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THE ONE WHO SEES 

 

Genesis 16:1-16 

 

We will be looking at an extraordinarily weird and powerful story about the nature of our God - the story of 

Hagar and Ishmael from Gen 16:1-16. We’re going to look at it in 2 parts; this first part is for “mature 

audiences,” or for any who seek to know The Lord and His ways better. It gives the background to an amazing 

encounter with the Holy God in the second part.   
 

Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. But she had an Egyptian slave named 
Hagar; 2 so she said to Abram, “The LORD has kept me from having children. Go, sleep with my 

slave; perhaps I can build a family through her.” Abram agreed to what Sarai said. 3 So after 

Abram had been living in Canaan ten years, Sarai his wife took her Egyptian slave Hagar and 

gave her to her husband to be his wife. 4 He slept with Hagar, and she conceived. When she knew 

she was pregnant, she began to despise her mistress. 5 Then Sarai said to Abram, “You are 
responsible for the wrong I am suffering. I put my slave in your arms, and now that she knows 

she is pregnant, she despises me. May the LORD judge between you and me.” 6 “Your slave is in 
your hands,” Abram said. “Do with her whatever you think best.” Then Sarai mistreated Hagar; 
so, she fled from her. [from her face, as some translations have it] 

 

First, some biblical background with which you may already be familiar-  

• God made and reinforced His promise to Abram for offspring/children a number of times: “I will make 
your offspring [as numerous as] the dust of the earth. In Gen 15:4, “Look up at the sky and count the 

stars . . . So shall your offspring be.”  Later on, in Gen 22, “I will surely bless you and make your 

descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the seashore.” That’s quite a 
promise! Have you ever tried to count the particles of dust in your house, let alone the earth? If you get 

to the beach this summer, take a handful of sand and see if you can count the grains! However, 10 years 

later, Abram was still childless. 

• And notice that “Abraham” is still “Abram” at this point; Abram means “exalted father,” while 

Abraham, the name given to him when The Lord confirmed His covenant, means “father of many.” 

We’re still very much at the beginning of things at this point. 

 

Second, a few cultural considerations to know: 

• The first has to do with bearing children. The discrepancy between God’s promise and reality became 

troubling, for to be without a child was a social disaster, especially for a Hebrew wife; a disgrace. 

Abram had already tried a couple of approaches to finding an heir – the first was Eliezer of Damascus, 

who was most likely a slave; he was to inherit Abram’s estate. His next attempt was his nephew, Lot, 

but they had become estranged. So now Sarai figured it was her turn to come up with a solution. They 

had to “help God” to carry out His promise.  

• The second cultural consideration is the practice of assigning a slave the role of bearing a child. There 

are known historical contracts in which the wife obligates herself to provide an heir, either herself or by 

supplying a slave girl, if necessary; this was an acceptable legal practice in the culture of the time. This 

gives us a picture of just how brutal ancient law and societal practice could be. Sarai appealed to Abram 

to make the situation right, but legal code gave Sarai all the rights and responsibility regarding her 

maid. Abram’s hope would now be set on Hagar’s child as his heir. 
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• And then we have the relational ramifications of all this - the role/function of wives and husbands. 

Even though this was an acceptable legal contract, the blame for the mess goes all ways in this complex 

family triangle: 

1. Sarai – She and Abram should have held a higher standard than the law of the day. She blamed 

everyone but herself - God for her barrenness; Abram for wrongdoing and jealousy, calling God’s 
judgment upon him instead of accepting her responsibility in the mess; and Hagar for her 

rebelliousness. We don’t know exactly how Sarai “mistreated” Hagar, likely with a heavier burden 

of duties, or physical punishment, but it so angered/shamed Hagar that it escalated the conflict. 

Sarai’s heart was too set on her own goals and timing. Her actions came in the absence of true faith! 

2. Abram defers to Sarai, giving her appropriate responsibility in the matter: “Your” slave is in 
“your” hands. Abram’s compliance probably comes from his earnest desire for the fulfillment of 

God’s promise; God didn’t say Sarai would be the mother, after all! This was a testing of Abram’s 
faith through the delay of the fulfilling of the promise. He failed to act as the leader of the 

household; Abram was of no help. Their plan to fulfill God’s promise on God’s behalf failed when 

Hagar began to despise Sarai; both were probably wondering what would become of this, Abram’s 
seed. Like Adam did, he followed the bad advice of his wife, and was now caught in the middle. 

