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Hagar’s story might be hard to read. There’s so much tragedy, and so much injustice, 
much of it perpetrated by people who were supposed to be followers of God. But it’s also 
an important story, because it shows that God cares about the suffering of those society 
has used and cast aside, that God sees the humanity of people for whom it is more 

convenient to dehumanize and treat as less-than, and in so doing, minimize their suffering because it 
reminds us that we’re not as righteous as we’d like to think.

With Hagar, we begin a sermon and study series we’re calling “Unlikely Heroes.” In the series Fred and 
I will help you look at several Old Testament characters. Perhaps some of them will be familiar to you 
from your Sunday School memories or earlier studies. Our hope is that some of them might be new 
to you this summer. Each has a back story, each has capacities and flaws, each one lives in a specific 
time in history in which the people of God are challenged by circumstance beyond their influence and 
control. For some, they appear to be unlikely heroes. But we know a God who uses the ordinary for 
extraordinary redemptive purposes. We know a God who can even use you and me. So, let’s get started.

Hagar is the only person in all of Scripture who gives a name to God. She gives God the name “El Roi,” 
which means, “the God who sees me.” Instead of a person meeting God and asking for His name, Hagar 
meets God, knows exactly who he is, and tells Him so. It’s the only time in the Bible that this happens.  
And this isn’t just any person who names God—it is a woman. And it isn’t just any woman—it is a slave 
from Egypt, who has been treated horribly by her supposedly God-serving masters.

God meets her in distress, and she says,  “You are El Roi, the God who sees me.”

Let’s remember her name. It is Hagar, which from its Hebrew root can mean “flight” or from it’ Persian-
Egyptian root, her name can mean “one forced into service” a.k.a. “slave”.

Hagar’s story is an important story because it has the potential to speak to us about a God who cares 
about the suffering of those society has used and cast aside, people we consider our enemies, or 
whose suffering reminds us that we’re not always as righteous as we’d like to think. 

Because Hagar’s story is spread out through Genesis, and intertwined with Abraham and Sarah’s story, 
I’m going to tell it Bible story style, instead of reading it from its many sitings in Genesis and Isaiah. For 
today, I want to give you the larger picture of what was going on.
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Hagar’s story was set in motion when an aged Aramean man, from the city-state of Ur, received a 
revelation from God. God told Abraham to leave his father and his father’s household and go into the 
land that God would show him. God promised to bless Abraham so that he could bless all the other 
nations of the earth, and part of this promise was that Abraham would have many descendants.

Perhaps, most of us have probably heard this story.

But what we may not have noticed is that every time God talks to Abraham about descendants, Abraham 
goes out and does something incredibly self-serving.

See, Abraham has a problem. His wife, Sarah, is barren. And in a patriarchal society, that was about 
the worst kind of disgrace a person could bear. And as I mentioned, every time God talked about their 
descendants, they acted faithlessly and did something self-serving. And before we judge them too 
harshly, we would do well to pause and consider that even in this, the Bible is trying to show us how 
much they, like us, struggled to believe God’s promise.

The first self-serving thing is entirely on Abraham. There’s a famine in Canaan, where they live, so they 
decide to go to Egypt, because the Nile River protected it from drought. But Abram was worried that 
Pharaoh would want the beautiful Sarai as one of his wives and kill Abram to possess her. So, Abram lies 
to Pharaoh’s soldiers and begs Sarai to maintain the lie once she is in Pharaoh’s harem.

Listen to this, from Genesis 12 verses 14-20:

When Abram came to Egypt, the Egyptians saw that Sarai was a very beautiful woman. And when 
Pharaoh’s officials saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh, and she was taken into his palace. He treated 
Abram well for her sake, and Abram acquired sheep and cattle, male and female donkeys, male and 
female servants, and camels.

But the Lord inflicted serious diseases on Pharaoh and his household because of Abram’s wife Sarai. So 
Pharaoh summoned Abram. “What have you done to me?” he said. “Why didn’t you tell me she was your 
wife? Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her to be my wife? Now then, here is your wife. 
Take her and go!” Then Pharaoh gave orders about Abram to his men, and they sent him on his way, 
with his wife and everything he had.”

So, God had just told Abram he is going to give him descendants. But instead of trusting, he pimps his 
wife out to the harem of one of the most powerful men in the world.

