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HER CONTEXT

Sarah and Hagar represent two different social classes. Sarah was the wife of 

Abraham, who was the recipient of the divine promises. She was the matriarch in 

the family. She had the power to control the destiny of those who served her. Even 

her husband listened to her. Hagar was a slave, a foreigner, an Egyptian, unrelated 

to the Amorite group of Sarah. She stood outside the divine promises. So Sarah 

represents the powerful element in the society; Hagar represents the poor and the 

afflicted. Sarah, however, lacked something very important to an ancient woman; 

She was not a mother. Though she was Abraham’s wife, she had borne him no 

children.

Hagar was a slave, a foreigner, an Egyptian,  

unrelated to the Amorite group of Sarah.  

She stood outside the divine promises.

According to the ancient thinking, barrenness was a divine curse. The ancient 

social customs provided a legal process through which a barren woman could re-

move this shame. In the event of barrenness a wife could give her personal maid to 

her husband. Children born out of this relationship legally became the children of 

the wife. Hagar was introduced here as Sarah’s hope, a person who could remove 

her shame. In addition, Hagar became Abraham’s wife through this Amorite cus-

tom. His relationship with Hagar was a legal act in this culture, and Hagar’s status 

was now elevated, making Sarah’s rejection of her highly irregular for that time.
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HER STORY

It was stifling under the canvas tent in the wake of hours of exertion. The woman 

was still in the middle of the floor, shivering with the shallow in and out of pained 

breaths.

To the woman’s left, shadowed in the artificial darkness of the small tent, stood 

a man. He was called Abraham by his neighbors. The man was built of strong 

shoulders, even if sunk slightly with age. He stood with his arms crossed over his 

chest looking at the woman he’d taken to bed eight and a half months ago. He 

turned his head away. His back ached. A back that felt a weight he did not yet 

understand. He put his hand to his neck and rubbed hard into the knots across his 

shoulders. He was tired and wondered where his wife was and why she had not 

come to the tent with him. Then he turned and just stood watching the woman.

She was sinking to the floor. The pain was so great that she lost her breath. 

Her head lolled over her right shoulder and rested against the forearm of the young 

nurse. The round midwife below her stood and took an apple from a wicker basket 

on the floor and pulled a small sharp knife from the folds of cloth tied like an apron 

around her waist, and then she balanced the apple on the floor and split it in half 

with one heavy cut of the blade. The black and shining seeds spilled from the core 

and scattered across the sandy ground away from the woman. The midwife held 

up half of the apple and pressed the wet spongy surface to the woman’s nose.

The sour scent filled the enclosed space, and one of the nurses chanted a 

string of prayers, but the woman revived only a little. A short table beside her was 

strewn with jars and glass bottles filled with golden-colored oils and steaming 

water and wine. One small dish of olive oil had been toppled in the struggle of 

the delivery, and a greasy rivulet trailed from the tabletop down the wooden leg 

and across the floor but collected dust as it moved and congealed before ever 
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reaching the woman’s feet. The midwife wrung out a square of wool from a bowl of 

warm water and pressed the fomentation to the woman’s forehead. The woman’s 

Egyptian features shone strangely green with the loss of blood. Her head tilted 

loosely forward, and the dripping wool fell to her lap. Abraham did not go to her.

“Hagar.”

He spoke her name. All three midwives turned their faces to him and paused 

together. A bleeding tableau. But the woman did not lift her head. He spoke to her 

again.

“Hagar.”

After a breath, Hagar raised her chin from her chest and slowly turned to look 

at him in defiance of her anemic limbs. Sweat beaded under her nose and across 

her eyelashes, wetting the black kohl painted around them and leaving sooty gray 

streaks down her sallow face. She looked up at him, weary and compliant as a 

tethered ram eyeing her executioner with a wretched resignation to her own ab-

surd sacrifice. Neither of them moved. They stared at one another in the darkness, 

and in that moment between them, the baby dropped silently from the woman into 

the hands of the crouching midwife. In the instant the child emptied its mother’s 

womb, a flash passed over her eyes, and like a spell being broken, all faces in the 

room turned to see that the child was a boy.

The woman leaned back slowly until she rested against a tapestry pillow set 

on the floor behind her. She watched the boy writhe. The midwife cut the cord with 

the blade and laid a heavy sheepskin across the woman’s lap. The nurses let go of 

her arms and busied themselves with the child. One broke the top from a sealed 

clay bottle and poured wine out onto the baby. It spread over his piqued face 

and down his back, and the nurse wet a square of wool and rubbed him down all 

over. He had been born with a full head of hair. Matted and black, with a thin line 

of it continuing down the nape of his neck and between his shoulder blades like a 

newly pulled kid goat. The midwife unwound a band of swaddling linen and began 

to bind the boy from his feet all the way up and around his shoulders. The child did 

not cry. The midwife cleaned her hands across her thighs and handed the tightly 
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wrapped baby to Hagar and looked at them a moment and then turned away to 

blow out a small candle burning in a shallow ivory dish and left the tent.

