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THE STORY OF HAGAR AND ISHMAEL 

Genesis 21:8-21 
8 The child grew and was weaned, and Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. 9 But Sarah 
saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, playing* with her son Isaac. 10 So she said to 
Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son, for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my 
son Isaac.” 11 The matter was very distressing to Abraham on account of his son. 12 But God said to Abraham, “Do not 
be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, 
for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be named for you. 13 As for the son of the slave woman, I will make a nation 
of him also, because he is your offspring.” 14 So Abraham rose early in the morning and took bread and a skin of 
water and gave it to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with the child, and sent her away. And she departed and 
wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba. 
15 When the water in the skin was gone, she cast the child under one of the bushes. 16 Then she went and sat down 
opposite him a good way off, about the distance of a bowshot, for she said, “Do not let me look on the death of the 
child.” And as she sat opposite him, she lifted up her voice and wept. 17 And God heard the voice of the boy, and the 
angel of God called to Hagar from heaven and said to her, “What troubles you, Hagar? Do not be afraid, for God has 
heard the voice of the boy where he is. 18 Come, lift up the boy and hold him fast with your hand, for I will make a 
great nation of him.” 19 Then God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water. She went and filled the skin with 
water and gave the boy a drink. 
20 God was with the boy, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness and became an expert with the bow. 21 He lived 
in the wilderness of Paran, and his mother got a wife for him from the land of Egypt. 
 
*or ‘laughing with’ or ‘laughing at (mocking)’ 

 

During this season of Ordinary Time we have the option to preach from a different set of readings that, 
instead of matching the Old and New Testament readings, gives us the chance to focus in a more 
sustained way on one book. The preaching team decided to go with that option this year, and so we’re 
in Genesis for the next few Sundays. In Genesis, we look at the historic foundations of our faith that has 
its roots deep in the story of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. There are a couple of Sundays coming up in 
Romans too, but today we continue from last week, with Genesis. 
 
Richard (H.) took us through the story of the hospitality of Abraham last week. How one day Abraham 
was visited by three angels (or figures) and how, in giving them hospitality, he learnt that Sarah, his 
wife, would have a child in her old age. Sarah did not believe the divine messengers, although it was 
exactly how they predicted. A year later she gave birth to Isaac and we take up that story today. 
 
What we need to know as background, was that about 14 years before the birth of Isaac, Abraham had 
sired a son by his slave woman, Hagar: the son’s name was Ishmael. Surrogacy was common in Middle 
Eastern dynasties – despite Hagar’s giving birth to Ishmael, however, she still only had slave status in the 
family. After Sarah has her own child (Isaac) there develop some understandable tensions in the family 
of Abraham. 
 
Ishmael is now a young man, and his half-brother, Isaac is being weaned, which means Isaac is 
anywhere between 2 and 5 years old. It was common to throw a party on this important occasion. With 
infant mortality being high it was a cause of celebration for a child to have reached this milestone.  
 
At Isaac’s weaning party, we read, ‘Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to 
Abraham, playing with her son, Isaac.’ The word ‘playing’ is more likely to be laughing with, or laughing 
at (mocking). In a further play on words, he was laughing at the one whose name meant ‘laughter’; in 
other words, there’s the suggestion he was usurping Isaac in Isaac’s unique role as firstborn of Sarah. 
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Abraham and Sarah, great Father and Mother figures as they may well be, do not come off well in this 
story. Observing Ishmael, Sarah senses trouble for her own son, her own flesh and blood. Whether she’s 
right to sense this, is not clear; but she wants her son’s rival and that rival’s mother, to be seen off the 
premises. Earlier in Genesis chapter 16, Hagar has been on the receiving end of cruelty from Sarah, and 
yet again that same cruelty comes her way. 
 
She tells Abraham she wants rid of Hagar and Hagar’s son. We read that ‘the matter was very distressing 
to Abraham’. How should he deal with his two feuding partners and his two sons, both of whom he no 
doubt thinks of as inheritors? God steps in and answers Abraham in a manner that seems to go along 
with Sarah’s mean petition. ‘Do not be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; 
whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you…’ (v. 12). 
 