3. Hagar - No sooner does Hagar conceive than she looks scornfully on her mistress, perhaps making 

fun of her barrenness? Does she insult her? Does she boast of her claim to the good, promised land? 

Is it pride? Arrogance? Insecurity? Is she more favored by God and Abram? So she no longer 

submits to Sarai. This was likely a fairly common problem in the day. Hagar’s pride made her 
impatient, and she fled “from her face” – note the “face” here - escaping wrath and deserting her 

responsibilities as a servant. This was a double wrong – fleeing from her mistress and master. She 

initiated the wrong-doing by her treatment of Sarai. So, Hagar did what she had no lawful right to 

do – she ran away, back to her home country.  

 

• And then, the faith factor - The way of faith involves patient waiting. When human calculation 

intercedes to hurry God, it only spells trouble. This passage addresses how various obstacles challenge 

faith – God reiterated the promise, but it still had not come to fruition . . .  Fulfilling God’s promise by 
their own means was not so much a lack faith, but a lack of patience; they were jumping the gun. How 

often do we use human effort to enact or hasten what we perceive to be God’s will?? 

 

Now the rest of this strange story - let’s go to the desert wilderness, and see how all this fits in, and what it 

means to us today. We find a pregnant, abandoned slave who has been shunned and rejected – a most pathetic, 

heartbreaking scene! 

 
Gen 16:7 The angel of the LORD found Hagar near a spring in the desert; it was the spring that is 

beside the road to Shur. 8 And he said, “Hagar, slave of Sarai, where have you come from, and 
where are you going?” “I’m running away from my mistress Sarai,” she answered. 9 Then the 

angel of the LORD told her, “Go back to your mistress and submit to her.” 10 The angel added, “I 
will increase your descendants so much that they will be too numerous to count.” 11 The angel of 

the LORD also said to her: “You are now pregnant and you will give birth to a son. You shall 

name him Ishmael, for the LORD has heard of your misery. 12 He will be a wild donkey of a 

man; his hand will be against everyone and everyone’s hand against him, and he will live in 
hostility toward all his brothers.” !!!: She gave this name to the LORD who spoke to her: “You are 
the God who sees me,” for she said, “I have now seen the One who sees me.” 14 That is why the 

well was called Beer Lahai Roi; it is still there, between Kadesh and Bered. 15 So Hagar bore 

Abram a son, and Abram gave the name Ishmael to the son she had borne. 16 Abram was eighty-

six years old when Hagar bore him Ishmael. 
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Again, first some biblical background –  

• Hagar may have been returning to her own country, Shur, toward Egypt, but she is going even further 

astray. Shur was walled, so she had to stop in the wilderness before attempting to cross – a very 

dangerous situation. It is by God’s mercy that she was stopped from continuing in her way.  
• And, this is the very first mention in the Bible of an appearance of an angel! The angel was a 

“messenger” sent on a mission, a “theophany,” or visible manifestation, identified as The Lord in many 

other places in the Old Testament, and yet distinct from the Lord . . . perhaps as a pre-incarnate Christ. 

It was here, in a place of lonely desperation that God Himself appeared to an abandoned slave. The 

“angel of Jehovah” was actually God, as in other passages. God knew who Hagar was – He identified 

her by name; what a surprise that must have been! And yet He refers to her as “Sarai’s maid” perhaps 

to humble her, and remind her of her identity and role. It is a rebuke; she should be in Sarai’s tent, not 
out wandering in the wilderness! She ought to know her role/function. 

• The angel’s question was very pertinent, and her response is an honest confession – where have you 

come from, and where are you going? He already knew the answers to those questions, but it was kind 

of a wake-up call for Hagar: “You are running from your duty and your privilege – do you really want 

to do this??!” it was a great advantage to live in a religious family! She was running herself back into 

the false gods of Egypt through the danger of the wilderness. She didn’t answer the second question . . . 
perhaps at that point she didn’t know where in the world she was going. 

