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As the summer before my freshman year of high school came to a 

conclusion… I found myself on the football practice fields… putting my 

body through drills and exercises… and jumping when told to jump by 

screaming coaches.  Every muscle in my body was in active rebellion… my 

sides hurt… and I was always on the verge of puking my guts out.  Why…?  

… I wish I could report to you that it was for such a noble reason as… I 

loved to play the game of football… and that made it all worthwhile.   … But 

it was actually a far less noble reason.   I felt that since my older brother… 

and my cousins… and my friends… all of whom I grew up with… had all 

done it… that I would be quite the looser… if I didn’t.  I thought no one in 

my world would have anything to do with me.  … So for two Fall seasons I 

put my body through torture… so that I would be accepted by those who 

were important to me.  I did all kinds of things that I had absolutely no 

interest in doing for themselves. I was simply putting together a self-esteem 

résumé. 

That is what our egos are doing all the time. Doing jobs we have no 

pleasure in… doing diets we take no pleasure in. … Doing all kinds of 

things… not for the pleasure of doing them… but because we are trying to 

put together an impressive self-worth... … By comparing ourselves to other 

people… and trying to make ourselves look better than others… we are 

trying to create a positive image of ourselves… because we are desperate 

to fill our sense of inadequacy and emptiness. … The ego is busy. So busy 

all the time. 

Please give some careful thought to this quote that I found by John Piper:  
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There is in every human heart an intense and powerful love for the 
praise of men. Just as naturally as apples fall downward, human 
beings gravitate toward ideas and actions which make them look 
great, and resist ideas and actions which make them look small. 
Therefore, apart from the powerful grace of God overcoming our 
natural disposition to pride, we would always resist the coming of faith 
into our lives, because by faith Christ takes such dominant control of 
our lives and reshapes us so much into his image that we can no 
longer boast in anything good that we do. It does not appeal to the 
natural mind to be so transformed by Christ that we must give him 
credit for all the good we do.  

There are three thoughts that can get lost in… when I consider this quote:   

1) We have such an intense and powerful love for the praise of men.  

2) This natural disposition to pride resists what God wants to do in 
our life – and that is to reshape us into His image.   

3) We resist… because we struggle with giving God ALL the glory!    

For the past several weeks… we have been studying through the book of 

Galatians… where Paul has been arguing against a group of Judiazers… 

who swept into the churches… after Paul left… and convinced them that 

they need to do works… in order to win God’s approval… and to be saved. 

They were advocating plan A… as the best way.  You see… there are two 

ways the Bible says you can get to heaven. Plan A is to earn it. That's the 

performance plan. And to earn it you only have to do this: never sin and 

always do what's right for the entire time that you live. Just be perfect. 

But the problem is… none of us qualify for Plan A.  … But thankfully… God 

came up with Plan B… which is this: You trust Jesus Christ when He says, 

"I am the way, the truth and the life." He was the only perfect person who 

ever lived, because He is God. He came so we could know what God is 
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like. And by trusting and establishing a relationship with Him, you get in on 

His goodness. 

Why would anyone chose Plan A… (try to work for your salvation… which 

has an impossible standard…? … over Plan B… (simply receive it by 

faith… as a free gift)…? … That doesn’t sound like a very tough call.  … 

But for many people it actually is!  And it is for this surprising reason: 

They do not want to seek glory… that only goes to God. …  Our own love 

for the praise of men stands in the way.  … It hinders a full-fledged trust in 

Christ… and receiving His free gift of salvation… because simply receiving 

it by faith… requires us to remove every ground of boasting in our own 

self… and put it all - in God.  

Ephesians 2:8-9 (ESV)  
For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one 
may boast. 

Jesus accomplishes our redemption on the cross without our help… and 

He applies that redemption to our hearts… without our help. … By His 

sovereign grace Christ paid our debt to God… and by His sovereign grace 

He is putting His own form upon our lives. … Why…?  Why does He do all 

that without our help…?  … … So that we will say with the psalmist: 

Psalm 115:1 (ESV)  
Not to us, O LORD, not to us, but to your name give glory, for the 
sake of your steadfast love and your faithfulness!  

