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“When a Promise Creates Conflict” 
Sermon Text: Genesis 21:8-21 

3rd after Pentecost: 21 June 2020 
Salado UMC, Salado, Texas 76571 

Father’s Day 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

“Before I got married, I had six theories about raising children;  
now, I have six children and no theories” (John Wilmot). 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

Today is Father’s Day. Our Scripture lesson offers us a father “in a pickle.” It is one of Abraham’s 
first Father’s Day with Sarah and the son of promise, Isaac. But Abraham also has another son named 
Ishmael born to his slave, Hagar. It was because of God’s promise to Abraham that he finds himself in 
difficulty. Hear the Genesis account of this story of Isaac and Ishmael and their mothers: 

[8] The child grew, and was weaned; and Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was 
weaned. [9] But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, 
playing with her son Isaac. [10] So she said to Abraham, "Cast out this slave woman with her son; 
for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac." [11] The matter was 
very distressing to Abraham on account of his son. [12] But God said to Abraham, "Do not be 
distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; whatever Sarah says to you, do 
as she tells you, for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be named for you. [13] As for the son of 
the slave woman, I will make a nation of him also, because he is your offspring." [14] So Abraham 
rose early in the morning, and took bread and a skin of water, and gave it to Hagar, putting it on 
her shoulder, along with the child, and sent her away. And she departed, and wandered about in 
the wilderness of Beer-sheba.  
 
[15] When the water in the skin was gone, she cast the child under one of the bushes. [16] Then 
she went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the distance of a bowshot; for she 
said, "Do not let me look on the death of the child." And as she sat opposite him, she lifted up her 
voice and wept. [17] And God heard the voice of the boy; and the angel of God called to Hagar 
from heaven, and said to her, "What troubles you, Hagar? Do not be afraid; for God has heard 
the voice of the boy where he is. [18] Come, lift up the boy and hold him fast with your hand, for I 
will make a great nation of him." [19] Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water. 
She went, and filled the skin with water, and gave the boy a drink.  
 
[20] God was with the boy, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness, and became an expert 
with the bow. [21] He lived in the wilderness of Paran; and his mother got a wife for him from the 
land of Egypt (Genesis 21:8-21). 

 
The Promise 
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 As most church-going folks know, Abraham and Sarah were old and without children. Yet Yahweh 
promised Abraham: “I will bless her [Sarah], and moreover I will give you a son by her” (Genesis 17:16). 
What a whopper of a promise. Sarah is ninety years old and Abraham is 100—perhaps the last people 
we would find in the maternity ward at Scott and White! They both got a big belly laugh out of that 
promise—and you may be sure that those who heard this story got a big laugh too! 
 Yet, it all happened subsequently as Yahweh said. God established God’s covenant with Isaac, born 
soon thereafter. In a fine story detail, the name “Isaac” in Hebrew means “He laughs,” or as some 
suggest, “One who brings laughter.” 
The Conflict  
 As with every first-class story, the plot soon thickens. Everyone is thrilled with Isaac’s birth, so 
thrilled that “Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned.” After all, although 
weaning occurs at a young age, it signifies maturation. So, as the ancients are inclined to do, any excuse 
will do for a party where people assemble friends and family for a grand occasion. Yet, at the feast Sarah 
makes a decisive blunder. Rather than focusing her camcorder on Isaac, she instead zooms her eye in on 
Ishmael—the son of her rival. Sarah’s rage becomes irrational when she “saw the son of Hagar the 
Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac.” Some suggest that, as they boys 
played and Ishmael laughed, that this laughter became the tipping point and Sarah lost control. Thus, 
the story’s play on the word “laughter” continues. Sarah not only saw them playing, but also heard 
Ishmael’s “laughter”—and this is the way the original Hebrew reads. 
 Directly, Sarah confronts the heretofore happy father on Father’s Day and demands: “Cast out this 
slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.” 
Notice here on Father’s Day; Isaac is her son, not their son! The son of promise and the other son and 
his status have now placed Abraham in a dilemma. What is he to do? Yahweh comes to the rescue, in a 
way. Yahweh tells Abraham: “Do not be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave 
woman; whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be 
named for you.” 
 Dutifully, Abraham heeds the voice of God and casts Hagar and her son out into the wilderness of 
Beer-sheba. The scene creates a great deal of tragedy in the readers’ vigilant minds and hearts. But after 
building the story’s tension about what will happen to Ishmael, God again intervenes and helps Hagar 
rescue her son. Ultimately, the story tells the reader that “God was with the boy, and he grew up.” Now 
I ask you of what value is a story like this? Why would we modern folks, roughly 3500 + years later, take 
a story like this seriously? It is a good question. 
Not a Resolution, but Perhaps a Lesson 
 Clearly, few of us practice polygamy openly today—in fact, it is against the law. But there is 
something that happens within this story that still influences people in in today’s world. That 
“something” is envy. Genesis tells us that “Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian,” presumably 
laughing as he played with her son. This seeing and hearing “laughter” set in motion the whole story 
related today. Sarah was protectively envious, not of another mother’s child. She was envious of the 
place in the heart of Abraham for that other mother’s child. Thus, a promise from God inadvertently 
creates a conflict. The promise created envy in the mother of the child of promise. 
 Envy is one of the seven deadly sins. The others are pride, gluttony, lust, anger, greed, and sloth. 
But although we all participate to varying degrees in each of the Seven Deadly Sins, nearly every person, 
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living or dead, has had to battle with what we call “the green monster—envy.” Envy takes exception to 
the good others receive or even might receive. For us, this is at least one lesson we may learn from this 
ancient and seemingly barbaric story.  
 Jesus, too, saw envy as one of the great stumbling blocks to faithfulness. In the parable of the 
Prodigal Son, Jesus depicts the elder brother’s envy as he approaches and sees a party not given for him. 
When the servant tells the elder brother that his prodigal bother has returned and the father has 
thrown a party, the elder brother, “became angry and refused to go in” (Luke 15:28). 
 Later still, when Jesus was on the beach, Peter asks, perhaps out of envy, “Lord, what about him?” 
A swift reply puts Peter in his place. Jesus said, “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to 
you? Follow me” (John 21:20-22). 
 In Jesus’ parable, the Parable of the Laborers, a parable that no free-enterprise American wants to 
ponder, we see envy’s danger. The paymaster paid those who had worked only one hour a usual day’s 
wage. When those who had worked all day came “they thought they would receive more; but each of 
them also received the usual daily wage.” Hearing their grumbling, the owner said: “Friend, I am doing 
you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage?” (Matthew 20:10-13). 
 I am not sure how to get any of us out of this “envy quandary.” Preachers envy those with bigger 
churches, better salaries, and larger staffs. I heard a seminary professor say that the reason preachers 
quibble amongst themselves is because “the stakes among them are so pitifully low.” Each of us 
struggles with other cheerleaders, band or choir members, co-workers, neighbors, and the like. But the 
Bible warns us. Beware of envy—envy is a spiritual assassin.   
 No doubt Paul had one of the most helpful things to tell believers about controlling the runaway 
envy in all of our lives. Do you remember? Paul said: “I have learned to be content with whatever I 
have” (Philippians 4:11). The best biblical wisdom is simply this: “There is great gain in godliness combined 
with contentment” (1 Timothy 6:6). Amen. 
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