
 

 
  

Lesson 13: Living by Faith or by the Flesh 
FBC Webb City- Dustin Burdin 

GOD’S KINGDOM, THE BIBLE, & US 
Understanding the Bible’s story, Jesus’ importance, & Our 
place in God’s plan  
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Introduction 
 
In our last lesson we saw that the promised son, Isaac, was finally born. God kept His 
word of promise to Abraham and Sarah. No doubt God led them through a journey of 
walking by faith for many years. God keeps His promises, but it may not always be 
according to our preferred timetable.  
 
In this lesson we will see contention arise again between Sarah and Hagar. Abraham’s 
faith is put to the test again. 
 
Abraham is a great example for us of a person who truly lived by faith and not by sight. 
He left everything he had known just on the promise that God would bless him 
(Genesis 12). For twenty-four years he lived by faith waiting for his promised son to be 
born, Isaac.  
 
He is the picture-perfect example of a believer in the Lord who lives in the ‘in-
between.’ On the one hand God has promised him something, yet on the other hand 
he hasn’t received it yet. He lives in the gap between promise and fulfillment. Even 
after Isaac is born, Abraham is still expected to live by faith. Remember that God 
originally promised him many descendants as the stars of the sky. Abraham will not 
live to see that during his life on earth. He will only live to see Isaac born. He must trust 
that God will continue the promise long after he is dead.  
 
I don’t want to overlook Abraham’s faults but let us not let his faults overshadow his 
example of living by faith in the Lord.  
 
In this lesson we explore another story that shows us God calls on people to live in His 
Kingdom by faith and not by works. We will see God’s wisdom continue to protect the 
promise plan He gave to Abraham.  
 

Hagar & Ishmael Depart Abraham 
 
Genesis 21:8-21 
 
Ishmael Mocks 
On the day Isaac was weaned, Abraham held a great feast. Either on that same day, or 
shortly after, Sarah notices Ishmael mocking Isaac. Let’s look at this word, mocking, 
for a moment to try and see what was wrong with what Ishmael did.  
 
The New American Standard Bible (NASB), Christian Standard Bible (CSB), New 
International Version (NIV), and the King James Version (KJV) translate this word as 
mocking. The English Standard Version (ESV) translates it as laughing. The New King 
James Version (NKJV) translates it as scoffing.  
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Like we have seen before in our studies, Bible words can take on a range of meanings. 
The context of the verse will determine which specific definition we should give the 
word.  
 
The Hebrew word it comes from has a range of meanings, but they all relate back to 
this idea of laughing or joking. It can be laughing in a good way or in a bad way as in 
making fun of someone (mocking them).  
 
This Hebrew word is the word that Isaac’s name was based on. Remember that Isaac’s 
name meant he laughs, or he makes me laugh.  
 
We see a child whose name means laughter is being laughed at by his older half-
brother. Ishmael is approximately age 14 at this time.  
 
Given the context of this passage, we can conclude that Ishmael mockingly laughed at 
Isaac. Ishmael was laughing at Isaac in the sense of making fun of him.  
 
Why do you think Ishmael mocked (laughed) at Isaac’s shortly after he was born? 
 
 
 
 
What could have been the case is Ishmael was jealous. He knew that Isaac was the 
promised son, now he is here, and Ishmael may have had a bad attitude towards baby 
Isaac to the point he let his feelings be known how much he looked down upon Isaac.  
 
What was wrong about Ishmael mockingly laughing at Isaac? What was Ishmael truly 
revealing about his own faith in God’s promise? 
 
 
 
 
 
Remember he was fourteen years old when Isaac was born. He was also circumcised a 
year ago when God commanded Abraham to circumcise all the males in his house 
(Genesis 17). This means Ishmael knew about the promise of God given to his father 
Abraham.  
 
Ishmael was raised for fourteen years in a Godly home where Abraham taught him 
about his journeys following the Lord by faith ever since Genesis chapter twelve. It is 
true Ishmael was not the promised son, yet he had a choice to make. Ishmael’s choice 
was whether he would also follow Yahweh, the God of his father Abraham. Would 
Ishmael trust the promise?  
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Ishmael could have chosen to trust God and believe the promise given to Abraham and 
showed support for his baby half-brother Isaac. Even though he would not be the 
descendant to carry on the promise lineage, he could have still chosen to live by faith 
and trust God’s plan.  
 