A “saving faith”…  is a resting in that sovereign work of Christ, past, 

present, and future, which gives all glory to God. … So… in one sense 

saving faith… is the easiest thing in the world… as easy as being clay in 



4 
 

the potter's hands. … But in another sense… it is the hardest thing in the 

world… because human clay hates being shaped and formed by Christ… 

so that He gets all the glory… for what we become. 

The appeal to participate in your own salvation… the attractiveness of the 

lie… that you can earn favor with God… caters to our pride.  It allows us to 

glory in our part of it.  … All of the cults… Mormonism… Jehovah’s 

Witness… Islam… find a foothold… through human pride… that wants to 

declare… “I am a self-made man/woman…  I found the right religious 

system… and I accomplished what they showed me that I must do…  Glory 

to me!!!”   

In our study of Galatians this morning… Paul continues his effort to rescue 

the Galatians from the false gospel of self-effort. The main point of our 

section of Scripture comes up at the beginning and at the end… in 

Galatians 4:12… and in Galatians 4:19.  … So we will briefly begin with 

these two verses… as an overview for where we are going with this 

passage.   

Galatians 4:12 (ESV)  
Brothers, I entreat you, become as I am, for I also have become as 
you are…  

It was a terrible irony to Paul… that here he was… such a fine Jew who 

had to become like a Gentile… and that these Gentiles were now trying to 

become Jews… in order to win God's favor. … Paul reminds the Galatians 

in verse 12 that he did not depend on his Jewish distinctives… and this 

very obvious fact ought to compel them… to shake off the shackles that 

have been imposed on them by the proponents of self-effort… and become 
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as he is. … Paul is free in Christ. … That's the main point… become free 

like me. 

But verse 19 offers some critical insight… about what it means to be free.   

Galatians 4:19 (ESV)  
my little children, for whom I am again in the anguish of childbirth until 
Christ is formed in you! 

When Paul says in verse 12, "Become as I am," he means, "Let Christ be 

formed in you." … he urges that in verse 19… but building up to this plea… 

he shows us what having Christ formed in you looks like… through his own 

life. 

Paul's whole ministry was like a mother in labor pains — he travailed to 

give birth to people… who would not simply pray a sinner’s prayer… asking 

Jesus to come into their life… and that’s it! … No… instead… he wanted to 

give birth to people – who had Christ taking shape in their lives. “My little 

children, with whom I am in travail again until Christ be formed in you.”  

That’s the main point of the passage we will be studying. “Become as I am: 

I am free…” … We are freed from the burden of the law… when we are 

given the power to fulfill it from within. … And that happens when Christ is 

formed in us…  “Become as I am… make sure that Christ is being formed 

in you…”  

Galatians 4:12-20 

In verse 12… Paul writes… “You did me no wrong.”  … This is evidence of 

Christ… having been formed in him.  The issue at hand here… wasn’t 

about Paul.  Sure… Paul had risked and sacrificed so much to bring the 
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true Gospel (which they were now rejecting.)  But Paul knew that their 

discarding the Gospel was… more importantly… rejecting God. 

Every leader… in every church… needs to learn this lesson.  … So often 

we see a bull-headed Christian leader with an attitude of “It’s my way – or 

the highway!”  … (Listen)… In a church where Christ is actually the head… 

every leader and every worker needs to be consumed with being on 

Christ’s agenda… doing only what Christ wants… the way Christ wants.  … 

So if an idea that gets suggested is not received… the person who 

suggested it should be able to say with the Apostle Paul – “You did me no 

wrong.”  If Christ is being formed inside that person… they can say that and 

truly mean it.  … Because everything in ministry isn’t about us… our way… 

or our ego. 

Verse 13 brings up another matter that is so true… when Christ is being 

formed in us.  In serving the Lord… we have to do a lot of that serving in 

conditions that are far from ideal.  And we do not let difficulties stop us.  

