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Text 
Now Sarai, Abram's wife, had borne him no children. But she had an Egyptian maidservant named Hagar; 
2 
so she said to Abram, "The LORD has kept me from having children. Go, sleep with my maidservant; 

perhaps I can build a family through her." Abram agreed to what Sarai said. 
3 
So after Abram had been 

living in Canaan ten years, Sarai his wife took her Egyptian maidservant Hagar and gave her to her 

husband to be his wife. 
4 
He slept with Hagar, and she conceived. When she knew she was pregnant, she 

began to despise her mistress. 
5 
Then Sarai said to Abram, "You are responsible for the wrong I am 

suffering. I put my servant in your arms, and now that she knows she is pregnant, she despises me. May the 

LORD judge between you and me." 
6 
"Your servant is in your hands," Abram said. "Do with her whatever 

you think best." Then Sarai mistreated Hagar; so she fled from her. 
7 
The angel of the LORD found Hagar 

near a spring in the desert; it was the spring that is beside the road to Shur. 
8 
And he said, "Hagar, servant 

of Sarai, where have you come from, and where are you going?" "I'm running away from my mistress 

Sarai," she answered. 
9 
Then the angel of the LORD told her, "Go back to your mistress and submit to her." 

10 
The angel added, "I will so increase your descendants that they will be too numerous to count." 

11 
The 

angel of the LORD also said to her: "You are now with child and you will have a son. You shall name him 

Ishmael, for the LORD has heard of your misery. 
12 

He will be a wild donkey of a man; his hand will be 

against everyone and everyone's hand against him, and he will live in hostility toward all his brothers." 
13 

She gave this name to the LORD who spoke to her: "You are the God who sees me," for she said, "I have 

now seen the One who sees me." 
14 

That is why the well was called Beer Lahai Roi; it is still there, between 

Kadesh and Bered. 
15 

So Hagar bore Abram a son, and Abram gave the name Ishmael to the son she had 

borne. 
16 

Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore him Ishmael. 

 
Introduction 
 Who would you say the main character of Genesis is?  We’ve been going through 
it now since September.  Is there someone that rises to the top?  Let’s think back over 
where we’ve come so far.  It starts with creation – an orderly world.  And the first man on 
the scene is Adam, who promptly makes a mess of it.  Christians call that the Fall. 
 Adam has two sons – Cain and Abel.  We focus on them for a little bit, just long 
enough to see Cain kill Abel. 

Then there are a few minor characters along the way and then we get to a guy 
named Noah.  God de-creates and then re-creates the world and commissions Noah and 
his family to start over.  But it’s not long before there’s an ugly scene again – 
drunkenness, cursing, family dysfunction.  Noah, like Adam, is a failed hero.  And so the 
story goes on. 
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In chapter 12 we shifted from primeval history to patriarchal history.  With that 
we began reading about events that happened within the last 4,000 years.  And we meet a 
guy named Abram.  Abram gets a lot of attention.  The spotlight stays on him for an 
extended time.  But as it does we can begin to notice that he has his flaws too.  His faith 
fluctuates.  There are meteoric rises followed by a series of cataclysmic falls.  Like with 
Adam, Cain, and Noah, Abram doesn’t run away with the show and save the day. 

This will continue for the rest of the story – a succession of characters that begin 
with great anticipation but fade off and leave us looking for something more – Isaac, 
Jacob, Joseph…  So let me ask again – Who is the main character in the book of 

Genesis?  GOD!  It starts off, “In the beginning God…” and from then on it’s a story of 
his grace, his goodness, and his unfailing/unchanging character.  As you read Genesis 
everybody looks bad except for God.  He’s in every story and he’s the hero. 

In fact, here’s is a great way to read Genesis (and the whole Bible for that matter) 
– What does this passage tell me about God?  What do I learn about him here?  He’s the 
main character from beginning to end.  Today we’re going to notice some more things 
about Abram and the saga of him believing and receiving the promise that was first 
introduced in ch. 12.  We’re going to find out more about his wife – Sarai – who we don’t 
know much at all about yet.  We’re also going to meet a new character – Hagar. 

