
Noon Bible Study: Genesis 16
Let’s recap the journey we have been on with Abram since we first met him in Genesis 11:26.  God has called him to leave his 
country and his father’s house and journey towards a land God would show him.  Along with this call came God’s promise to 
bless Abram and show tremendous favor to him. Abram believes God and “went” (out of his country towards this new land).  God 
is good to Abram, caring for him and leading him.  As their relationship grows, God expands upon his initial promise to Abram. 
He specifies the land He is giving (Canaan and the surrounding regions) and that he will cause Abram to have biological 
descendants comparable to the number of sand granules and stars in the sky.

But one thing that isn’t listed above is that Abram is old and his wife Sarai is barren.  In other words - not only do they 
have no children, their physical ability to have children decreases day by day and year by year.  In Genesis 15 we saw Abram 
go to the LORD with that information to get some clarity on God’s promise.  He asked God “how can this be since You have given 
me no offspring?” and the LORD answers “don’t worry, I’m at work.”  The end of chapter 15 seems to end peaceably with God 
showing Abram some things that will happen in the future and confirming his covenantal word to him as the fire passes 
between the divided animals (Genesis 15:17-18).  Now Abram and Sarai will simply faithfully wait for God’s word to be 
fulfilled.

Except there’s one problem.  That’s harder than it sounds.  And so we read on.

Genesis 16:1-4 - Sarai’s Bright Idea

Sarai suggests Abram have sexual relations with her maidservant, Hagar the Egyptian.  Sarai has concluded that 
the LORD has shut her womb and for her and Abram to “obtain children” perhaps it could have been through Hagar. 
 Abram agrees and Hagar conceives.  When Hagar conceives, she begins to treat Sarai with contempt. The maid can 
have Abram’s baby, but the old lady can’t.  Oh boy. 

Q - What do you think of this whole idea?  What do you think motivated this in Sarai and Abram?

This begins to reveal the great lesson for us from this chapter.  Sarai is trying to bring about the word of the LORD by her own 
works.  “The LORD has prevented me from bearing children...perhaps I will obtain children through her…”  It’s almost like Sarai 
is thinking she can bring about God’s purposes by her plans.  You can just imagine when Hagar has Ishmael that Sarai was tempted 
to think - “well there you go, the first son of Abram!  Now we can get on with this whole sand of the seashore thing…”

It’s true that we, by our actions, often are involved in bringing God’s will to pass, but this record is not an example of 
that.  Perhaps Sarai was motivated by feeling bad that she couldn’t be the wife/mother Abram needed or wanted.  Perhaps she 
felt like her barrenness was the reason God’s promise hadn’t come to pass yet - like it was her fault.  Maybe she even made 
comments about that to Abram.  Maybe Abram had made comments to her about that.  Clearly Abram was not the reason they 
couldn’t have children because he has no problem through Hagar.  It’s interesting to consider the emotional motivation for 
Sarai’s idea.
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“The more clearly God’s promises were spelt out to ABram, the more clearly Sarai saw herself as a failure...Each 
passing year diminished her hopes of becoming a mother and of giving to Abram the son of the promise.  She saw no 
answer to her prayers and may easily have come to the conclusion that she had for some reason forfeited the Lord’s 
favor.  If so, she was wrong.  The very (opposite) was true, but reason, in conflict with faith, for the time being 
won the day” (Joyce Baldwin, “The Message Of Genesis 12-50”, page 57)

As for Abram’s part in this, he seems to be listening to the voice of his wife and not checking in with the voice of the LORD. 
 We have mentioned previously that Abram and Sarai represent a new Adam and Eve of sorts, used by God in His redemption for 
the world.  In this case we see that represented in the negative qualities of Adam and Eve.  Sarai (Eve) has an idea that is 
really a temptation to do wrong and Abram (Adam) just goes along with it when his wife hands it over to him.  Genesis 16:2 
says “Abram listened to the voice (literally meaning obeyed) of Sarai.

Genesis 16:5-6 - Hagar Goes Away

Sarai, the lady of the house (tent?) will not put up with her servant treating her poorly, regardless of the 
backstory.  Sarai complains to Abram that somehow this is all his fault and that the LORD will bring to light who’s 
really wrong in this situation. Abram responds that Hagar is Sarai’s servant and she can do whatever she wants 
with her.  Sarai then begins to treat pregnant Harar poorly and Hagar runs away.

Sin leads to more sin which leads to more sin.  No one is taking responsibility.  No one is admitting fault or 
wrongdoing.  There is blame being passed around like a hot potato.  Such is the human tendency far too often.

Genesis 16:7-14 - God Chases After The Runaway

Did you expect this? Hagar runs away and an angel of the LORD is sent to find her.  The angel appeals to Hagar to 
return to Sarai and tells her to “submit to her authority” with the implication of “stop being a jerk to her too”. 
 And then the angel speaks the word of the LORD over Hagar’s life and her child.

