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Genesis chapters 16 & 17 

I. The	Hagar	Option	
A. Sarai	hatches	a	plan	

Chapter sixteen moves rapidly into the account of the birth of Ishmael. This story 
is quite intriguing, especially when viewed through the lens of our 21st century 
American eyes.  
As the story begins, we find Abram and Sarai having dwelt in Canaan for a full 
ten years, and the promise of Abram being the fountainhead of a great nation 
has not doubt never been far from their thoughts. However, they finally come to a 
point of feeling they need to force something to happen. I don’t think they 
necessarily doubted the promise as much as had serious questions about the 
when and the how. And because so much time had passed, and both Abram and 
Sarai continued to grow older, Sarai finally felt that if the promise of children was 
ever going to happen, she and her husband were going to have to come up with 
a plan to force it. Perhaps the long time passing by without any evidence of 
anything happening led them to wrongfully conclude that they may have been 
mistaken for waiting on God. Maybe, in reality, God was waiting on them. Maybe 
they were supposed to do something and they were failing. So, Sarai is 
convinced they should take it upon themselves to help fulfill the promise.  
She goes to Abram and says, “The Lord has prevented me from having children. 
Therefore, you should sleep with my slave, Hagar, and have a baby by her. That 
way, we can build the family God has promised us.”  
First, consider this: Sarai must have really, truly bought into Abram’s story that 
God had promised to bring forth a great nation through him. So far, we don’t 
have any evidence God spoke to anyone but Abram. But Sarai evidently believed 
Abram, otherwise she would not be willing to let Abram execute this alternate 
plan.  
Second, we are a bit uncomfortable with this arrangement, since in our culture 
we do not typically view this as socially acceptable. Even couples who use a 
surrogate mother do not allow the husband sleep with the surrogate. They use 
other more socially acceptable means to impregnate the surrogate. We just have 
an ethical problem with this. However, this was a very common practice in the 
Ancient Near East. It was considered vitally important for the family to have a 
male child to carry on their name and in some cases, it was even required for the 
husband to bear a child by another woman if his wife was barren. While this may 
shock us in our cultural mentality, it was quite acceptable in their culture.  So for 
Abram and Sarai, this was not an ethical conflict. It was a culturally 
recommended and acceptable solution to a common problem.  
Furthermore, keep in mind that barrenness was often considered a punishment 
from God. That is why Sarai said God had kept her from having children. It is 
only speculation, but one has to wonder if they thought back on their deceptive 
plan in Egypt to hide their marriage.  
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B. The	plan	goes	awry	
Abram sleeps with Hagar and, as they expected, she became pregnant. Then 
another problem arose – Sarai became jealous of Hagar. Quite possibly Hagar’s 
pregnancy represented the blessings of her idolatrous gods on her life while 
Sarai’s barrenness reminded her of her God’s curse on her. The dynamics in this 
story are quite powerful. The false gods seem to be outperforming Abram’s God.  
But here is the real kicker: Sarai gets all worked up over Hagar and then goes 
and tells Abram, “This is all your fault!”  

“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.” 
Abram does what any wise husband would do in this situation. He tells Sarai, 
“Whatever you want, dear!”  
Sarai’s plan is to harass Hagar and make her life miserable until she leaves. The 
plan works. It is not a very mature plan, but nevertheless it is evidence that 
humans have been acting like this for thousands of years.   
Sarai manages to chase Hagar away. Sarai’s behavior is erratic and illogical. In 
the grand scheme of things, she just chased off the woman who was bearing the 
child who would, in Sarai’s mind, fulfill God’s promise. There nothing whatsoever 
rational about Sarai’s behavior. What is she going to do? Get another surrogate?  
We have classic evidence here that when we take matters into our own hands 
instead of leaving them in God’s hands, we mess things up. Get in God’s way -
you mess things up. Substitute your own plans for God’s plans - you mess things 
up.  