But really this story reveals more of God.  And the more we find out about this 
character, the more he checks out.  The longer the spotlight shines on him, the more his 
perfections come into focus, the more appealing he is.  What we find out about God in 
today’s text is just this: He sees and seeks the suffering. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Sarai’s Scheme 
 Last week we saw God graphically confirming his promises to Abram to give him 
a son and a land.  Remember that dark, fiery, bloody scene with the animal carcasses and 
the presence of the Lord walking through them while Abram watched?  God was making 
a one-sided covenant with Abram – “If I don’t keep my word, let me become like these 
slaughtered animals!”  In other words: “It doesn’t matter what you do; I’m gonna do it!”  
Abram just believed the Lord and it was credited to him as righteousness.  Does that 
mean that Abram was perfectly righteous?  Well, let’s see what happens next. 
 “Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children.  But she had an Egyptian 
maidservant named Hagar; so she said to Abram, ‘The Lord has kept me from having 
children.  Go, sleep with my maidservant; perhaps I can build a family through her’” (vv. 
1-2).  Huh??  Sound weird?  Sound like something you might see on Desperate 

Housewives?  What’s going on here? 
 Well first of all let’s set the stage.  Verse 3 is going to tell us it’s been 10 years!  
It’s been 10 years since they moved into the Promised Land from Haran.  It’s been 10 
years since the promise was made to this barren couple that they would become a great 
nation.  And God kept reiterating the promise, but Sarai remained childless.  It was just 
assumed in those days that the problem was with the woman.  So Sarai’s under pressure 
here. 
 We read about her servant – Hagar.  Where’s Hagar from?  Egypt.  Interesting.  
How do you think Sarai obtained Hagar?  And by the way a maid wasn’t a woman in a 
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black dress with a white apron that dusted the shelves and fluffed the pillows.  This was a 
slave – a piece of property.  Remember back in ch. 12 when Abram ran scared to Egypt 
and said Sarai was his sister and the pharaoh took her into his house?  Remember how it 
said “he treated Abram well for her sake, and Abram acquired sheep and cattle, male and 
female donkeys, menservants and maidservants, and camels” (12:16)?  Hagar is a 
holdover from one Abram’s darkest moments. 
 God graciously intervened to pick Abram up and put that behind him and set him 
on the path again… but there were still effects – now there was an Egyptian maidservant 
named Hagar in his house that would be a snare, as we’ll see today.  Your past failures 
may be forgiven, but they can still have an effect on you that sticks around to haunt you 
for the rest of your lives.  Sin is an insidious thing. 

Some of you know exactly what I’m talking about.  Maybe you’re a recovering 
alcoholic.  You’ll never be the same again.  Your past may be forgiven, but you’re still 
affected as long as you live in this body.  Maybe you’ve screwed up in the past and went 
too far sexually with someone who wasn’t your husband or your wife.  You’ve repented 
and experienced Christ’s forgiveness, but you still bring those experiences into the 
bedroom with your husband or wife now.  Some of you have images of pornography that 
you’ve seen in the past engraved on your memory.  We all have Hagar’s in our house – 
consequences of past sins that stick around to affect us for years to come. 
 Here’s this Egyptian handmaid that Sarai turns to in her despair.  So she says to 
Abram, “Go sleep with [Hagar]; perhaps I can build a family through her” (v. 2).  It 
sounds absurd and I’m not advocating for it, but just to help you understand it let me 
point out a couple things. 
 First, “the ancient world did not understand that conception was the result of male 
sperm fertilizing the female egg.  They simply thought that the male deposited the seed in 
the woman, who then acted as an incubator for the child.”1  Sarai thought the Lord had 
made her a bad incubator.  So perhaps, she thought, one of her young slaves could work 
better. 
 Secondly, archaeological documents from a town called Nuzi have shown us that 
this kind of thing was common cultural custom.  Here’s what one of the Nuzi tablets says, 
“If Gilimninu bears children, Shennima shall not take another wife.  But if Gilimninu 
fails to bear children, Gilimninu shall get for Shennima a woman from the Lullu country 
(a slave girl) as concubine.  In that case, Gilimninu herself shall have authority over the 
offspring.”2  This is what Sarai is doing.  “My slave girl will just be an incubator for me 
so that Abe and I can finally have a kid.”  “Perhaps I can build a family through her” (v. 
2). 
 We’ll see Leah and Rachel doing the same thing with Jacob later on in Genesis.  
Rachel was upset she wasn’t having any children and Leah was so she said to Jacob, 
“Here is Bilhah, my maidservant.  Sleep with her so that she can bear children for me and 
that through her I too can build a family” (30:3).  Leah does the same thing with her 
maidservant Zilpah.  So as bizarre as it appears to us today, it was what they did back 
then. 
 But that doesn’t make it right!  Many people look at texts like this in the Bible 
and say, “The Bible’s just a patriarchal, misogynistic, chauvinistic document that portrays 
women as cattle, mere incubators to produce more male children.”  But the Bible’s not 
endorsing this sinful cultural custom, just reporting it; it’s a result of the Fall.  Actually, if 
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you look closely, texts like this one are making a case for monogamy.  The Genesis ideal 
is spelled out clearly in the beginning when God makes Eve to be a complementary 
counterpart to Adam, someone to help him in the task of creating culture and imaging 
forth God, someone for him to write poetry for. 

