 
another.23 The first entity is the “type” and it points forward to the second entity, called the “anti-
type.” David is a type of Christ because they are historical entities that correspond to one another
and are analogous to one another. David (the type) points forward to Christ (the anti-type). David
L. Baker says that typology is not a hermeneutic because it simply notes the correspondences 
between entities referred to according to the historical meaning of the texts.24 Typological 
interpretation is frequent in the NT, but “type” is not a technical term in the NT.25

Allegory is a hermeneutic that looks for correspondence and analogy, not between historical 
entities described by the words of the text, but between the words of (especially) an OT text and 
ideas outside of the text. Allegory downplays the historical meaning of the text in order to go 
beyond or above the meaning of a text.26 The classic example is Rahab’s “scarlet cord,” which 

20 NA27 sees the quotation as ending after “son.” It shows this by not placing τῆς ἐλευθέρας in italics.
21 There are several other translations of this phrase worth noting: “which things are symbolic” (NKJV);  

“this may be interpreted allegorically” (ESV); “These things may be taken figuratively” (NIV); “This is being said 
as an allegory” (ISV).

22 William Arndt, Frederick W. Danker and Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 
and Other Early Christian Literature (3rd ed.; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 46.

23 David L. Baker, Two Testaments, One Bible: The Theological Relationship between the Old and New 
Testaments (3rd ed., rev. & updated; Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2010), 175–180.

24 Baker, Two Testaments, 181.
25 Rom 5:14 uses the word τύπος (type) in a way that reflects the modern technical term, but the same word 

is used in 1 Cor 10:6 in the sense of “example.” there are also a number of times that the NT uses this approach 
where it is not called a “type” (Matt 2:15, Col 2:17, Heb 8:5, and Matt 4:1-11 are examples). In the end, the concept 
of typology is clearly present even if they don’t explicitly use “typology” as a technical term.

26 Sidney Greidanus, Preaching Christ From the Old Testament: A Contemporary Hermeneutical Method. 
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supposedly refers to the fact that salvation is through the blood of Christ. Galatians 4:21ff is the 
major candidate for allegorical interpretation in the NT (along with 1 Cor 9:9). The major 
problem with Allegory is that it seems to do violence to the originally intended meaning of the 
text.

Some people insist that Paul is doing nothing more or less than using an allegorical interpretation
here.27 Longenecker says that Paul is doing allegory, though not allegory of the Alexandrian kind 
but a rabbinic version that is more like a “strained” typology.28 Many people prefer to think of 
what Paul is doing in Gal 4:21–31 as typology, in which case Paul is noting historical 
correspondences and analogies between the historical OT characters (Hagar, Sarah, Ishmael, and 
Isaac) and historical realities in the NT (the Old covenant, the New covenant, the Judaizers, and 
Paul and the Galatian believers). In this way Silva says that “if it turns out that Paul is pointing 
out a correspondence between two historical realities, we may with good reason regard his 
reading of Genesis as ‘typological’ rather than ‘allegorical.’”29 This certainly does better justice 
to the fact that Paul is taking seriously the historical nature of the narrative.30

One thing to keep in mind is the fact that we should not read into Paul’s use of the word 
ἀλληγορέω modern technical distinctions between typology and allegory. It is very well possible 

that typology might have fallen under the category of allegory for Paul in the sense that both 
typology and allegory speak of “something other” than the historical meaning (with the 
distinction that typology does so indirectly).

Another option is that perhaps what he is doing could be viewed as “extended metaphor.”31 
Richard A. Young defines metaphor as “a comparison that does not use the words ‘like’ or ‘as.’ 
One thing is said to be another.”32 Paul’s treatment of Gen 16–21 is similar to typology in that 
there is correspondence and analogy (see 4:25 where Hagar is said to “correspond” to the present
Jerusalem). However, it seems very unusual for typology to consist not only in analogy, but also 
identity. So in 4:24, Paul says that Sarah and Hagar “are two covenants.” In 4:25 Hagar “is 
Mount Sinai in Arabia.” This kind of identity seems more at home in the genre of metaphor.

