Character Studies

Abraham

The Heir
God sought out Abram in Ur of the Chaldeans.  In obedience to the divine call, Abram left Ur, traveled to Haran and then moved south to the land the Lord would show him.  After Abram and Lot separated on the return from Egypt and Abram had defeated the Eastern kings, God formally made a covenant with him specifying that his heir would come from his own body (15:4).  The Lord then gave a description of the land Abram and his heirs would possess.

Along the way we have seen Abram’s humanness.  He believes the promise but he struggles with the inclination to take matters into his own hands.  The failures of the men and women of old are recorded in Scripture to remind us that they were no different than we are and to serve as a warning and instruction to us not to repeat their mistakes, “Now all these things happened unto them for ensamples: and they are written for our admonition, upon whom the ends of the world are come” (1 Corinthians 10:11).

Up to this point God has made promises to Abram concerning his seed and the land and other promises they are to receive.  But nothing is happening except that the Lord has said the heir could come from Abram’s body.  Place yourself in Abram and Sarai’s position, the biological clock is ticking and time has seemingly run out for Sarai to have a child.  The obvious human conclusion is “don’t we need to do something about this?”
Genesis 16:1-3

Now Sarai Abram's wife bare him no children: and she had an handmaid, an Egyptian, whose name was Hagar.

2 And Sarai said unto Abram, Behold now, the Lord hath restrained me from bearing: I pray thee, go in unto my maid; it may be that I may obtain children by her. And Abram hearkened to the voice of Sarai.

3 And Sarai Abram's wife took Hagar her maid the Egyptian, after Abram had dwelt ten years in the land of Canaan, and gave her to her husband Abram to be his wife.

The first mention of Sarai, in Genesis 11:30, stated, “But Sarai was barren; she had no child.”  To the people of her day, Sarai’s barrenness was a matter of shame.  It had now been ten years since Abram heard from God with the promise of an heir and the Lord had told him that it wouldn’t be Eliezar’s son but would come from his own flesh.  Sarai said, “. . . the Lord hath restrained me from bearing.”  This was true.  The Lord had prevented her from having children but for a reason.

Since she probably felt personally responsible for the absence of an heir, Sarai came up with a plan.  Ancient documents show that at the time when a wife could not provide a child for her husband, she could give her female slave as a wife and claim the child of this union as her own.  Even though this form of “surrogate motherhood” was accepted in that day, it doesn’t mean it was the right thing to do.  Abram and Sarai were clearly not following the Lord’s leadership in the matter because the consequences prove they were not.

Sarai felt it her duty to provide an heir for Abram.  She had taken too much upon herself.  In the initial portion of the covenant God had given, Abram was to do one thing leave his home and go to a place the Lord would show him.  Then God had promised to make him a great nation and to bless the earth through him.  Nothing was said concerning Abram or Sarai taking responsibility for producing an heir.  It was implied that the Lord would provide a son.

Most commentators trace these events to Sarai and then blame Abram only for following along with the plan.  But in some ways this incident can be traced back to Abram’s earlier episode of taking matters into his own hands.  It is probable that Hagar, the Egyptian maid, was a gift from Pharaoh as part of a dowry for Sarai, “And he entreated Abram well for her sake: and he had sheep, and oxen, and he asses, and menservants, and maidservants, and she asses, and camels” (Genesis 12:16).  This was one of the consequences of Abram’s earlier mistake and now these transgressions are beginning to build upon themselves.
Genesis 16:4-12

4 And he went in unto Hagar, and she conceived: and when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was despised in her eyes.

5 And Sarai said unto Abram, My wrong be upon thee: I have given my maid into thy bosom; and when she saw that she had conceived, I was despised in her eyes: the Lord judge between me and thee.

6 But Abram said unto Sarai, Behold, thy maid is in thy hand; do to her as it pleaseth thee. And when Sarai dealt hardly with her, she fled from her face.

7 And the angel of the Lord found her by a fountain of water in the wilderness, by the fountain in the way to Shur.

8 And he said, Hagar, Sarai's maid, whence camest thou? and whither wilt thou go? And she said, I flee from the face of my mistress Sarai.

9 And the angel of the Lord said unto her, Return to thy mistress, and submit thyself under her hands.

10 And the angel of the Lord said unto her, I will multiply thy seed exceedingly, that it shall not be numbered for multitude.

