Genesis 16
Steven R. Cook
www.wordoftruthbiblechurch.com 
Genesis 16:1-3 Now Sarai, Abram’s wife had borne him no children [barrenness is a common theme in Scripture; cf. Gen. 11:30; 20:18; 29:31; 30:1-2; 22-24; 1 Sam. 1:1-6; 19-20], and she had an Egyptian maid whose name was Hagar [most likely acquired when Abram was in Egypt, Gen. 12].  2 So Sarai said to Abram, “Now behold, the LORD has prevented me from bearing children [He who gave the promise of a son also kept Sarai’s womb closed until the right time]. Please go in to my maid; perhaps I shall obtain children through her.” [The human solution to speed up the divine plan] And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai [much like Adam listened to Eve, Gen. 3:17].  3 And after Abram had lived ten years in the land of Canaan, Abram’s wife Sarai took Hagar the Egyptian, her maid, and gave her to her husband Abram as his wife.
  
In the legal custom of that day a barren woman could give her maid to her husband as a wife, and the child born of that union was regarded as the first wife’s child. If the husband said to the slave-wife’s son, “You are my son,” then he was the adopted son and heir. So Sarai’s suggestion was unobjectionable according to the customs of that time. But God often repudiates social customs.
 

It was a serious matter for a man to be childless in the ancient world, for it left him without an heir…So throughout the ancient East polygamy was resorted to as a means of obviating childlessness. But wealthier wives preferred the practice of surrogate motherhood, whereby they allowed their husbands to ‘go in to’…their maids, a euphemism for sexual intercourse (cf. 6:4; 30:3; 38:8, 9; 39:14). The mistress could then feel that her maid’s child was her own and exert some control over it in a way that she could not if her husband simply took a second wife.

Genesis 16:4-7 And he went in to Hagar, and she conceived; and when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was despised in her sight. [Women who could not conceive were often thought less of by those who could] 5 And Sarai [who felt the pain of wrongful discrimination] said to Abram [the head of the house who agreed with, and implemented, operation “surrogate wife”], “May the wrong done me be upon you [Sarai may have felt supplanted in her role as Abram’s wife]. I gave my maid into your arms; but when she saw that she had conceived, I was despised in her sight. May the LORD judge between you and me.”  6 But Abram said to Sarai, “Behold, your maid is in your power [returned her as a slave to Sarai]; do to her what is good in your sight.” So Sarai treated her harshly [hinna- to treat severely], and she fled from her presence.  7Now the angel of the LORD [malak YHWH] found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, by the spring on the way to Shur.  
This is the first appearance of the angel of the Jehovah, a very unique individual in the biblical record….This is not a common, ordinary angel; this one is always the second member of the Trinity.  This is always a reference to the preincarnate Messiah.

Genesis 16:8-16 And he said, “Hagar, Sarai’s maid, where have you come from and where are you going?” And she said, “I am fleeing from the presence of my mistress Sarai [Hagar answered only the first question, perhaps implying she was wandering aimlessly].”  9 Then the angel of the LORD said to her, “Return to your mistress, and submit yourself to her authority.”  10 Moreover, the angel of the LORD said to her, “I will greatly multiply your descendants so that they shall be too many to count [a comforting word].”  11 The angel of the LORD said to her further, “Behold, you are with child, and you shall bear a son [God decreed the son’s gender]; and you shall call his name Ishmael [God decreed the son’s name, which in Hebrew means God hears], because the LORD has given heed to your affliction [God heard Hagar in her affliction].  12 “And he will be a wild donkey of a man, his hand will be against everyone, and everyone’s hand will be against him; and he will live to the east of all his brothers [“live to the east” implying he would eventually be separated from the house of Abram].”  13 Then she called the name of the LORD [YHWH] who spoke to her, “Thou art a God who sees [Hagar sees the “angel of the LORD” as God]”; for she said, “Have I even remained alive here after seeing Him? [surprised at being alive after seeing God]” 14 Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-roi [God sees]; behold, it is between Kadesh and Bered.  15 So Hagar bore Abram a son; and Abram called the name of his son, whom Hagar bore, Ishmael [Abram named the son according to God’s word to Hagar, implying she told him about her encounter with the “angel of the LORD”].  16 And Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore Ishmael to him.  
Summary:

1. God had promised a son to Abram (Gen. 12:2; 13:15-16; 15:5), but Sarai was never specifically identified as the woman who would give him that son.  After ten years, they apparently felt the conflict between God’s promise of a son and Sarai’s inability to conceive; and because of impatience, Sarai proposed the marriage with Hagar as a solution to their problem.  It appears God intentionally created a dilemma in which Abram and Sarai were helpless to produce a son, so that it would be obvious in the end that what God had promised them, only He was able to execute (cf. Rom. 4:18-21).  Delay in fulfillment should not be seen as a denial of God’s promise.
2. The proposal for Abram to marry, copulate, and have a son through Hagar sprang from Sarai’s barrenness.  What Sarai proposed to Abram was socially acceptable in their day; however, it was not God’s will, and Ishmael would ultimately be rejected as Abram’s heir.  Socially accepted practices are not always approved by God.
3. After Hagar conceived, she began to treat Sarai disrespectfully, and this resulted in Sarai getting angry with Abram over the situation.  Abram returned Hagar to slave status—“your maid is in your hand”—and Sarai treated her harshly.  The conflict and harsh treatment resulted in Hagar fleeing into the wilderness toward Egypt.  Hasty actions to produce a son resulted in a family conflict.
4. God demonstrated grace to Hagar by appearing to her in her flight and letting her know that He was aware of her suffering, and then provided prophetic assurance that she would have a son.  
5. The central idea of the passage is that God is the One who hears, sees, and cares for those who are affiliated with Him through a covenant relationship.  God blessed and provided for Hagar because of her relationship with Abram (Gen. 12:1-3).  Blessing by association is a common theme in the Bible.
� Monogamy was by divine design (Gen. 2:24; Matt. 19:4-6); but polygamy was permitted under the Mosaic Law (Ex. 21:10; Deut. 21:15).  However, polygamy was strictly forbidden to kings as it would lead to idolatry and the perversion of justice among the leadership (Deut. 17:17; 1 Ki. 11:3-6).


�Allen P. Ross, eds., Walvoord & Zuck, Genesis - The Bible knowledge commentary, Vol. 1 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1985), 56.


� Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 15-50, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, Texas, Word Books, 1987), 7.


�Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum, The Book of Genesis: Exposition from a Messianic Jewish Perspective (San Antonio, TX. Ariel Ministries, 2009), 291.