And while we always say Abraham does it to save his own life, he’s also profiting here. He’s getting 
livestock and slaves out of the deal. Sarah is sold for the bride-price. And as outrageous as that sounds 
to us, it still happens in some parts of the world.

But God sees what has been done to Sarai and is having none of it. He sends a plague on Pharaoh’s 
household to get Sarah out of there. So Pharaoh tells them to leave and take all the wealth they’d been 
given with them. 

And while we don’t know for sure that this is how Hagar, Sarai’s Egyptian servant, comes into their 
entourage, it also seems likely that Hagar is part of the settlement package Sarai gets for being sold into 
sexual slavery. Which may make what happens ten years later less surprising. 
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But let’s consider this from Hagar’s perspective for a minute. The Bible doesn’t tell us a much about 
her background, but scholars help us take a few guesses from what we do know. First of all, she was 
most likely young. She wasn’t married yet, and we know that she was considered a prime candidate for 
childbearing ten years later. The other thing we know about Hagar is that she was a handmaid, not a 
laborer. Handmaids had higher status jobs, living with and attending to wealthy women. And even when 
they were slaves, they often came from high class backgrounds. Some Jewish traditions actually say 
that Hagar was one of Pharaoh’s daughters—perhaps the daughter of a lesser concubine—entrusted 
to Sarah as a wedding gift when Sarah entered Pharaoh’s harem. So while there is no way to know for 
certain, it’s quite likely that Hagar is a young girl who has lived most of her life in the palace of the most 
wealthy, powerful man in the world.

But then, a strange woman shows up in the harem, everyone gets sick, and now, Hagar is being sent 
away with her to live among Nomadic tent dwellers who speak a different language, have a different 
culture, and worship a strange new God she’s never heard of.

Can we imagine? Can you imagine being ripped away from everything you’ve ever known with no hope 
of returning? It doesn’t matter if Hagar has a mother who loves her, or playmates she will miss. It doesn’t 
matter if she’s afraid of this strange woman, or terrified at the idea of traveling through the desert, living 
in tents.

No one sees her fear, or her grief, or her loneliness, or sense of betrayal. Or if they do see it, they don’t 
care enough to stop it. But God sees. And God cares. And I believe that God wept right along with her.

Ten years go by and God appears to Abram again, making a covenant with him. You can read about this 
in Genesis 15. Abram complains about his lack of descendants, and God promises once again that he 
will have a son. Then we turn to 16:1- 4 and no surprise, read this: 

“Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. But she had an Egyptian slave 
named Hagar; 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 agrees to what 
Sarai says. So after Abram has been living in Canaan ten years, Sarai his wife took her 
Egyptian slave Hagar and gave her to her husband to be his wife. He slept with Hagar, 
and she conceived.”

And this is where the story gets even more difficult. It’s hard to even know what to say about a young 
woman being forced into marriage with an old man, for the purpose of having a baby for her owner. The 
fact that this was a common practice, and that forced, and child marriage is still a common practice in 
many parts of the world, doesn’t make it any less horrible. No one is asking Hagar how she feels about 
this. No one seems to care. Just like no one seemed to care when Sarai was given to Pharaoh.

These women were both trafficked and treated like objects to be bartered and used at the whim of the 
more powerful people in their lives. Their culture deemed that acceptable. And while we have laws 
against such things today, the prevalence of trafficking, abuse and gender-based violence shows that 
maybe our culture accepts it too, at some level.

But God does not.

God sees the suffering and degradation of women, and children, and boys, and men, sometimes at the 
hands of God’s own people. And it grieves God’s heart.
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Hagar is married to Abram as his second wife and gets pregnant. And despite everything, she starts to 
hope. Because despite Sarai’s plans for the baby, Hagar is still going to be this baby’s mother. And this 
baby is going to become the leader of this clan someday—and probably sooner rather than later, given 
Abram’s age. And when that happens—when this baby that she’s carrying is in charge—everything is 
going to change for Hagar.

Only it doesn’t work out this way. Sarai gets jealous and complains to Abram. Let’s read what happens, 
from Genesis 16, verses 5-13.

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.”

“Your slave is in your hands,” Abram said. “Do with her whatever you think best.” Then 
Sarai mistreated Hagar; so she fled from her.”