Whenever Christ is being formed in us… there is a dedication to serve the 

Lord… regardless of conditions. 

Galatians 4:13-14 

Apparently Paul had not intended to visit these cities… but was forced to 

do so… because of some bodily infirmity. We can only speculate as to what 

this was. Some have suggested malaria; others, an affliction of the eyes.  

Whatever it was… it must have made Paul somewhat repulsive in 

appearance… because he commends the Galatians for the way they 
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received him… in spite of the way he looked. To them, he was an angel of 

God.  

Here is what Dr. McGee has written: 

Probably Paul's thorn in the flesh was some sort of eye trouble, and it 
evidently made him very unattractive. I cannot conceive of them 
wanting to pluck out their eyes and give them to Paul if what he really 
needed was another leg. Apparently Paul had an eye disease which 
is common in that land and is characterized by excessive pus that 
runs out of the eyes. You can well understand how unattractive that 
would be to look at while he was ministering to them. Paul says, "You 
just ignored it, and received me so wonderfully when I preached the 
gospel to you." 

Galatians 4:15 

He says in effect: Do you recall how my plans to move on were interrupted 

because of that terrible attack in my eyes — how they were red and 

infected and filled up with puss? … You had every reason to switch 

channels and watch a more attractive preacher. … My disease was a trial 

to you. … My message did not come well-packaged. … But you did me no 

wrong… you didn't despise me… you received me like an angel… you saw 

Christ in me… you would have plucked out your own eyes and given them 

to me. … Why? … Because you saw the beauty and truth of the gospel! 

…It persuaded you. It satisfied you. It was so valuable that you would have 

given up your eyes to keep the message going — your eyes! Your very 

own eyes! … Is the message of the proponents of self-effort really more 

valuable… really more valid? 

I think Paul must have believed that if he could just bring to their memory 

how powerful and beautiful the gospel was at the beginning… they would 
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stop being attracted by the false gospel of do-it-yourself earn favor with 

God. 

When Christ is being formed in us… we serve in less than ideal 

conditions… But we see God do incredible things.  In spite of Paul’s 

illness… God brought the Galatians to Himself through Paul.   

Now… we also see another common experience here from Paul… that we 

might expect… when Christ is formed in us.  … We sometimes are 

tested… to see if we will abandon the truth… when it is rejected. 

Verse 16 brings out a strong paradox that can… and often does… happen 

to us… when Christ is being formed in us.  The Apostle became their 

enemy… by telling them the truth… and the proponents of self-effort… 

became their friends… by telling lies… 

Galatians 4:16 

Paul was sensing that the very message that had brought them together - 

the truth - had now come between them. … The gospel that once brought 

great joy to the Galatians… now irritated them. … Paul was now 

considered an enemy because he stood on the truth. 

The dramatic shift from the Galatians' warm welcome… to their cold 

rejection of Paul… serves as a sober warning to anyone who would have 

Christ be formed in them.  … We should not be so naive as to think… we 

will always receive a warm welcome… if we consistently stand on the truth. 

In fact… standing on… and teaching the truth… will always run the risk of 

alienating some people. … Even the very people that you fellowship with in 
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church… may initially receive you warmly… but then as you stand on it or 

teach the truth… it sometimes gets severely tested… especially when that 

truth cuts like a two-edged sword.  … Keep letting Christ be formed in you.  

Have the courage to let Him do so… even when it hurts! 

Galatians 4:17 

The phrase “make much of you” comes from "zeloo" and speaks of a 

"passionate enthusiasm." … The idea is that of courting someone. … When 

a man courts a lady he has to be at his best. … He does everything he can 

to make her like him. … That is what these legalists were doing. They were 

courting the Galatians. … But their courting was nothing more than 

manipulation… to receive such passion back. 