• The angel responds with a simple instruction, which is followed immediately by some amazing – and 

ominous – promises. The first was the same promise that Abram was given: offspring too many to 

count! It is supposed that the Turks descended from Ishmael – a great people – and a further keeping of 

the promise to Abram. God’s blessings are great, even to those who are not His people. The child’s 
character doesn’t sound so good, however – rude, bold, fearless, impatient, and the results of his 

qualities will be war and dissension, which exist to this day; the expected consequence. 

  

And yet, God’s purpose and grace are in all of it. The name Ishmael means “God hears”! – what a beautiful 

thing to realize that God hears the cries of misery from even the sinful, lowly, and abandoned – our cries, too! 

Hagar responds with awe of God’s omniscience and grace given to her personally. The angel encourages her 

with assurance of God’s promise and mercy – forgiveness is possible, and so is comfort in her distress. He 

acknowledges her condition and the danger/risk she is in in this unsafe environment. All this mess does not 

mean God deals with her harshly; she will still bear this son, and He keeps His promise to her.  

 

Hagar responds in faith and obedience, and returns to her mistress to bear Abram’s son. She responds as one 

who experienced God as a loving, gracious, forgiving presence, who helps in time of need. This experience 

was enough to enable her to turn around from the brink of what she thought was escape and safety to not only 

return to the place of her suffering, but to then bear it with grace and humility, apparently, in reverence to God. 

Of course, we know that was not the end of the mess; there was trouble for years to come, but Ishmael was 

named so he and Hagar would remember for the rest of their lives that The Lord has heard of her misery. Not 

just the misery that brought her there, but the misery yet to come - having to return to her abusive mistress and 

a master who is blind to her misery, and the contentious lives that he and his descendants live to this day. 

 

And now, finally, we get to the part of the story that shows us who our God really is, in the name Hagar gives 

to the Lord and to the well in verse 13:  She identifies The Lord with humble adoration as “the One Who sees 
me” – something that is deeply personal. And she goes further to say: “I have now seen the One Who sees 
me.” She names the spring, which was made to be a well, v. 14, “the well of the living one who sees me”. It 

was kept as a lasting memorial of this event, where the God of glory manifested His presence to a poor, sinful 

woman in distress. This became a holy place.  
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This is where we focus – “I have now seen the One Who sees me”. The “face of God” is a big deal, and the 

ironies and the humor of Scripture are all over this passage! Names are often used as rhetorical devices in 

Scripture and we have here the name given to God and the name given to the well; they both have to do with 

SEEING. Who is God, and who am I?  God is the One Who sees, and I am one who IS SEEN and who SEES 

the One Who Sees. And to add to the irony, the name of Ishmael is - the One who hears! Don’t miss the play 
on the senses here! What an irony that the most vulnerable, pathetic, desperate person - a pregnant woman who 

is spurned by her only source of meaning, support, and identity and is rebelliously wandering around trying to 

go home until she got stuck in the wilderness - is someone whom GOD SEES. 

 

Let’s think about God’s face - Sometimes we long to see God’s face. In the Old Testament, which describes 

the Old Covenant, Moses pleads with God to show His face in Exodus 33 –  

 

“Now show me Your glory”, but The Holy Lord says “I will cause all my goodness to pass in 
front of you, and I will proclaim my name, the LORD, in your presence . . . But,” he said, “you 
cannot see my face, for no one may see me and live” and 22 when my glory passes by, I will put 

you in a cleft in the rock and cover you with my hand until I have passed by. 23 Then I will 

remove my hand and you will see my back; but my face must not be seen.”  

 

God is so holy and pure that no one could look up at Him! We yearn for God to look upon us with mercy and 

love, and to not be forgotten! The Psalms are filled with pleas to God – “Do not hide Your face from me!” 
“How long will You hide Your face from me?” “Why do You hide Your face from me and reject me?” 

There are times when we feel there is truly NO ONE who cares enough to show us a face, and all we need is 

for someone to just notice. Think for a moment about the homeless, needy people we see along the streets to 

whom we give our blessing bags . . . whether we have a blessing bag to give them or not, I bet it means a lot to 

just have eye contact and a smile, or a greeting. Can you remember times when you have purposely avoided 

eye contact with someone because you feel guilty, or angry with them? Or noticed that someone seems to be 

avoiding you? 