Scenarios like today’s we see only cause pain and harm.  As you read the story 
you can’t help but notice the results of jealousy, favoritism, fighting, and mistreatment.  
It’s not a good thing.  And it’s clear that God doesn’t approve because he doesn’t count 
the child produced by this union as the fulfillment of the promise.  Instead in the next 
chapter he makes it clear that the promised child will come through Sarai.  Polygamy, 
pimping out slave girls, open marriage – these things are not in God’s plan; they derive 
from a warped, sinful mind. 

That’s not the only thing that’s wrong with this scenario.  It’s not just that it 
involves Abram committing adultery.  It represents taking a short-cut.  It’s a matter of 
expediency.  What we have here is another failure of faith.  Sarai knows the Lord’s 
promise to her husband, so she takes matters into her own hands.  She’s impatient.  She’s 
tired of waiting on the Lord so she helps him out a bit. 

How often we do the very same thing?  We rationalize to ourselves that the ends 
justify the means.  There are countless ways we do this, but let’s just think about that 
innate desire to have children.  The desires Sarai felt are still here.  They’re a mixture of 
God’s built-in design that goes all the way back to before the Fall – “Be fruitful and 
increase in number; fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28) – and also ever since the Fall these sinful, 
selfish motives.  We narcissistically want someone that looks like us.  We wrap up our 
identity in our children.  We can make kids into idols. 

But it’s still a natural desire and one that causes so much pain.  How many 
women desperately want to get married and have children, but it hasn’t happened?  So 
they get pregnant anyway and raise their kids without a dad.  Or maybe the greater 
temptation for many of you – male or female – is to marry the wrong person, someone 
that’s not a believer, because they’re so hard to come by.  By the way I heard of a woman 
this week who had resigned herself to singleness but met a great Christian guy when she 
was 31, got married, and has had 8 kids! 

Or what about Christian couples that struggle with infertility or miscarriages?  I 
know many of them that don’t even think about the ethical implications of certain 
treatments and in an attempt to have a baby will fertilize extra eggs in vitro and then 
destroy or donate the ones they don’t implant.  It’s a form of playing God.  By the way 
there’s a Christian adoption agency that works to find a home for the more than 400,000 
frozen embryos in the U.S.  Just go to www.snowflakes.org.  There are so many ways we 
can get impatient with God and take matters into our own hands.  And that’s never a good 
idea. 

But the greatest sin at work in Sarai’s scheme is the reliance on human effort to 
bring about the divine plan of salvation.  Galatians 4:21ff compares the son born to 
Abram by Hagar to the child born miraculously to Abram by Sarai and likens it to a 
failure to let God do everything and just trust.  It’s representative of human religion that 
works to earn salvation instead of trusting God to do it supernaturally and on his own. 

