
Genesis 16  

We are introduced in Genesis 16, for the first time, to a person who has no stature in the world’s terms. She is a 
woman. She is a maidservant, a slave. And yet she is the clear object of God’s love and provision. What nationality 
was the slave (v. 1)? Egyptian.  

How did she come to be in Abram’s home? When Abram failed in his faith and went to Egypt, he acquired 
servants (Genesis 12:16). She was probably one of them. Abram was blessed while in Egypt, but he had to pay the 
consequences of his actions in going to Egypt and not waiting on God. There were huge, far reaching consequences! 
Because of Egypt there is Hagar, followed by Ishmael, who became the ancestor of the Arabs, who are still hostile to 
the Jews to this day. 

Sarai, who was childless, said, “The Lord has kept me from having children” (v. 2). She was blaming God. 
Was that true/justifiable? Yes. Giving children to the barren is God’s work (Psalm 113:9). Later Leah also knew 
that God heard her affliction, for she named Reuben and Simeon to reflect that (Genesis 29:32–33). Sarai still had a 
way to go in her faith. 
 
What was Sarai’s plan to remedy her childless state (v. 2)? To use her maidservant as a surrogate mother. After 
all, the heir of the promise could not possibly come through her, a post-menopausal woman, or so she reasoned. 
The restlessness of the sin nature is seen here; as is the peril of relying on “common sense.” 

How did Abram respond to this manipulative act (v. 4)? He passively acquiesced to the demands of his wife. 

Why did Hagar begin to despise Sarai (v. 4)? She considered herself to be in a privileged position (carrying 
Abram’s child) and resented submitting to Sarai. Sarai’s plan had turned sour. 

What do you make of Sarai’s statements (v. 5)? Sarai is playing the blame game. With anger in her voice, she 
said, “May the Lord judge between you and me.” In other words, “This is all your fault—not mine!” 

In what ways was Abram responsible/at fault? 
• Abram was a passive husband not a loving leader. What a time this was for Abram to lead, stand firm on the 

basis of Genesis 15:4, but instead he passively followed the instructions of his wife. Abram did as he was 
told. He got the heir that Sarah wanted but not the heir that God had in mind. 

 
• What an opportunity for Abram to love his wife. He should have taken his wife in his arms and presented 

her before the Lord, asking Him to meet her needs and to help them both to understand what He had 
promised. Abram should have promised security and leadership when she was living with her heartache 
and sickness of spirit, but he did not. 

 
What did Abram do in response to the crisis between Sarai and Hagar (v. 6)? He told her to handle it however 
she wanted to. He delegated the responsibility to Sarai to deal with Hagar.  He did not step up and lead. He avoided 
confrontation --one of the worst mistakes a leader can make. 
 
Note that God is strangely absent from the first six verses. Just like He was absent from the verses that describe the 
Egypt sojourn. No one had consulted God or sought His will. No one had remembered His promise to provide a son.  

Application: What lessons can we learn from these first 6 verses? 
• Faith does not equate with passivity. It is intentional. Abraham followed the lead of his wife (as Adam 

before him had followed the suggestion of Eve), and he stumbled badly. 
• A life of faith includes confession and repentance, neither of which are found on Abraham’s nor Sarah’s lips. 
• Faith never tries to force God to act, is never manipulative. 
• Faith learns to rest in the sovereignty of God. Sarai seems to have considered it her responsibility to 

produce a son for Abram when God said He would take care of it (Genesis 15:4). 
 
When she fled from Sarai, who did Hagar encounter (v. 7)? The “angel of the Lord.” This is the first mention in 
the Bible of the angel of the Lord. The angel is most likely a theophany of the preincarnate Christ. 



What directions did the angel give Hagar (v. 9)? He counseled her to return and submit to Sarai. The words 
“Return … and submit” have marked great turning points in the lives of many who have had dealings with God. 
 
What promise did the angel give to Hagar (v. 10)? He promised that her son would become head of a great 
nation; that she would have uncountable descendants. That promise, of course, is fulfilled in the Arab people. 
 
What did the angel prophecy (vv. 11-12)? She would have a son; his name would be Ishmael and he will live a 
life of conflict and hostility. 
 
The angel announced that God had heard Hagar (v. 11). What name did Hagar subsequently give to God V. 
(13)? The “God who sees me,” i.e. the One who looks out for her.    
 
In these two names is a world of theology: God hears and God sees. The names provide the message: God spoke in 
direct revelation, and Hagar responded in faith. God sees distress and affliction, and He hears. Sarai should have 
known this. Since God knew Sarai was barren, she should have cried out to the Lord. Instead she had to learn a 
lesson the hard way—from the experience of a despised slave-wife who, ironically, came back with a faith 
experience. How Abram must have been rebuked when Hagar said God told her to name her son Ishmael, “God 
hears.”  

 

Application: Family life is often the most difficult arena in which to be godly; the easiest in which to be a 
passive leader.  Why is that? 

It was perfectly lawful according to social custom of that day, that when a woman could not provide her husband 
with a child, she could give her female slave as a wife and claim the child of this union as her own. So, it was 
socially acceptable for Abram to get an heir through Sarai’s maid, but what does that tell us about Abram’s 
attitude toward God? At this point, Abram could choose either to make the promise happen himself or to continue 
to wait for God, seeking His approval, understanding, and direction. He had the opportunity to either replace God 
or to follow Him. That is why Abram’s decision was such a great tragedy. This was clearly not God’s way of 
providing an heir even though it was an acceptable custom of the day. It is written in Galatians 4:22-23 that 
Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman and the other by the free woman. His son by the slave woman was 
born in the ordinary way; but his son by the free woman was born as the result of a promise. Hagar represents law 
whereas Sarai represents grace (Galatians 4:24-25). 

Who would Hagar’s descendants eventually become? Several of the Arab nations of today. Ishmael, according 
to the Bible, (Genesis 21:21) married an Egyptian woman. But the Arabs claim he also married a daughter of Sheik 
Mudad, who bore Adnan, the ancestor of Mohammed, the founder of Islam, the religion of the Arab state. What are 
the implications/consequences of Abram’s actions for today? Continued hostility between Arabs and Jews.  

Why was Hagar, an Egyptian maidservant, so important to the Lord? She was a child of God. God loved her as 
He loves everyone. His love for her was not based on her performance but rather on who He is. God chased after 
her just as He did with each one of us. She was an undeserving recipient of God’s grace just like the rest of us. 

God provided for the pregnant woman who was cast out into the desert. God promised that Hagar would be a 
matriarch—her son would become the father of a great tribe of wild, hostile people (25:18), living in the Arabian 
desert (25:12–18). But they would not be the promised seed; they would only complicate matters. Sarai’s sin 
caused the origin of the Ishmaelites, a harvest that is still being reaped. In fact, Joseph, Sarai’s great-grandson, was 
later taken to Egypt by the Ishmaelites (37:28). 
 
The lesson was clear for Sarai, Abram, Hagar, Israel, and for Christians today: God’s servants are to trust His Word 
and to wait for its fulfillment, enduring patiently till the end. He hears the afflicted, sees them in their need, and will 
miraculously fulfill His promises which cannot be altered by human intervention. 

 
Some materials taken from Dr. Thomas L. Constable, Notes on Genesis, 2017 Edition, (published by http://planobiblechapel.org/soniclight/). 

 

 

http://planobiblechapel.org/soniclight/