 

That’s the other side of the coin – sometimes our guilt and shame cause us to want to flee from God’s face, as 

well as from the faces of friends and family. Can you think of some Bible stories about people who thought 

they could hide from God? Adam and Eve, naked and guilty . . . Jonah as he ran from God’s call . . .  The 

Psalmist cries out: “Hide Your face from my sins and blot out all my iniquity”. The reality is that there are 

times when we are too ashamed or embarrassed to want to be seen, and we’re happy to just be invisible. 
Sometimes it feels good to not be seen; to just be a “fly on the wall,” to just be able to step back and observe, 

especially if we carry shame or hurt, but it can also be very lonely and isolating; those are the times that we 

most NEED to be seen! Our great God sees YOU. He hears YOU! 

 

The angel identifies Hagar as “the slave of Sarai.”  Is that her primary identity to God? To what extent do we 

rely on our success at work, our physical strength or appearance, our good grades, our income, or the 

congratulations of others to define ourselves?  Just as God examined Hagar, we too ought to know our 

roles/function. God rebuked her, humbled her, just as we need to be reminded who we are and the limits of our 

wisdom and power at times.  

 

In this story, the way of faith – patient waiting - was abandoned in favor of human calculation. The good news 

is the assurance that as we wait, God sees and hears His people. And sometimes God uses the unlikeliest 

methods to accomplish His purposes. HE is the Potter – we are but clay, the work of the great Potter’s hand, 
and we must never rely on ourselves to discern God’s purposes or the means to accomplish those purposes. 
“Like a bride waiting for her groom”, we wait, patiently enduring until fulfillment of all God’s promises. As 

God’s people, chosen to be His, we do not put our trust in human effort. 



5 

 

 

By God’s mercy we are stopped in our wrongdoing, by our conscience or otherwise! Sometimes He allows us 
to wander a while, giving opportunity to come to our senses, as the prodigal son . . . God didn’t stop Hagar 

until she was tired and thirsty. God meets us in the wilderness of our lives! (Hosea 2:14). There is hope in deep 

trouble. Even where there is little devotion, God still hears the tears, just like He hears prayer. Again, from the 

Psalms - In my alarm I said, “I am cut off from your sight!” Yet you heard my cry for mercy when I called to 

you for help. What a comfort it is to know that someone actually sees me . . . notices me. He SEES my pain 

and He HEARS my prayers. There are times when we need to exercise the discipline of assuring ourselves that 

GOD SEES. The really good news about God is that because He sent His son, Jesus Christ, to remove all my 

sins, past, present, and future, He gazes upon me with a beautiful smile of love, like a parent with a child, or a 

grandparent with a grandchild. Our true identity is in Christ, and Christ alone, and that is who God sees when 

He looks at you! God does not see your sin! 

 

As you know, two weeks ago, at the EPC’s General Assembly, we had the incredible privilege of hearing 

Pastor Andrew Brunson; he described himself as “desperate for God’s presence and touch”; he was 
“thoroughly broken” and felt abandoned and suicidal. The question that he had – and likely every believer has 

in critical times, is “Why?” Most of the time the question is asked out of anger, but we also ask it as Andrew 
did after over two years of imprisonment – in a sincere desire to submit to The Lord’s will and experience the 
deeper intimacy with Him that comes from testing. But, Andrew said, there is no guarantee of a specific 

outcome in our prayer in persecution. He prayed, his family prayed, we prayed, the EPC prayed, the world 

prayed . . . and yet, Andrew said it was like “looking at a puzzle from the bottom.” 

 

We have access to the face of God at all times and in all circumstances; again, from the Psalms, “You see me 
even when I leave You.” We see not just the back of God as Moses did, in Exodus 33:23, we see His face, 

though for now, “we see in a mirror dimly - but then we shall see face to face.” We look to Him with eyes of 

faith, a holy interaction of the eyes. The expression of the eyes, as well as nonverbal body language, are the 

greatest communicators between people. 

 

Again, from the Psalms - “Though the LORD is exalted, He looks kindly on the lowly; though lofty, He sees 

them from afar.” What a simple but powerful encouragement it is to be seen. And when you are seen by the 

Almighty God Himself how much more the power and encouragement to know you aren’t alone or abandoned. 
We may feel rejected and alienated from friends, family, and strangers, but God sees not only the face we 

present to the world, but all our secret fears and hopes and feelings, and even so, He loves us! 

 

Let us go and be the earthly eyes of The Lord that see others with love, with hope, with forgiveness. 