C. The	God	who	sees	me	
To conclude the chapter and this section, we learn that a messenger from the 
Lord appears to Hagar in the wilderness. Pregnant and alone, she has travelled 
or about a week through wild country, endeavoring to make her way back to her 
homeland. But the messenger appears to her and directs her to return to Sarai 
and submit to her, for the Lord has promised to bless your descendants as well.  
The angel tells her a couple of other things. First, he directs Hagar to name her 
son Ishmael (God hears). The important message here is how much God cares 
for the outcast, the victims, the mistreated, the despised. Hagar may have been a 
heathen, but God still had compassion on her.  
Second, the angel tells her Ishmael will be like a wild donkey who will always be 
in conflict with those around him. He and his descendants will be the kind who 
will not blend into society, but they will be the cause of constant conflict. 
Interestingly, you can flip over to Genesis 25:18 and read about Ishmael’s 
descendants:  
Ishmael’s descendants settled in the area from Havilah to Shur, near the eastern border of 
Egypt, as you go toward Ashur. And they lived in hostility toward all the tribes related to 
them. (Genesis 25:18) 
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Then Hagar gives God a name of her own choosing. She knows nothing about 
this God who is now trying to direct her life. This is her first encounter with the 
God of Abram. So she decides to give him a name. She says, “I am going to call 
you “The God Who Sees Me”, and the well she was camping by became known 
as “The well of the Living One Who Sees Me.”  
That was a powerful testimony from a heathen. She never knew any god who 
she was convinced was looking out for her personally. She thought her gods 
were distant and uncaring. But this God sees her.  
That is quite a tribute to our God. You may not know much about God, but you 
can know this for sure. He sees you! He knows your name. He knows your pain. 
He knows your troubles and trials and difficulties. He hears you when you cry. 
When nobody else can see you; when nobody else can hear your heart crying 
out. When everyone else is clueless about the pain you are carrying, He sees 
you! He knows what you are going through, and He cares. Hagar learned one of 
the most important points about God. He is a personal God. He saw you when 
you collapsed under the pressure of it all. He heard you when you cried out in 
your loneliness.  

D. The	best	training	we	can	get	from	God	comes	from	our	failures.		
Hagar returns to Abram’s camp (not at all welcomed back by Sarai) and Ishmael 
is born. Abram is 86 years old. Sarai’s plan accomplished nothing productive at 
all concerning God’s promise to them, but in fact created complications. Abram 
and Sarai thought they were helping. They were hindering.  
You can’t help God by helping God. All you can do is complicate matters.  
Understand the scenario that has been created. Abram and Sarai plotted out 
their own way of making God’s promise come to pass.  They both agree to have 
Abram bear a son by Sarai’s handmade, Hagar. Hagar has the boy, but there is 
friction between Sarai and Hagar.  
For 13 years, Abram raises Ishmael under the total impression that Ishmael is 
the one through whom God will fulfill his promise. They are living an illusion for 
thirteen years – an illusion of their own making.  
So we try to analyze, what should we learn from this? How can we learn 
something that keeps us from making the same mistake Abram made? After all, 
Abram had waited ten years, Sarai was not only barren, but well beyond child-
bearing age. Abram could see no logical way for the promise to be fulfilled 
through Sarai. The plan he and Sarai hatched must have seemed to be a God 
send. They must have felt they were the ones dropping the ball. How do we learn 
anything that keeps us from making the same mistakes Abram made? The fact 
is, there is nothing we can learn to keep us from making the same mistakes. 
What we can learn is this: Whatever mistakes we make are not big enough to 
stop God’s plan. At the worst, all they do is make life more complicated for us, 
but they don’t stop God.  
And, we also can learn that all our mistakes are just providing an opportunity for 
God to teach us something. God trains us by walking us through the difficulties of 
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life, and quite often those difficulties were created by us. In essence, we keep 
creating school for ourselves. God often allows us the latitude to make mistakes, 
then uses those circumstances to teach us.  

II. Adopting	the	Sign	of	the	Covenant	
In chapter 17, God reveals to Abram the practice of male circumcision to bear 
witness to participation in the covenant. Circumcision was not a condition of the 
covenant, it was a condition of participating in the community that would benefit 
from the covenant. If a man refused to be circumcised, he was not permitted to 
continue to be part of Abram’s community.  
This was not the radical circumcision commonly practiced in our culture today. By 
comparison, we would consider this a partial or modified circumcision with no 
particular physical or medical benefit. The sole purpose was to make a physical 
sign in the flesh of participation in the covenant community.  
If there is a parallel in Christianity, it is water baptism. Water baptism doesn’t 
save us. There is no physical benefit to it, such as for our hygiene. It is an act 
that symbolizes our voluntary participation in the community of believers, the 
body of Christ.  
The second thing God tells Abram is about the name changes. Abram (high 
father) will henceforth be called Abraham (father of multitudes). Sarai (princess) 
will be called Sarah (mother of nations). 
The name changes are simply to provide these two new identities. God is 
transforming them bit by bit. He is teaching them to trust Him. He is bringing 
Abram more deeply into the covenant with the rite of circumcision. He is giving 
them new names to help them understand they are no longer to be the people 
they used to be. The old Abram is fading away. The old Sarai is being left behind. 
The new Abraham and new Sarah will find new identities, not only in their name, 
but in their behavior and in their relationship with God.  
For us, that means that when you have this revolutionary encounter with God, 
you are expected to have a new identity. You can’t continue to be the same old 
person you were before your commitment to Christ.  
Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old things have passed away; 
behold, the new has come into being. (2 Cor. 5:17) 
 