Bottom line is: it was a bad idea.  Let’s keep reading… 
 
Abram’s Fall 
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 “Abram agreed to what Sarai said” (v. 2).  That’s one of the biggest 
understatements in all of Scripture.  Abram’s not innocent in this whole thing.  It’s not 
like he gets forced against his will to have sex with this young slave girl who’s not his 
wife.  Abram goes along with it.  Magnanimous Abram, the valiant warrior for justice, 
the man of faith is nothing more than a dirty old man here.  Think Hugh Hefner. 
 The story is told clearly to parallel the original Fall of Adam in ch. 3.  Literally it 
reads, “Abram listened to the voice of Sarai.”  This is what God faults Adam with in 3:17 
– “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife and have eaten of the tree of 
which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’ cursed is the ground because of you; in 
pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life” (ESV).  Like with Adam, we only have 
record of the word of the Lord being directed to Abram.  Abram was supposed to have 
taught Sarai about God and his ways.  Instead he shrinks back and assumes the role of the 
passive male.  That’s never a good thing.  I am convinced that this is one of the, if not the 
single greatest plague facing our society today – wimpy, sissy men.  There’s a crisis of 
masculinity.  Men: don’t just sit back and watch.  Love, lead, and protect your wives. 
 We continue to read words that echo ch. 3.  “Sarai his wife took her Egyptian 
maidservant Hagar and gave her to her husband to be his wife” (v. 3).  She took and gave 
to her husband.  Genesis 3:6 – “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good 
for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some 
and ate it.  She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it.”  And “he 
slept with Hagar, and she conceived” (v. 4). 
 “When [Hagar] knew she was pregnant, she began to despise her mistress” (v. 4).  
It gets ugly.  “Then Sarai said to Abram, ‘You are responsible for the wrong I am 
suffering.  [Blameshifting, just like in ch. 3 in the Garden.]  I put my servant in your 
arms, and now that she knows she is pregnant, she despises me.  May the Lord judge 
between you and me.’  ‘Your servant is in your hands,’ Abram said. ‘Do with her 
whatever you think best.’  [Code of Hammurabi, law #146 states that if a concubine tries 
to usurp her mistress because she bore a child, the mistress may demote her to her 
previous status; Abram cowardly defers to and hides behind the law of the day; you know 
you can keep the law and still sin, right?]  Then Sarai mistreated Hagar; so she fled from 
her” (vv. 5-6).  What a mess. 

What’s happening here?  Abram has his own Fall.  As Donald Grey Barnhouse 
once said, “No perfect feet walk the path of faith.”3  Abram, the great man of faith, 
follows in Adam’s footsteps.  He abdicates leadership, listens to his wife, takes and eats 
from the bitter fruit of sin.  And the result is a mess – blameshifting, a severed 
relationship, heartache, injustice.  And the world is never the same; endless generations 
are affected.  You do realize that Ishmael (the offspring of the ill advised union between 
Abram and Hagar) is the progenitor of the Arab race, right?  “Little did Abram and Sarai 
imagine,” writes one person, “that their shortcut would originate a conflict that would run 
for millennia and that oceans of blood would be spilt.”4  Talk about a lasting effect.  The 
tensions are still palpable today! 
 
Hagar’s Helplessness 

So Abram and Sarai, the patriarch and matriarch of the people of God, are sinful, 
imperfect people.  The Lord watches the whole thing unfold.  He doesn’t miss any of it; 
he sees it all and yet we’re going to see that he doesn’t give up on Abram.  He still sees 
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him as righteous on account of his faith.  There’s a lot to learn from these two characters.  
But let’s not forget about Hagar!  The Lord certainly doesn’t!  This is the truly 
remarkable part of this story.  It follows this poor, abused, helpless woman named Hagar.  
Over half the verses of ch. 16 are dealing with Hagar. 