11 And the angel of the Lord said unto her, Behold, thou art with child, and shalt bear a son, and shalt call his name Ishmael; because the Lord hath heard thy affliction.

12 And he will be a wild man; his hand will be against every man, and every man's hand against him; and he shall dwell in the presence of all his brethren.

After Hagar conceived, things quickly changed but not for the better, “. . . her mistress was despised in her eyes.”  Abram’s attitude probably changed when he found out he was to be a father.  He possibly began to show more attention to Hagar and Sarai quickly regretted ever suggesting her idea to Abram.  In verse 9 the angel says for Hagar to return to her mistress and “. . . submit thyself under her hands.”  Evidently once Hagar was bearing Abram’s child, she began to see herself as his wife and as superior to Sarai.
Although the idea was Sarai’s, she blamed Abram for the resulting conditions, “. . . My wrong be upon thee” (vs. 5).  When we aren’t honest with ourselves and take responsibility for our choices, it’s easy to begin blaming others for the results.

Abram continued to bow to Sarai’s wishes and told her to go ahead and do what she wanted with Hagar.  He did show that he cared more for his wife than he did the servant girl but he also refused to take control of the situation and acknowledge his sin and confront Sarai with hers.  He was seemingly willing to deny his responsibility for his child.  Difficult situations arise when we begin taking matters into our own hands rather than letting the Lord lead.
The angel of the Lord met Hagar and told her to return.  Many commentators interpret the term “angel of the Lord” to be a theophany (pre-incarnate appearance of Christ).  Whether this is the case or not, God is no respecter of persons and is just as concerned about a servant girl as He is to the parents of His chosen people.  The Lord comforted her and gave her promises concerning her son who was to be named Ishmael.

Sarai and Abram became anxious about the fulfillment of the promise of God.  When people become anxious, they begin to take matters into their own hands.  Obviously Sarai believed the promise of God but perhaps felt the Lord wanted Abram and her to provide the method of accomplishing it.  But the Lord doesn’t want our help, He wants our obedience.  

Her idea and Abram’s agreement produced a son, Ishmael, whose descendants from that day to this has been a plague on the descendants of the son of promise.  Ishmael became the progenitor of the Arabs and every Jew since his birth has faced the antagonism of the Arab world because of Abram’s and Sarai’s disobedience.  Their impatience was costly.
Genesis 17:15-21

15 And God said unto Abraham, As for Sarai thy wife, thou shalt not call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall her name be.

16 And I will bless her, and give thee a son also of her: yea, I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; kings of people shall be of her.

17 Then Abraham fell upon his face, and laughed, and said in his heart, Shall a child be born unto him that is an hundred years old? and shall Sarah, that is ninety years old, bear?

18 And Abraham said unto God, O that Ishmael might live before thee!

19 And God said, Sarah thy wife shall bear thee a son indeed; and thou shalt call his name Isaac: and I will establish my covenant with him for an everlasting covenant, and with his seed after him.

20 And as for Ishmael, I have heard thee: Behold, I have blessed him, and will make him fruitful, and will multiply him exceedingly; twelve princes shall he beget, and I will make him a great nation.

21 But my covenant will I establish with Isaac, which Sarah shall bear unto thee at this set time in the next year.

For thirteen years after the birth of Ishmael there has been no record of Abram hearing any word from God.  The silence was broken when Abram was ninety-nine years old.  In this chapter, God restates the promise to Abram and also changes his and Sarai’s names to reflect the covenant God has made.

The name Abram means “high father” or “exalted father.”  This must have been painful to a man who was childless until he was eighty-six years old.  The name Abraham means “father of many nations [a multitude].”  Up to this time Abram undoubtedly considered Ishmael to be the son of promise.  Now God identifies Sarai as the mother of the rightful heir.  Her name is changed from Sarai “my princess” to Sarah “princess.”  At first glance this doesn’t seem to be a significant change in her name but Sarah will no longer be Abraham’s princess only, now she will be the princess of the multitude that will come from them.
These thirteen years had not been wasted in the purposes of God.  These years brought Abram and Sarai to the time that if a child was to be born to them it would surely be the work of the Lord, not of man.  Abraham’s words show that he did not fully grasp what had been promised.  He said, “O that Ishmael might live before thee!”  No doubt he had grown to have a great love for his only son and considered him a satisfactory heir to the promises.  A child that was the result of human effort was not acceptable—God would provide the son.
The child’s name was to be Isaac which means “laughter.”