The room emptied so quickly that Hagar was startled to find she was alone with 

Abraham. He crossed the floor and knelt in front of her. She could not bring herself 

to smile. He looked down at the child, and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking or 

even if she cared. After a moment, and without a word, he got up to leave.

“His name,” she started and then paused to make sure she had his attention, 

“is Ishmael.”

Abraham looked at her face. She did not look away. He touched the boy’s 

forehead and nodded. Then he wiped his hands on his shirtsleeves and turned 

from her and went to the curtain at the front of the tent and rent it aside. A 

shocking brake of midday sunlight made him wince. Age now showed in the deep 

creases around his eyes and his coarse white beard and the calluses across his 

hands. Rain was coming. He lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the sun and 

looked out across the sandy plain to the horizon. A smattering of livestock stood 

in the distance. Sprawling acres of land lay untouched and left vulnerable by men 

who had not learned to build fences or by no men at all.

A festoon of flowers and yew branches had been hung over the entry to the 

tent and now dangled strangely askew, dipping to the sand. Abraham studied it 

where it looked to have been torn away from the canvas. A young ibis stood under 

it, pulling the petals off of a blue crocus with its beak. A shadow moved over the 

bird, and it jumped and flew away. The man looked up. His wife stood between 

his face and the sun. She was barefoot in the sand. Her right hand was clenched 

in a fist around crumpled leaves from the damaged wreath. Abraham looked from 

the branches of the wreath to his wife’s hands and then looked at her face. It was 

streaked with old tears cried hours ago. He asked her how she could be angry, 

and she laughed.
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She looked up at him, 

weary and compliant as a 

tethered ram, eyeing her 

executioner with a wretched 

resignation to her own  

absurd sacrifice.
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HER PLACE IN GOD’S STORY

Hagar’s prominence in history began with her role as mother to Abraham’s firstborn 

son. The name Hagar means “the stranger,” a fitting descriptor for a woman who 

remained always outside of Abraham’s elect tribe and outside of the given promise. 

And while in the Judeo-Christian tradition Hagar’s portion of the story reads like an 

embarrassing mistake, a hiccup to an otherwise faithful story line, there is something 

to be said about the way God both sees and considers her humanity. In this way, he 

assigns a prophetic sense of worth upon those who are outsiders.

Before the birth of her son, God meets Hagar in the wilderness when her role 

as slave woman and concubine to Abraham has incited jealousy or put her at odds 

with Sarah. In Genesis 16, Hagar has just fled the camp in an attempt to escape 

from Sarah’s harsh treatment when an angel of the Lord finds her by a spring of 

water (an important detail to note). “Behold, you are with child, and you will bear a 

son; and you shall call his name Ishmael, because the Lord has given heed to your 

affliction” (v. 11, NASB). In response, she calls upon the name of the Lord saying, 

“You are a God who sees” (v. 13, NASB).

Instructed to return, it isn’t until many years later that a final departure takes 

place and Hagar and her son are forever sent away from the tribe and into the 

desert. As she was nearly dying of thirst, God reiterates his intentions for her line, 

“‘Arise and lift up the lad, and hold him by the hand, for I will make a great nation  

of him.’ Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water” (21:18-19, NASB).

The offering of water is significant. Not only was Hagar’s thirst quenched and her 

life spared, but there is also a greater symbolism at play. Fast-forward. In the New 

Testament we read about another well scene. This one involved Christ and a Samar-

itan woman—a Gentile considered an outsider and stranger to the promise. How 

did Christ treat the woman? He offered her himself—the living Water. The parallels 
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are such that we can almost imagine Jesus speaking to Hagar herself rather than 

the Samaritan when he says, “Everyone who drinks of this water will thirst again; 

but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him shall never thirst” (John 4:13-14, 

NASB).

Christ, the Blessing, is for the chosen and the stranger alike.
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THE STORY FINDS ITS PLACE IN ME

1. What elements of Hagar’s story find their place in you?
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2. Hagar was rejected by those she lived her life with. However, God 

valued her and had a plan for her. Tell of a time in your life when you 

felt rejected or outcast and God provided for you.
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3. Hagar tried to leave. She’d given up on her seemingly hopeless situation, 

yet God called her back. What situation in your life is God asking you to 

come back to or stay in, relying on his grace to be sufficient?
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4. Why do you think God chose the symbol of water to communicate 

the gift of himself—his acceptance and care to Hagar? What might 

be a symbol God would use today, in your life?
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5. Though we hear little more of Hagar and Ishmael’s story, we know that 

Hagar and Abraham birthed a nation through Ishmael. What does this 

tell us about how God views the stranger, the outcast, the broken?
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