Let’s be blunt here to let the full weight of what’s going on sink in.  Hagar is used 
as a sex slave!  She has no say in the matter.  She’s a piece of property and she’s put in a 
tent with this dirty old man who uses her.  She’s just like the 600,000 – 800,000 people 
who according to the U.S. State Department are abducted, coerced, or deceived into the 
worldwide sex traffic each year.  80% percent of them are women or girls.  I saw an add 
in the recent issue of Christianity Today that stated the “in our world today, there are 
more women and children forced into sexual slavery than the entire female population of 
Atlanta, Chicago, Houston, LA, and NYC combined.”5  The CIA estimates that there are 
14,500 to 17,500 victims brought into the United States each year to serve in brothels, 
massage parlors, and the like.  It’s an $8 billion international industry.  Don’t think we 
don’t have Hagar’s in our world today. 

Now where it says in v. 6 that “Sarai mistreated Hagar” it’s the same word used in 
Ex. 1:12 to describe how Pharaoh and the Egyptians treated the people of Israel as slaves.  
It’s translated as “oppressed.”  If you know what happens in that story, “God heard their 
groaning and… God looked on the Israelites and was concerned about them” (Ex. 2:24-
25).  The same thing happens here with Hagar.  Over half of this chapter is concerned 
with God’s concern for her. 

Hagar fled from Sarai’s oppression and we read that the angel of the Lord catches 
up with her “near a spring in the desert… beside the road to Shur” (v. 7).  We don’t know 
the ancient geography, but those who do tell us this was about a 7 day journey from 
where Abram was and it was close to Egypt.  She was going home.  An angel, a 
messenger, a divine envoy comes seeking Hagar and asks her some questions – “‘Hagar, 
servant of Sarai [he knows who she is and what she’s done, but then he asks:], where 
have you come from, and where are you going?’  ‘I’m running away from my mistress 
Sarai,’ she answered” (v. 8). 

It’s very similar to a story about Jesus in John ch. 4 where Jesus seeks out 
someone who is suffering.  Both stories involve women.  Both women are non-Hebrew (a 
Samaritan and this Hamite).  Both foreign women are found at a well.  And both have a 
painful sexual past.  I love that story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman because it reveals 
his heart of compassion for hurting people and his masterful use of conversation open up 
people’s hearts. 

For a long time people have thought that the “angel of the Lord” who visits Hagar 
was Jesus, traveling back in time.  I’m not so sure about that.  But at the very least this is 
a supernatural visitation from someone representing the Lord, if not a visual 
representation of the Lord himself.  In some form the Lord sought out Hagar. 
 He said to her, “‘Go back to your mistress and submit to her.’  [He] added, ‘I will 
so increase your descendants that they will be too numerous to count.’  The angel of the 
Lord also said to her: ‘You are now with child and you will have a son.  You shall name 
him Ishmael, for the Lord has heard of your misery.  He will be a wild donkey of a man; 
his hand will be against everyone and everyone’s hand against him, and he will live in 
hostility toward all his brothers’” (vv. 9-12).  God calls for a radical response from Hagar 
– to return to her mistress – but he also promises her a son and a great people.  It will not 
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be the people through him God will primarily work to bring about the salvation of the 
world, but it will be a great people. 
 And in this encounter Hagar perceived that she had encountered the Lord.  “She 
gave this name to the Lord who spoke to her: ‘You are the God who sees me,’ for she 
said, ‘I have now seen the One who sees me’” (v. 13).  Isn’t that a great title for the Lord 
– the One who sees me?  It goes on – “That is why the well was called Beer Lahai Roi” 
(v. 14).  It’s not a well full of beer, it means well of the Living One who sees me.  And 
sure enough she went back and bore Abram a son named Ishmael.  Ishmael means “God 
has heard.” 
 God heard; God heard Hagar’s groaning.  God saw; God saw her suffering.  And 
he sought her.  All throughout the Bible we see that God has a heart for the poor and the 
oppressed.  He has a special concern for the suffering and an intense disdain for injustice.  
God sees and seeks the suffering.  That’s the main point in this story.  The larger story 
is about his dealings with Abram and Sarai and the promised seed.  But the author of 
Genesis takes a detour to follow the plight of a poor slave girl who was used and abused 
(by God’s chosen family!) and we see God’s heart.  Suffering and oppression doesn’t go 
unnoticed by him.  He sees.  And he seeks.  And he brings hope and comfort. 
 