Once again… this self-effort theology that they propagated… was rooted in 

pride… It urged people to depend partly on God… and partly on 

themselves. … Therefore it was inevitable that their motive for propagating 

that theology… would also be rooted in pride… … We see it here… 

manifested as this desire they had… “to be made much of.” … You know… 

a theology which boosts the human ego… and entices others by their 

desire for praise… will be propagated out of that same evil motive… and 

that seems to be the point of verse 17. 

They wanted to shut out all other teaching… and be the only teaching 

acceptable… … Error is forever trying to monopolize teaching.  “I have the 

only truth that you should listen to…” … One of the marks of a false teacher 

is that he tries to attract others to himself… and not simply to the truth of 

the Word… or to the person of Jesus Christ. 
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But when Christ is being formed in us… we do not “use people” to draw 

them to ourselves.  Instead… we minister in love in order to help people 

know Christ better… and glorify Him.  … Beware of any Christian worker… 

who wants your exclusive allegiance… and attempts to make you think he 

is the only one who is right. … He will use you as long as he can.  One… in 

whom Christ is being formed… is focused on getting people to love and 

follow Christ… instead of promoting himself and his ministry. 

The contrast between Paul and the rival teachers is striking. Their selfish 

motive is to attach the Galatians to themselves so that they will be the 

center of attention. …  Paul labors to attach them to Christ… so that the full 

character of Christ will be expressed in them. 

The false teachers of Galatia certainly had a passion.  … False teachers 

often do.  And passion is not a bad thing as long as it is about a good 

thing. … The Galatians had been zealous about the gospel of grace… 

when Paul was with them… and that was a good thing. … Now they had 

lost their zeal for the gospel of grace. 

Galatians 4:18 

Eagerness needs to have the right goal… or object.  When Christ is being 

formed in us… it does. 

Galatians 4:19-20 

We parents never seem to outgrow our children. '"When they're little, 

they're a handful; but when they're grown, they're a heartful!" I remember 
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hearing someone say, "When they're little, they step on your toes; but when 

they're grown, they step on your heart." 

Paul has a parent’s compassion and concern for the Galatians. … It is so 

heartfelt… that he compares it to labor pains. … Paul was as concerned for 

them now… as he was before they had professed Christ. … Paul was 

heartbroken over the sad spiritual condition of the Galatians. 

He longed to see Christ formed in them… just as we parents long to see 

our children mature in the will of God. 

The Son of God comes and shapes us from within… if we rely on him to 

come and shape us. … The Son takes shape in those who abandon 

themselves to him. … Christ forms Himself in the lives of those who will let 

go of all the forms of life… in which they have been trying to shape 

themselves. … Christ takes shape in a life… that is willing to become putty 

in God's hands. … Christ presses the shape of His Own face… into the 

clay of our soul… when we cease to be hard and resistant… and when we 

take our own amateur hands off… and admit that we are not nearly as 

good of an artist… as He is. 

That is what “living by faith” means.  You see… faith is the assurance that 

what God will make of you… as Christ is formed in your life… is 

preferred… over what you can make of yourself. … Faith is the confidence 

that the demonstration of Christ's work in your life… is more wonderful… 

than all the praise you could get for yourself… by being a self-made 

man/woman. Faith is a happy resting in the all-sufficiency of what Christ did 
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on the cross… what He is doing now in your heart… and what He promises 

to do for us forever. 

The message of the Gospel robs us of all such pride… by saying we should 

be "Christ-made" people… who get glory for God… by trusting Him to 

shape us every day. … God is not glorified by the self-accomplished 

moral… and good achievements of our human nature and abilities… even 

if those accomplishments are good works and tremendously sacrificial . … 

He is glorified when we turn from ourselves… and trust Him… like little 

children… 

For some of you… you have understood this message of grace for a long 

time.  You may be able to point back to a time when you stopped trusting in 

your own self-efforts… and began trusting fully in Christ.  … Christ came 

into your life… and He began immediately shaping you into His image. … 

But maybe… over the years… you have to admit… the most powerful 

shaping forces in your life… are no longer coming from Christ inside of 

you… but are rather from external… worldly… influences. 