However, his mocking laughter of Isaac betrays his heart. He was not just laughing at 
baby Isaac; he was showing his contempt for this so-called promised baby and by 
extension revealed his doubt about God’s plan.  
 
There is a lesson in this for each of us as people of God. God’s plans may not fit our 
expectations. We may wish God would move in a certain way in our lives and change 
things to fit our needs. The truth is God does not operate according to our desires or 
expectations.  
 
God works in ways that fit His plans. His plans are the best plans. His timing is the best 
timing. It is difficult at times, but we truly must trust God knows what He is doing.  
 
We are often faced with the challenge to trust God over ourselves. This is what it 
means to live by faith and not by sight, or our own wisdom. Living by faith means 
trusting God to run the show of our lives even when things are not going according to 
our plans.  
 
The exact way Ishmael mocked Isaac we do not know, but we have enough 
information here to know it was very bad. It was to the point Sarah saw it and could not 
even tolerate letting Ishmael live with Isaac anymore.  
 
Genesis 21:10 we see Sarah had enough. She demanded Abraham get rid of Ishmael 
and Hagar from their sight. She made it clear her concern was that Ishmael would vie 
for control as the heir of Abraham and she would not tolerate this. She knew Isaac was 
the one God promised to be the heir of the promise and Ishmael would only interfere 
with this since he revealed his true feelings by mocking Isaac.  
 
There is irony in this story. Isaac’s name means laughter and his birth truly caused 
laughter for Abraham and Sarah. This laughter was one of faith and joy in the Lord’s 
fulfillment of His promise to grant a biological son to two old people well beyond 
childbearing years.  
 
Ishmael laughs as well at the birth of Isaac. However, his laughter is from a heart of 
jealousy, doubt, and scorn. Ishmael did not laugh at Isaac in the same way Abraham 
and Sarah did. They laughed in faith, Ishmael laughed in mockery. 
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God Permits them to Leave 
 
Genesis 21:11-14 
 
We read that Abraham was greatly bothered by Sarah’s demand.  
 
Why do you think Abraham was deeply disturbed by Sarah’s demand? 
 
 
 
 
We can’t forget that Ishmael was Abraham’s first-born son. Ishmael may have not been 
the promised son of the covenant, nonetheless he was very special to Abraham. He 
was Abraham’s son just as much as Isaac was. Abraham showed reluctance to let his 
son leave.  
 
Verse 12 says God spoke to Abraham to assure him this was part of His plan. God told 
Abraham to listen to Sarah’s demands. Sarah was right, Ishmael would not be co-heir 
along with Isaac. The promises of God to Abraham as far back as Genesis 12 would 
not go to Ishmael. They were for Isaac to pick up and carry on to the next generation.  
 
Notice God says, “through Isaac your descendants shall be named.” God made it clear 
Abraham’s lineage would carry on through Isaac, not Ishmael. Israel would come 
through Isaac’s family lineage alone.  
 
Abraham needed reassuring that Ishmael would be taken care of. His fatherly instincts 
kicked in and he was uneasy to send his fourteen-year-old son and her mother out into 
the unknown wilderness.  
 
Some commentators on this passage suggest that Abraham could have also wanted to 
hold on to Ishmael in case something happened to Isaac. Abraham could have 
thought, but what if Isaac dies while young? What if something bad happens to him? 
What about the promise? It is possible Abraham thought Ishmael was needed as a sort 
of backup plan to the promise.  
 
While I am not sure we can prove this point of view, it is interesting, and it helps us see 
the different types of stress Abraham was under when considering letting Ishmael 
leave.  
 
God was not going to ignore Ishmael though. He said in verse 13 that He would honor 
the fact Ishmael was a son of Abraham. Ishmael would also form a nation as well.  
 