Conclusion 
 So this is our God.  This is his character.  He’s the God who sees.  He sees 
everything.  If you’re here today and you feel like your life hasn’t been fair – maybe 
you’ve experienced some major pain in your past (abuse, abandonment, loss, tragedy) 
Jesus offers hope.  “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are 
crushed in spirit” (Ps. 34:18).  He not only sees from a distance, but he himself entered 
into the suffering of a fallen and harsh world by becoming human and dying the most 
inhumane death on the cross to deal with the sin problem that’s in us all.  And with Jesus’ 
resurrection he began his restoration project of this fallen world which he will one day 
complete when he makes all things new and re-creates this world without suffering, 
slavery, human trafficking, AIDS, poverty, death, etc… 
 For many of us, we find ourselves in this story in Abram and Sarai.  We’re the 
imperfect people of faith.  We would sleep with a young hot girl that’s not our wife if we 
knew we could get away with it.  We’d mistreat and oppress other women if it was legal.  
This same stuff’s in our hearts.  And God sees us.  Nothing escapes him.  He sees right 
through to the depths of our hearts and he sees the sin that’s there – the pride, the 
impatience, the bitterness, the idolatry, the jealousy, the impurity – he sees it all, and it’s 
more ugly than any of us really know.  And yet, as we saw last week, if we trust in Jesus 
when God looks at us he sees Jesus – his blood covering all our sins and his 
righteousness standing in their place.  It’s an amazing and astonishing reality! 
 And here’s the connection: we who have experienced the mercy of God in the 
cross of Christ are brought in on God’s mission, we are used as his messengers, envoys of 
his love to others.  Now I can stand up here and tell you sad stories of suffering like that 
of the French singer Edith Piaf.  We just watched a movie about her life – La Vie en 

Rose.  It tells of her growing up in a brothel, a mother who abandoned her, drug use, and 
on and on.  It depicts suffering.  But that’s kind of disconnected. 

It would be really easy to use this sermon to drum up sympathy for those who 
suffer way over there somewhere.  We could take up an offering or send clothes to 
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international orphans.  There are many great organizations that are doing great things in 
the name of Christ to relieve suffering and bring the hope of the gospel – Compassion, 
World Relief, World Vision, etc…  One of the worst places for the sex trade is Thailand 
and we have a strong partnership with a Pastor Sangwien and his wife in Bangkok.  As 
you heard earlier we have a relationship as a church with the Poobalans in war-torn Sri 
Lanka.  We don’t ignore the global suffering. 
 But I also don’t want us to use this as a cop-out.  There are many people right 
here in the UIC Area who are suffering intensely.  God sees them.  God cares about them.  
The Bible calls the church the body of Christ.  So as a church in this neighborhood we are 
supposed to be making Jesus visible to people!  As Hagar said, “I have now seen the One 
who sees me” (v. 13).  That’s what people should saying here in this neighborhood as a 
result of us! 

Ask yourself, “What does God see when he looks at Chicago …at this 
neighborhood?”  Have you ever asked God that?  What breaks his heart?  What catches 
his eye?  I’ll tell you for sure that God has a passion for the oppressed.  Do we? 

It blows my mind how many Christians can be so hard-hearted to suffering when 
they claim to have truly experienced the depths of God’s mercy to them in cross. 

We’re not a church that’s going to come up with lots of programs to alleviate 
suffering.  Those programs already exist.  We’re here to proclaim the gospel that God has 
done everything in Christ; we just trust and though we’re sinful we’re righteous.  And as 
this sinks in we will be freed and transformed to have more of God’s heart for people.  
We will volunteer at community organizations.  We will notice where there are hurting 
people and put ourselves in their path and share with them the hope of the gospel. 

And we won’t just do this to put a mark in some column for conversions.  Nor 
will we do it to see other results – kids going to college, families put back together, better 
schools.  But just to love people with the indiscriminate love God showed in Christ. 

And it’s not our job to tell you what to do.  It’s your job to infiltrate the 
neighborhood and seek the suffering so that they can see the One who sees them. 
 
The Lord’s Table 
 
Benediction 
May Immanuel make Christ visible to the UIC Area in word and in deed. 

 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 3, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 
written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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