17:17 Then Abraham fell upon his face, and laughed, and said in his heart, Shall a child be born unto him that is an hundred years old? and shall Sarah, that is ninety years old, bear?

18:12 Therefore Sarah laughed within herself, saying, After I am waxed old shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?
The message came to Sarah when the three men (one of them “the Lord”) appeared to Abraham.  They came to reveal God’s plan for the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.  But first, the Lord tells again, primarily for Sarah’s sake, His intention of bringing Isaac into the world within a year.

The Lord doesn’t have a designated time plan when He must answer our requests or fulfill His promises.  It’s a mistaken notion that God should jump the instant we call.  Some people picture God as a kindly old grandfather who should come to our rescue anytime we are in distress.  God is faithful to assure us the He won’t be late with His promises.
Genesis 21:8-21

8 And the child grew, and was weaned: and Abraham made a great feast the same day that Isaac was weaned.

9 And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, which she had born unto Abraham, mocking.

10 Wherefore she said unto Abraham, Cast out this bondwoman and her son: for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, even with Isaac.

11 And the thing was very grievous in Abraham's sight because of his son.

12 And God said unto Abraham, Let it not be grievous in thy sight because of the lad, and because of thy bondwoman; in all that Sarah hath said unto thee, hearken unto her voice; for in Isaac shall thy seed be called.

13 And also of the son of the bondwoman will I make a nation, because he is thy seed.

14 And Abraham rose up early in the morning, and took bread, and a bottle of water, and gave it unto Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, and the child, and sent her away: and she departed, and wandered in the wilderness of Beer-sheba.

15 And the water was spent in the bottle, and she cast the child under one of the shrubs.

16 And she went, and sat her down over against him a good way off, as it were a bowshot: for she said, Let me not see the death of the child. And she sat over against him, and lift up her voice, and wept.

17 And God heard the voice of the lad; and the angel of God called Hagar out of heaven, and said unto her, What aileth thee, Hagar? fear not; for God hath heard the voice of the lad where he is.

18 Arise, lift up the lad, and hold him in thine hand; for I will make him a great nation.

19 And God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water; and she went, and filled the bottle with water, and gave the lad drink.

20 And God was with the lad; and he grew, and dwelt in the wilderness, and became an archer.

21 And he dwelt in the wilderness of Paran: and his mother took him a wife out of the land of Egypt.

At the celebration of Isaac’s weaning (usually around three years old), Ishmael (probably around 16 or 17 years old) makes fun of the toddler.  This made Sarah mad since she had probably never forgiven Hagar from before and may have been jealous of Ishmael’s status within the family.  She told Abraham to throw Hagar and Ishmael out of the camp.

Though Abraham knew Ishmael was not the son of promise, he was still a son of his old age and Abraham must have been quite fond of him.  Abraham has learned from his mistake of chapter 16 when he acted on Sarah’s words without consulting the Lord.  Now he listens to the voice of the Lord.  God told him that he would make a great nation of Ishmael, thus assuring him that the boy and Hagar would be taken care of, but they were to be sent away.
Abraham gave Hagar some bread and water and sent them out.  When she got into the wilderness, the provisions ran out and death appeared to be at hand.  Not wanting to see her son die, she laid him down under a shrub and went some distance away to lift her voice and weep.  It wasn’t her tears that got attention but rather the voice of the boy.  God had made promises concerning him and would take care of him.  The angel reiterated the promise of a great nation and told her to go get Ishmael.  The solution to her problem was already there but perhaps because of her tears or perhaps because the well was hidden by bushes, she hadn’t seen it.  God opened her eyes and she saw the well of water.
God’s working in Hagar and Ishmael’s lives may seem harsh to us.  If the Lord made promises to Ishmael, shouldn’t He have provided for him?  God did provide for both of them.  Ishmael was to be a “wild man” (16:12) with conflict between him and others so the desert was the place for him.  The Lord made greater promises to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob yet their descendants would spend 400 years in bondage before becoming a nation.  God’s dealings with us aren’t to make things easier for us but to accomplish His purposes.