Why do you think God agreed to let Ishmael and Hagar go this time when in Genesis 
16:9 the Lord told Hagar to return home and remain with Sarah? 
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The Bible is not completely clear on this matter. Perhaps God was caring for Hagar and 
her soon to be newborn baby in Genesis 16 by having them remain under Abraham’s 
protection. Then, once Ishmael reached the age of 14 or so, God felt he was prepared 
to set out on his own path in Genesis 21.  
 
Perhaps God knew in His wisdom that if Ishmael remained in Abraham’s home beyond 
this point, only more trouble would come within the family as they fought over who was 
the true heir to Abraham. The point for us to see is, God is truly wise. He knows 
beyond what we know. He had His reasons for permitting Ishmael to leave at this point 
in Genesis 21.  
 
Abraham proved his faith once again. He trusted God’s Word and sent Ishmael and 
Hagar on their way per God’s command.  
 
God Protects Hagar & Ishmael  
 
Genesis 21:14b-21 
 
Hagar journeys with Ishmael in the wilderness but they run out of water. She sits him 
down and sits away from him a little distance and cries out to the Lord. She begs God 
to not let her witness her son die of starvation in the wilderness.  
 
An angel of God speaks to Hagar from Heaven. He tells her to not fear because God 
sees their troubles. God reminds Hagar in verse 18 that He will make of Ishmael a great 
nation. God was not finished with Ishmael. God opened Hagar’s eyes to see a well of 
water that she had missed earlier. In this way He provided for their needs so they could 
survive. 
 
God was with the boy Ishmael, and he continued to grow into a mighty man.  
 
We get another view at the mercy and kindness of God in this story. Ishmael was in a 
sense the product of a sinful plan by Abraham and Sarah. He was on one hand a victim 
who was caught up in a terrible family situation between Sarah, Hagar, and Abraham.  
 
He is the first born to his father Abraham, yet he knows he is not the promised son 
Abraham waits for. Ishmael on the other hand clearly did wrong by Isaac with his 
mocking. He showed his contempt for God’s promise plan to bless the nations through 
his baby half-brother Isaac. Through all of this, God showed His mercy and kindness to 
Ishmael. Ishmael may not be the promised son, but he will not be thrown out and 
ignored by God.  
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Paul’s Allegory of Sarah and Hagar 
 
Let’s end by looking at Galatians 4:21-31. 
 
Paul uses Sarah and Hagar as an allegory to make a spiritual point. In Galatians he is 
writing to encourage true Christians to stop being deceived by the Jews who said one 
could not be a real Christian unless they also kept the Law of Moses.  
 
Paul points out that Abraham had two sons. One son, Ishmael, was born of the slave 
woman, Hagar. The other son, Isaac, was born of the free woman, Sarah. The son of 
the slave woman was born according to the flesh while the son of Sarah was born 
according through the promise of God (Gal. 4:23).  
 
Paul’s main idea is that people who want to keep the whole Law of Moses and trust in 
their law keeping for their salvation are like children born of Hagar. They have made 
themselves slaves to the Law and trust in their own efforts in the flesh.  
 
However, those who trust in Jesus by faith are free and show themselves to be 
children of the free woman, Sarah, who gave birth according to faith and not the flesh 
(Gal. 4:28, 31). 
 
Paul quotes Sarah’s demand to cast out Hagar and Ishmael in Gal. 4:30. His point is 
that offspring of slavery to the Law persecute those who are offspring of the promise of 
God through faith just like Ishmael persecuted Isaac. The son of the flesh persecuted 
the son of the promise.  
 
The people of God are saved by faith and not by works. God’s Kingdom is entered 
through faith and not self-effort. Abraham having Ishmael through Hagar is an example 
of self-effort to obtain God’s blessing. However, Abraham waiting on God’s timing and 
having Isaac through Sarah is an example of waiting on God by faith to obtain God’s 
blessing.  
 
Are we children of God through faith in His promise? Or, do we seek God’s salvation 
blessings through efforts of our own flesh? A person can only truly be saved and 
forgiven from their sins by faith in God to save them and abandon any notions of self-
effort to earn salvation.  
 
Are we children of Sarah or children of Hagar? Only the children of Sarah (by faith) 
receive God’s blessing of salvation and enjoy His Kingdom.  
 
 