The word of encouragement and admonition to us all this morning is this: 

the Spirit of the living Christ can be poured into us afresh today. Paul would 

not have written this letter if there were no hope for the Galatians. 

Therefore, I urge you, take your incompetent hands off the clay of your life 

and yield yourselves into the sovereign hands of God. Diminish the praise 

of men and all your efforts to achieve it. Turn your hearts to Christ and say 

with the Psalmist: 

Psalm 115:1 (ESV)  
Not to us, O LORD, not to us, but to your name give glory…  
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And then… let your heart echo the sentiment of the prophet Isaiah… 

 

Isaiah 64:8 (ESV)  
But now, O LORD, you are our Father; we are the clay, and you are 
our potter; we are all the work of your hand.  

How do you know that Christ is being formed in you…?  … You can know 

this by looking at our passage’s description of it from the life of Paul.  (1)… 

When Christ’s goal is our goal. … Instead of doing things to have the 

approval and praise of others… it will be… to have Christ formed in 

others… as well.  

We are so easily seduced… into living our lives for the approval of others.  

We can start off with a passionate desire ONLY to serve God… and see 

Christ formed in others… But in our serving… pretty soon we begin to 

notice that we have gained the approval of others… and we like that.  … . 

Before long we look forward to it and find… after even longer… that we are 

being motivated by it. … But… (and this is tragic)… most often we don’t 

even see that this is happening.   

There is… however… a way we can recognize that this is going on in our 

life. … How do we see if our primary motive is to gain the approval of 

others… rather than the right goal… wanting to see Christ formed in 

others…?  … … When we are disappointed when people do not approve of 

us. 

Let me give a hypothetical example of a Sunday school teacher. … Clyde 

is a dedicated Sunday School teacher who labors hard for his adult Sunday 

School class.  He studies hard all week… so that his students will learn and 

grow. … It is unconscious at first… as he simply labors… but it is solely to 



14 
 

serve God and exercise his gift of study and teaching.  … But after a few 

weeks… he begins to notice that some of his students are growing and 

having victory in areas of their life where they had struggled for years.  

These victories seem to be related to the principles Clyde has been 

teaching in his class.  … Naturally this gives him the satisfaction of knowing 

that he has been instrumental in their growth.   

He continues. … After a few months (or years) he observes that the 

affirmations are not as frequent nor as intense. … Later he begins to take 

note of a general lack of affirmation. … At this point he begins to sense a 

"lack of appreciation" and so he begins to be a little rougher with his class.  

The story goes on… and his feelings eventually begin escalate into 

bitterness… Soon he entertains thoughts of possibly quitting.   

Now… Clyde will continue on this path… unless he realizes that he has 

gotten trapped into thinking that the goal of his teaching was to please 

others. … He can recover quickly… once he realizes that his goal is to urge 

that people "live in the Spirit" and "make Christ the center of their lives."  

The issue is simple: what is our motivation? Do we serve to be approved by 

others or do we seek God's approval? 

We will know that Christ is being formed in us… when… (1)  His goal is our 

goal… and (2) when our ministry efforts are matched with a proper 

intensity.   

Paul's pastoral experience led him to see "nurturing others in spiritual 

things" as similar to giving birth. He knew it was laborious and painful.  It 
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means laborious prayer for them — praying with them through various 

challenges in their life. … It means long and difficult discussions with 

them… seeking Biblical answers together… for their questions.  

We will know that Christ is being formed in us… when… (1)  His goal is our 

goal… (2) when our ministry efforts are matched with a proper intensity… 

and (3) when we are willing to work toward seeing Christ formed in 

others… when circumstances are less than ideal.   

Whatever impedes ministry… due to a shortfall on the part of the believer… 

can be overcome through the Spirit.  Paul inconvenienced the Galatians… 

and probably grossed them out.  … But God still used Paul. …  We need to 

remind ourselves… that God can use… and actually seems to delight… in 

using some mighty weak vessels in ministering to others.  … He can… and 

wants to use you… and I.  

Let Christ be formed in you.   

 


