
ALL SAINTS PONTEFRACT

LEARNING TOGETHER


THE PATRIARCHS 
ABRAHAM, ISAAC AND JACOB 

STUDY 1 - ABRAHAM WEEK 5 
The Promise…Delayed? 

‘Let mutual love continue.    Do not neglect to show hospitality to 
strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without 
knowing it’  (Hebrews 13.1-2)

We left Abram last time having received confirmation of God’s promise to 
him, as a completed act - ‘To your seed I have given this land…’ (*) But as 
yet Abram and Sarai have no children - no ‘Seed’ - who can possess this 
promise. They are by now a ‘mature’ couple who are at the centre of a large 
group of people, with their herds, servants, slaves, tents, and all the 
paraphernalia of a self sufficient nomadic tribe. How do you think Sarai felt 
about all this?
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https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+13.1-2&version=NRSV


Read Genesis 16; 1-6
In most translations Hagar is described as a ‘Maidservant’ or simply, ‘Maid’, 
but the Hebrew ‘shifhah’ does mean ‘Slave-girl’ as in someone who is owned 
by another. This is central to a lot of what happens next. We know that she 
came from Egypt too, so perhaps a gift from Pharaoh to Sarai when they 
were down in Egypt? 
Who does Sarai blame directly for there being no children in their 
family?……………………………………..?
Sarai’s answer to the problem is not a new one. This was already an 
accepted way to produce offspring on behalf of a barren wife. However, it is 
not an option without its implications and potential pitfalls. At its simplest it is 
a form of surrogate motherhood, and the Mum-to-Be would be well looked 
after I am sure, during the pregnancy, and up to the birth. Even then, in a 
high-class family, it would not be unusual for a Mother to employ a wet nurse 
either, so Hagar’s involvement in the process probably was expected to 
continue until the child was weaned. 
But, what happens next?…

This was not in Sarai’s plan at all! And she is not happy - v5. Now who gets 
the blame?……………………………………….? 
‘I myself put my slave-girl in your lap’ is a very explicit and surprisingly frank 
description that Sarai gives, and may well describe exactly what she did.
Of Hagar Sarai says ‘I became slight in her eyes’ (*) The phrase ‘in her eyes’ 
is lost in translation usually, but again, is a key element in the story. ‘Seeing’ 
is a sub-plot running through this story, as we will see…
What about Abram’s reaction?

Sarai gave Hagar to her husband as a wife, (‘ishah’) not as a concubine or 
temporary surrogate means of having children in Sarai’s name. But she does 
reserve the offspring to herself - they are to be counted as Sarai’s and 
Abram’s children. So now poor Abram has two wives who are at odds with 
each other. Hagar herself is the one who seems to instigate this state of 
affairs, but Sarai does appear quite quick to take issue with her behaviour. 
After all, Hagar is just a Slave-Girl, isn’t she? Well, no! She sees herself as a 
wife favoured by God and she hopes, in the eyes of her Husband. All is 
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not well in the household of Abram! It is no wonder that Abram gives in to 
Sarah and tells her she can do as she wishes with ‘Her Slave-girl’  What 
does Sarai do next?

And Hagar, what does she do?

Read 16;7-16
‘The Angel’ here means messenger - so a being sent by God with a message 
or purpose, - What does this Messenger tell Hagar to do? and what does 
he say the immediate outcome will be - and what might that tell us 
about what it means to follow God’s will for our lives?

Hagar recognises the Messenger 
as being from God and gives the 
messenger a name - ‘El-Roi’ - ‘God 
who sees (me)’ and she says ‘Did I 
not go on seeing here after He saw 
me?’ - (*) - Hagar is surprised she 
is still alive after such an encounter! 
The idea that you could not see 
God and live is an old one. Hagar 
does go back to Abram & Sarai, but 
only after some reassurance from 
the messenger that her son will be 
father of a great nation, but also 
that he will be ‘A wild ass of a man’  
and he will need to be! Her child is 
born, - Ishmael, (which means ‘God 
has heard’), - &, at 86, Abram is a 
father at last and all is well..??
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During this part of the story neither Abram nor Sarai refer to God and His 
promise! Neither has God spoken to either of them, and they have not been 
seen to go to Him and ask Him what should be done. It does seem now 
however that the promise can come to pass. Ishmael is Abram’s child, of that 
there is no doubt, and yet… there seems to be, niggling away in the 
background, a feeling that things are not quite right. Family life for a while 
settles down however, and Abram is a good father to Ishmael.
Read 17;1-8. - 
Now God comes back into the story! Just when the two main characters have 
sorted things out themselves, sort of. The reiteration of the promise this time 
would appear to be confirmation that all is well, and a comfort to Abram as it 
secures the promise for those future generations that are now sure to come. 
For the first time however, God requires something of Abram - that he 
receives a sign - which is?……………………………………?
This was already a practice amongst some of the nations in the area, and 
appears simply to have been a rather intimate way of recognising who 
belonged and who didn’t. With the sign go new names for Both Abram 
(Abraham) and Sarai (Sarah). As far as I can make out the meanings 
commentators give to these new names are really meanings that the 
commentators themselves read back into them. In practice both are simply 
more modern versions of the originals - (Sarah still means ‘Princess’) - but 
they are ‘New Names’ and that is the point I think. This time Sarah gets in on 
the promises - (15-16) and Abraham is overcome yet incredulous. ‘To a 
hundred-year-old will a child be born, will ninety-year-old Sarah give birth?’
Then it seems that a reality dawns upon Abraham - Read 17;18-22 - Ishmael 
is a real son to Abraham - his first and at present, his only son! And his 
Beloved Son! But Ishmael does not live ‘in God’s favour’(*) and yet God 
promises Ishmael’s prosperity, (‘I have heard you…’ - a play on ‘Ishmael’), at 
the same time as setting him aside from the ‘line of promise’ in favour of 
another son, Isaac (laughter?) Read 23-27 - 
God leaves Abraham (ascends from him) and Abraham gets on with living the 
life of delayed promise. Abraham now has his side of the covenant to fulfil, 
which he does, and all goes quiet until one day there are three visitors to his 
tent. Remember that both Abraham and Sarah have already been told about 
Isaac’s birth, but it has not yet come to pass. Read 18;1-15 - 
The language is confused at the beginning of the story. Abraham seems 
unable to decide whether there are three or one visitors and singular and 
plural are mixed up. The upshot of this meeting is that, at long last, God 
seems to put a timescale on the promise, and sure enough Isaac is born the 
very next year!… 
(*)  Bible Readings from Robert Alter Translation copyright.
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