The angel of the Lord found Hagar near a spring in the desert; it was the spring that is 
beside the road to Shur. 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.

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

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. 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.”

You are El Roi, she says, the God who sees me, the God who refuses to turn a blind eye to my distress, 
but instead shows up, and is with me in my distress.

In fact, God blesses Hagar and her son. And God blesses them again fifteen years later when, after the 
birth of Sarah’s son Isaac, Abraham turns Hagar and Ishmael out into the desert for good. You can read 
about that in Genesis 21. It is a horrible betrayal, but it is also the way in which God keeps His promise to 
Hagar and sets her free.

I want to finish for today speaking into some misconceptions we may have about Hagar, and about 
ourselves. There is a lot going on in that passage we just read, and a lot of it has been horribly 
misunderstood by our western ears. 

We understand that the promise of many descendants is a blessing, just like the one given to Abram. But 
what’s this about Ishmael being referred to as a wild donkey as a man, and living in hostility toward all his 
brothers? How is this a blessing? And why is Hagar told to go back to an abusive situation? The simple 
answer is that we miss the cultural cues.
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While the angel saying that Ishmael will be a wild donkey of a man sounds like an insult to us, Hagar 
would have heard: “Your son will be capable of surviving and thriving alone in the desert, just like a 
wild donkey. Go back and keep your head down until he is old enough to help you, because you won’t 
survive on your own.”

When we hear “his hand will be against everyone, and everyone’s hand will be against him,” Hagar 
would have heard: “he will be politically independent, not beholden to any nation.” And when we hear 
“he will live in hostility to all his brothers,” she might have heard that, or she might have heard that he 
would live to the EAST of all his brothers. Bible scholars aren’t really sure about what this last bit means.

Another misconception that needs to be addressed is that we’ll sometimes hear people say that 
Ishmael, Hagar’s son, was the progenitor of the Arab people. In fact Mohammed, the founder of Islam, 
claimed to be descended from him. Some may even say, “If only Abraham hadn’t slept with Hagar, we 
wouldn’t be having all these problems in the Middle East today.”

But we need to stop and think about this for a minute. And here is why this is important.

Even if all Arabs were descended from Ishmael, which may or may not be the case, do you hear what 
we are saying, when we say, “If only Abraham hadn’t slept with Hagar?” We need to be careful when we 
say this. When we do, are we saying in some way, that Arabs are a mistake, that God did not mean for 
them to exist, that they are a problem to be dealt with, instead of beloved people, created in the image 
of God? 

We don’t always see people clearly. We don’t always want too.

Seeing people clearly can be painful and convicting. It’s easier and more convenient for us to believe 
there’s something inherently broken about them, than to look inward at what may be wrong with us. And 
I’m going to guess that most of us, like Sarai, have been on both sides of this equation. We’ve been hurt, 
because people have not treated us like precious people created in the image of God, who are worthy 
of dignity and respect. So we harden our hearts and go out and do the same thing to others.

We scramble for top dog status, because it’s the only way we know to protect ourselves from getting 
hurt. But Jesus dealt the death blow to that type of thinking when he took all of our sin, and our 
brokenness, upon himself on the cross. When, instead of using others for his own gain, he sacrificially 
laid down his life for people who didn’t deserve it but were inestimably precious and loved by God 
anyway. Like Hagar. And Abram. And Sarai. And you and me.

I love that question God asks Hagar. “Where have you come from, and where are you going?” And it’s 
something that we can ask ourselves too. 

Where have we come from? Where are the wounds and insecurities in our lives, and how do we react 
when something touches them?

So many of us live as slaves to those things, whether we’re powerful people like Abraham, who wind up 
hurting the people around us when we feel insecure, or underdogs like Hagar, who can’t seem to catch 
a break. We’ve bought into the lies about where our worth comes from, so adversity has us running 
scared.
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And where are we going? Are we willing to be vulnerable enough to let God meet us in our broken 
places, and heal us? Are we willing to give up our dysfunctional, human ways to trying to preserve our 
status, and accept Christ’s provision for us, knowing that we are loved, and that God is going to work on 
our behalf, in God’s time, and in God’s ways?

We are beloved people, created in the image of God, and inestimably precious to Him.

We don’t have to live as slaves to our fears, or insecurities, or other people’s opinions about us anymore.

We, like Hagar, are children of El Roi, the God who sees us.