Genesis 16:10-12 (NLT) - Then he added, "I will give you more descendants than you can count." 11 And the 
angel also said, "You are now pregnant and will give birth to a son. You are to name him Ishmael (which 
means 'God hears'), for the LORD has heard your cry of distress. 12 This son of yours will be a wild man, as 
untamed as a wild donkey! He will raise his fist against everyone, and everyone will be against him. Yes, he 
will live in open hostility against all his relatives."

Ishmael, though not the God-intended one, is a child of Abram.  And as a result, the blessing of Abram is upon him. 
The angel tells Hagar that through her son she will be a great multitude of descendants.  Ishmael will be an 
interesting fellow, a wild-donkey of a man (cp. KJV), very contentious and he will live to the east of his brothers 
(presumably Abram’s other children).

Living Faith Christian Church | Warwick, Rhode Island | livingfaithri.org/noon

https://livingfaithri.org/noon/


God’s blessing to Abram is so sure that it even supercede’s Abram’s own behavior.  Somewhere along the way of 
Hagar’s fleeing God took notice of her affliction.  Hagar responds by returning to Abram and Sarai and “calling 
upon the name of the LORD” a phrase used in Genesis to describe someone worshipping Yahweh.  She will name her son 
“Ishmael” which means “God hears”.  And she renames the place this happened Hebrew phrase which means “the well of 
the Living One who sees me.”  Wow.  Hagar’s heart has changed and through this we see into the heart of the 
amazing God.

Genesis 16:16-15 - Ishmael Is Born

Hagar will give birth to her son and Abram will call his name “Ishmael”.  Abram, is now 86 years old.  It has been 
11 years since God first called him (Genesis 12:4).

We don’t learn this from Genesis 16 but Biblical history will record Ishmael becoming the father of a multitude of 
nations just as the angel had said.  In fact, the line of Ishmael will include some of nations that were often 
adversaries of the later nation of Israel (cp Psalm 83:6).  Some scholars have suggested that in the perspective of 
modern history, the nations of Ishmael became the predominantly muslim Arab nations.  One likely knows the ripple 
effect of those nations and peoples. And to think these ripple effects were all set in motion by the small pebble of 
Sarai and Abram’s improvisions with Hagar and birth of Ishmael.

It seems that one of the greatest lessons of Genesis 16 is the foolishness of improvising.  Abram and Sarai should have waited 
for the LORD to fulfill His word - regardless of how long it may have taken.  But as we said in the open, waiting can be 
easier said than done.  We get restless easily.  To think it took 11 years for them to devise this plan “B” is remarkable 
considering we probably would have trouble waiting 11 days.

Before we remark at how weak in faith Abram and Sarai were, we should put ourselves in their shoes.  11 years of waiting.  11 
years of only one pink line on the pregnancy test results.  11 years of wondering if you’re the problem.  11 years of wondering 
if you really heard God right.  11 years of looking at your servants and relatives conceiving and raising their children.  11 
years deeper into old age.

Think about where you were 11 years ago.  Think about how much has transpired since then. At present writing, 11 years ago I 
had no children, my in-laws were not grandparents.  11 years ago I was a youth pastor. 11 years ago most of the people in 
this room didn’t know each other.  11 years ago, this room was a deck.

11 years is a long time and waiting is hard.

But here is the real temptation that we all face when it comes to waiting.  We are tempted to settle for or improvise to 
create situations that are very close to what God has promised but not the same as what God had promised.  That’s what Sarai 
and Abram did.  They created something that seemed really close to what God had promised - a son, an heir, a descendant!  But 
they created it themselves rather than waiting for God to bring it to pass.  And as result, the very thing they thought was 
so close to what God had said will end up causing trouble for their future.

Sarai and Abram settled for what they could do to bring about results that were less than God’s best and what God had 
promised.  And we do the same thing.
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Instead of pressing in and fighting in prayer for Godly marriages, we settled for a few weeks of not having major blow-outs 
and so we stop praying.  Instead of trusting God to work in hearts and lives of our children or loved ones who do not know 
Christ, we settled for them being friendly with us or coming to church every once in a while and so we stop pleading for them 
at the altar.  Instead of full and true heart transformation in our life that involves hard work and honesty and humility 
that sometimes brings up pain, we settle to just suppress things and try hard to ignore things that are harming us and 
others.  We accept less than God’s best.  Why?!

Because waiting is hard. 

What we need to remember again from this record and for our own lives is that temporary satisfaction that comes from 
settling and improvising and quitting before God is done working pales in comparison to God completing His work in and around 
and through and for us.  The joy Abram and Sarai will receive when their own son is born is emphatically more than the 
emotional chaos of this chapter.  Godly marriages are way better than good-enough marriages.  Born again friends and 
children are way better than fake smiles and surface-level relationships.  Holy-spirit transformed hearts and lives and 
behaviors are way better than settling to just make peace with the dysfunction in your life.

So yes, waiting is hard.  But waiting is worth it.  Don’t settle for close to what God said, press in and faithfully wait for 
what God has promised to come to pass.  Don’t accept close enough, claim God’s best for you.  God loves you and He has plans 
and promises for your life that are greater than anything you could imagine or plan for yourself.  It’s worth the wait.
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