Finally it is possible that what Paul is doing is recognizing a deeper “significance” of the Hagar 
narrative to his present circumstances. I would concede that this could be seen as a kind of 
allegorical interpretation if by this we simply mean that Paul is interpreting the passage in a way 
that blends interpretation and “application,” or meaning and significance. It is possible that he is 
simply recognizing how some of the themes of the narrative (i.e., the contrast between slave/free,
flesh/promise) speak to his present day issue, and he correlates these themes with his present 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 88–89.
27 Longenecker, Galatians, 209.
28 Ibid.
29 Silva, “Galatians,” 808.
30 Silva says that “. . . Paul nowhere in his writings gives any hint that he rejects the historical character of 

biblical narrative or even minimizes The its significance” (ibid.).
31 Another possibility would be that of “analogy.” See Beale, Handbook, 67–71.
32 Richard A. Young, Intermediate New Testament Greek: A Linguistic and Exegetical Approach (Nashville:

Broadman & Holman, 1994), 236.
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issues all in one step. While we might not follow this particular interpretive method today, we 
can affirm that Paul is not wildly misusing the text, but accurately interpreting and applying the 
text, even if he is not as concerned as we are to keep those steps distinct.

Conclusion

At the end of the day, Paul may have been less concerned with differing methods of 
interpretation than with the truth of the gospel and its reception by the Galatians. The following 
points seem to me to be a good summary of the data:

1. Scholarly distinctions between typology and allegory are helpful, but Paul may not have 
been thinking in exactly those terms. It seems possible that “allegory” may have covered 
more ground than we have left it in our definition.

2. Paul clearly takes the text seriously and interprets it in line with its original meaning. In 
this sense, the “allegory” does seem to have a “typological heart.”

3. Paul presents his interpretation in a way that, while consistent with the original meaning, 
appears to combine “interpretation” and “application,” or “meaning” and “significance.” 

4. Part of the explanation for this approach might be found in the rhetorical situation. Paul 
likely concluded his redemptive-historical argument with this vivid “allegory” in order to 
give it a decisive effect and turn the tables on his opponents (see below).

8. Paul’s theological use of the OT. Paul is concluding his redemptive historical argument by 
means of this “allegory” in order to confirm some of his main points. He wants to confirm the 
idea that the promise of Abraham is through faith, not human effort. He also wants to confirm the
idea that taking on the yoke of the Mosaic Law as a covenant will bring the believers out of the 
freedom of son-ship into slavery (see the diagram on the following page). These comparisons are
intended to show that believers of Paul’s gospel of grace are the people of the New Covenant and
thus rightful heirs of the blessing of Abraham. On the other hand, those who champion (at least 
some parts of) the Mosaic Covenant as a means to the blessing are actually not Abraham’s true 
sons.

9. Paul’s rhetorical use of the OT.

Paul may be using this passage to turn the tables on the Judaizers, who claimed that they 
represented the true connection to Abraham. Possibly they were associating themselves with 
Isaac (true sons of Abraham) and Paul with Ishmael (illegitimate son of Abraham).33 Paul turns 
the tables on them by showing that the blessing of Abraham is received not by human works but 
by faith in the promises of God. Therefore it is those who trust in Christ and not those who seek 
to obey the Mosaic Law covenant who are truly sons of Abraham.34

33 Longenecker, Galatians, 203.
34 Ibid., 199ff.
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Abraham

Hagar
(Bondwoman)

Sarah
(Freewoman)

According to the flesh Through the promise

Ishmael Isaac

Jews/Judaizers Christians

Mosaic Covenant

Mount Sinai

Present Jerusalem

??

??

Jerusalem Above

Diagram 1: Galatians 4:21-31
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