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Part 47 – Promise Kept  
 
Genesis 21:1-21   
Since the events described in Genesis chapter 12 we 
have waited for the arrival of Isaac, the son of promise. 
The tension has built as both Abraham and Sarah have 
succumbed to doubt and failed at various times. But 
through it all God has remained faithful to his promise. 
He will not break his word. And now, at long last, the boy 
Isaac is born. Interestingly, the record of Isaac’s birth is 

quite short and spare of details. And just as suddenly, the narrative shifts to yet another conflict. But this is 
how life in a fallen world is. It is a mixture of laughter and anguish; joy and sorrow. God keeps his promises 
in a world that is still sinful and arrayed against Him. As Bruce Waltke observes: “The two episodes cohere 
in their fulfillment of ‘what [the Lord] had promised’ (vs. 1), and the expulsion of Hagar and her son occurs 
as a result of God’s word to Abraham that ‘through Isaac…your offspring will be reckoned’ (vs. 12). 
Moreover, both episodes present the Lord’s gracious and mighty acts for Sarah and his care and provision 
for Hagar and Ishmael.”1 
 

Isaac is Born 
Vv. 1-8  
 God’s unbreakably reliable word is front and center in this passage as is so often the case in account of 

Abraham’s life. In verses 1 and 2 the words “said,” “promised,” and “spoken” are used. What God says, 
he does. What he promises, he fulfills. See how Abraham obeys all that God had commanded. He names 
the boy Isaac and he places upon him the sign of the covenant of grace, a sign which symbolized the 
removal sin by the shedding of blood. And then there is Sarah’s wonderful response. She laughs. And 
how could she not? She has been caught up in the audaciously wonderful promise of God. This time her 
laughter is not that of unbelief but that of joy over God’s great promise kept. 

 As we see in the creation account, God’s word brings into existence that which was not. To be sure, Isaac 
was not miraculously conceived in the womb as was Jesus. Isaac was conceived in the way that all 
babies have always been conceived except for our Lord. But Isaac’s arrival was still miraculous in that 
God granted conception to a barren woman of some 90 years old and her 100-year-old husband whose 
procreative powers were gone. 

 Isaac’s birth was one of monumental significance because it confirmed that the righteous line – a promise 
made concerning Eve’s offspring in Genesis 3 – continues on with the birth of Isaac. It is a righteous line 
that the devil and his demons will try to snuff out with every generation because it is the very line which 
will spell the destruction of Satan, the undoing of death, and the salvation of a multitude of sinners. The 
New Testament helps us to understand the covenantal significance of the birth of Isaac (Romans 4:13–
25; Galatians 4:21-31). 

 
Conflict and Crisis 
Vv. 8-16 
 The birth of Isaac was not welcome news to Hagar and Ishmael. Certainly Hagar had desired that Ishmael 

would receive the blessing of being Abraham’s first born. The passage records young Ishmael’s (now 
approximately 15-years-old) disdain for his new half-brother. Sarah perceives that Hagar and Ishmael 
represent a danger to Isaac. And her concern was well founded. What we see in this passage is the 
conflict of “seeds” foretold by God in Genesis chapter 3; a conflict that persists to this day. Waltke writes: 

It is not the natural children who inherit the promise (Romans 9:8); rather, they persecute the 
sons of promise (see Genesis 21:9; Galatians 4:29-30). They stand in opposition to Abraham’s 
seed through Sarah (Genesis 17). The descendants of Ishmael, though the descendants of 
Abraham, in their hostility to the descendants of Israel belong to the seed of the Serpent.2 

 

                                                           
1 Bruce Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001) p. 292 
2 Ibid, p. 297 
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God Hears and Cares 
Vv. 17-19 
 There is every indication that Hagar and Ishmael rejected God’s promise fulfilled in Isaac. They were 

hostile toward the arrival of God’s covenant promise in the birth of Isaac. Nevertheless, God cares for 
them. He not only sustains them in the desert but he blesses Ishmael with progeny and makes of him a 
great nation. God’s mercy had fallen upon Hagar and Ishmael just as it does toward so many who do not 
believe. God “sends rain on both the just and unjust” (Matthew 5:44). Each day and every breath granted 
to the unbeliever is a mercy from Almighty God.  

 
Theology Applied: 
1. Never presume to be God’s judge.    

 We often wonder at the mysterious contours of God’s providence. His ways often leave us puzzled and 
at times dismayed. But we must not allow our dismay to turn into presumption or judgmentalism as though 
we are fit to sit in judgment upon God. It should not surprise us that God’s ways are routinely 
incomprehensible to us. And while questions and dismay are appropriate responses of the creature to 
the Creator, accusations of injustice are not. The grace of God shown to Isaac in preference over Ishmael 
may scandalize us. But God’s grace is typically scandalous to sinners. In 1 Corinthians Paul refers to the 
message of the cross (the gospel) as a stumbling block (1:18ff). In Romans chapter 9 the apostle 
anticipates a strong objection to the truth of God’s sovereign grace (vv. 6-18). The proper response to 
God’s sovereign grace is always one of humble gratitude.  

 
2. Do not despise God’s mysterious ways. 

 It is one thing to know that God will never break his word. It is another thing altogether to believe this in 
such a way that we live our lives in the strength of that conviction. Sooner or later every Christian wonders 
why God made the Christian life a matter of believing promises that are so long in coming. At least in part 
this is so because our faith is deepened and refined like gold in the waiting. That kind of faith, the faith 
that rests on nothing more than the fact that God has spoken, is the faith whose exercise brings us to the 
end of ourselves. No one ever attains real godliness and Christ-like depth until the self is brought into 
submission and God becomes all-in-all.  

 It may well be that nothing is better suited to bring our selfish selves into submission to God than the long 
wait of faith. We are deepened through the sadness of disappointment that God’s promises raise in us 
when they are not soon fulfilled on our timetable. This faithful waiting trains us to love the ways of God 
more than our own ways; it trains us to trust what God has said in his word as being a more reliable 
gauge for understanding reality than our own present circumstances; it trains us to judge that the glory to 
come is of far greater weight than our present sufferings.  

  
3. Remember your debt to mercy.  

 As we have already seen, God is not obligated to give mercy or grace to anyone. Nor does God’s mercy 
exercised toward one sinner obligate him to show the same sort of mercy to all sinners. Much of God’s 
freedom in exercising his grace has to do with the fact that, as the Creator and Redeemer the LORD has 
never been the recipient of mercy. He’s never erred, never sinned and never needed mercy or anything 
else from anyone else. Therefore, God is not obligated to show mercy to anyone, ever. 

 How different it is with us. We have received mercy. And because we have received such rich mercy from 
God we are called to show mercy to others. God’s mercy to Hagar and Ishmael – even in their sin and 
resentment – is a pattern for us to follow. Even though Ishmael was not a partaker in the covenant of 
grace, God still treated him mercifully. This ought to be our pattern. Our exercise of mercy; our acts of 
kindness (beginning in our homes and in our church) must extend to those who are not like us; even to 
the unbeliever. Indeed, our Lord calls us to love our enemies and pray for those who curse us (Matthew 
5:44).  

 Christians are never to write any off. The family member, neighbor, or stranger may seem steadfast in 
their denial of Christ and rejection of the good news. But apart from God’s sovereign grace that would be 
our situation as well. Who knows the plans God has for the ones around us and in our lives who have 
long rejected the gospel? Perhaps at long last, after years of disappointment and frustration on your part 
God will do the work in their heart that he so graciously did in your own when he made the message of 
the cross the fragrance of life unto life (2 Corinthians 2:16).  