And so Abraham rises early and packs Hagar and Ishmael off into the wilderness with nothing but bread 
and water, both of which soon run out. Anticipating her son will die of thirst, in desperation Hagar goes 
a little way off and is overwhelmed with distress at the prospect. She cries out to God, who has already 
heard the boy, and who opens her eyes to a well of water, previously unnoticed. She and Ishmael are 
provided for. Ishmael enters adulthood, marries, sires children and takes his place as founding figure in 
middle eastern monotheistic faith. 
 
What are we to make of this story – with our modern interpretations and 21st century sensibilities? 
Having received unusual blessing, why does Sarah turn cruel? Is Abraham weak to go along with her? 
Does God practice favouritism after all? 
 
Four points stand out to me about the action of God in and through the slave woman, Hagar. 
 

1. God hears the voices of women who feel themselves to be alone. 
Despite having given birth to Abraham’s son, Hagar has very low status and is a pawn in the hands of 
Abraham and Sarah. In hindsight we see God delivered her, but wandering the desert alone with her son 
when the water ran out must have been a low point amongst low points. There can be nothing more 
dreadful and demanding than watching the demise of one’s own child. That has been a reality for some 
of us, or for people known to us. At this dreadful moment Hagar is heard and seen by the God who loves 
her.  
 

2. God is ‘both/and’, where we are tribal and binary. 
There seems to be a theme in Scripture around who is a rightful heir. Isaac’s subsequent children, Jacob 
and Esau are also going to fight over the inheritance, and it’s the same in their parents’ generation. To 
Sarah, it’s a zero sum game: either her son or Hagar’s will win, and she wants to make sure it’s not 
Hagar’s. Her mean behaviour is hard for us to contemplate today, but maybe she felt her little son was 
at risk from Ishmael. Ishmael would grow up to be a fine bowman; perhaps he was already practising on 
his little brother; we just don’t know. But to God, it’s not either/or; it’s both/and. Isaac will grow up to 
be the father of a nation, and so will Ishmael. God says to Hagar: ‘come, lift up the boy and hold him fast 
with your hand, for I will make a great nation of him’ (v. 18). The son of the outsider has a place at the 
table. 
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3. God is surprisingly willing to work with our errors and small-mindedness.  

Again, it’s hard for us to understand why God would not rebuke Sarah and let her know that Ishmael 
and Hagar are staying put. But God goes along with Sarah’s wishes to be rid of them. Despite what 
seems to us to be her small-mindedness and xenophobia (it’s significant that Hagar is an Egyptian 
woman) God allows Hagar and her son to wander off into the wilderness, and when called upon, 
provides for their needs. We can only imagine the kind of refined, solid and lasting faith that this 
experience was able to grow in Hagar. I imagine it set her up for the future as she made plans for 
Ishmael to marry and take his place in the purposes of God. 
 

4. God sees the details and the broad sweep. 
God provides in the wilderness for Hagar and Ishmael. He sees their immediate need and responds. Like 
Elijah, John the Baptist and Jesus, who would also have wilderness experiences, God provides. God 
provides in our wilderness experiences too. Whether we’re going through bereavement, 
unemployment, a loss of a relationship or a loss of faith, God provides. Like Hagar, we cannot see the 
nourishment when we’re despairing, but that doesn’t mean it’s not there. It’s no trouble for God to see 
the details that matter. At the same time, he sees the big picture. If you’re going to make a great nation 
out of a young man called Ishmael, then you’re going to see that in the immediate term he has enough 
to drink. This is not hard for God. The hard thing is for us to trust.  
 
To summarise: Genesis contains the founding stories of our faith. Jesus was raised and schooled in these 
stories – and it will deepen our own faith if we can read and re-read them, reflect on them and see how 
God is working long-term through them. The heroes of Genesis are flawed, like us. They act out of mean 
and small-minded motives; also they are sometimes courageous and visionary. 
 
I recommend reading and re-reading chunks of Genesis, to get a broad picture – also, of course, to read 
the book in the light of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. 
 
In a patriarchal system, Hagar’s story is a reminder that God hears and sees the women who feel alone; 
that he is not a God of binary options where some win and some lose, but a God who invites all into 
blessing. He is surprisingly willing to work with our errors, and finally he sees our immediate need as 
well as the big salvation sweep of our own story. 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 
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