Genesis 21 sermon
Sunday, March 15, 2015
“God Hears”
Genesis 21
Introduction = [SLIDE1] – Brief review of “A Life Worth Living” (Gen. 12-20)
What makes a life worth living? (participating in the eternal plan and purposes of God)
· What is God’s plan? (Eph. 110) – Restoration…of our relationship to him, to one another, to ourselves, to creation (find the lost, heal the broken, restore shalom) 
· Studying the pioneers of the faith = Abraham & Sarah (pioneering = hard work!)
· Paul described the life of faith [SLIDE2] as “follow[ing] in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had”Rom.4:12 but only provides a brief slice from their life, rather than a full feature documentary.
Q – Why not just settle for the snapshot version Paul has in Romans?
A – Because we’d miss the lessons learned through the ups & downs life…
E.g. Testimonies that seemed too good to be true...vs. What life was like for Abraham and Sarah after the promise and entry into a new life.  How to live by faith in the challenges of [SLIDE3]: famine12:10-20, growing wealthch.13, oppressionch.14, waitingch.15, wrong shortcutsch.16, laughable oddsch.17, difficult dilemmasch.18, BIG problemsch.19, and a major relapsech.20 when others might be tempted to drop kick us out.  The full feature version dispels misguided expectations we may have that a life worth living is free of problems and pain, while teaching us how foundational and fulfill a close and personal relationship with God is and why we can trust him whole-heartedly every step along the way.
Biblical Contact
Today’s story is something of a climax.  It is a climax in that it features the birth of Abraham & Sarah’s long awaited son (the ultimate comeback kid).  But the greatest challenge and triumph will come in the next chapter (guest speaker…).
· Three stories in today’s chapter.  We’ll look at one at a time and a lesson or two from each. Read Gen 21:1-7 [SLIDE4] (Sarah speaks, Hagar speaks, Abraham speaks)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Structural Contact – In the first scene God Hears Sarah’s… [SLIDE5]
A) Celebration & Laughter (vv.1-7) = Sarah’s speech & Abraham is speechless!
The story begins by saying that “The LORD was gracious to Sarah”.  Other translationsESV say, the LORD “visited” her, a wordpaqad that is used in the Bible to refer to God’s special interest and direct intervention in a person’s life—a visit that changes his or her destiny.  Like we see in this story where, instead of their family tree dying out, Abraham and Sarah’s family tree suddenly sprouts with new life (cf. Isa. 111 “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.”).   
· Notice briefly four emphasises:
1st God’s Faithfulness (“as he had said…as he had promised…at the very time God had promised him”).  Here is an illustration of why we sing songs that celebrate God’s faithfulness (e.g. “Great is Thy Faithful”, “Faithful One”).
2nd Abraham’s Age to highlight God’s Abilities in the face of impossible odds (“to Abraham in his old age…Abraham was a hundred years old…in his old age”)  Isaac = the miraculous comeback kid (cf. “the LORD was gracious to Hannah1Sam.2:21 & Mary). 
3rd Abraham’s Obedience  (“Abraham gave the name Isaac”17:19, “Abraham circumcised him, as God commanded him”17:12)  
4th Sarah’s Praise = the infectious laughter (e.g. ululation) of great praise & wonder like we read in the psalms when the LORD brought back the captives to Zion (“we were like men who dreamed.  Our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy.”—Ps. 126) 

Faith Lessons [SLIDE6]
1) God’s assignments are often God-sized – so that the credit goes where the credit is due.  

“The world comes to know God when they see God’s nature expressed through His activity.  When God starts to work, He accomplishes something that only He can do.  When God does that, both God’s people and the world come to know Him in ways they have never known Him before.”[footnoteRef:1]    [1:  Henry Blackaby & Claude King, Experiencing God, p. 224.] 


[SLIDE7]
2) God keeps his promises (cf. Hab. 23 “the revelation awaits an appointed time…and will not prove false.  Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay.”)  The deeper the pain, the higher the praise.  The longer the wait, the greater the wonder.
Read vv.8-14 [SLIDE8], 15-21 [SLIDE9]       	  [SLIDE10]
B) Distress & Crying (vv.8-21) – In the midst of the wining and dining at Isaac’s weaning party is another kind of laughter in the crowd[footnoteRef:2] that casts a dark shadow over the celebration.  The person “laughing”ESV in mockeryNIV is that of the teenager Ishmael, “the son whom Hagar the Egyptian had borne to Abraham” (who is never identified by name in this chapter).[footnoteRef:3]  Ishmael’s demeaning attitude towards Isaac imitates the attitude his mother had toward Sarah in chapter 16 (see 164), reigniting the old conflict as well as threatening Isaac’s future.  The writer tells us “The matter distressed Abraham greatly” because Sarah’s concern could not be easily dismissed.  The story implies that Abraham both seeks and receives God’s guidance in his distress.   [2:  The Hebrew root here means “to laugh”, but the form signifies “to laugh malevolently” (Gen. 1921; Ex. 326; Judg 1625), not merely playing innocently (NRSV).  The LORD’s response validates this interpretation of the word.  The son of the slave woman persecuted the son of the free (see Gal. 429).  His disdain for Isaac imitates his mother Hagar’s towards Sarah (164 “she began to despise her mistress”).  See Bruce Waltke’s class notes.]  [3:  Ishmael is identified from Sarah’s perspective as “the son whom Hagar the Egyptian had borne to Abraham” and “that slave woman’s son” in contrast to “my son Isaac”.  In the interaction between Abraham and God Ishmael is referred to by Abraham as “his son” and as “the boy” by God and as “the son of the servant”.] 

The Lord’s response validates Sarah’s concern and her proposed solution, but the Lord adds to it an ongoing commitment of watchfulness and care for Ishmael that goes well beyond Sarah’s proposal.  Sarah may not want to accept any responsibility for that woman’s son but Abraham does[footnoteRef:4] and so does God with his promise in v.13 to watch over “your offspring”.  [4:  He sends her off “early the next morning” (Sarah not present), and provides the basic provisions of food and water (a skin holds about 15 litres or 30 lbs).  Notice also the detail in verse 14 of Abraham “putting it on her shoulder” as well as setting the boy at her side before “sending” them off (shalach = hand off, not “driving out” garash).  In Hebrew lit. = “and he gave unto Hagar there upon her shoulder and the boy, and he sent her away…”), and the use of the name “Hagar” rather than “the slave woman”.  See Wenham, Genesis 16-50 p.84. ] 

· Clearly demonstrated in the episode that follows (17“God heard the boy crying…God has heard the boy crying…20God was with the boy as he grew up”).  
Hagar once again finds herself in the southern desert (“wandered” suggests wandered aimlessly, lost).  Verses 15-16 give us a graphic and touching window into her and Ishmael’s hopeless plight (“put” = dumpedWenham…used of dead bodiesJosh8:29 or of being “abandoned” to dieJer.38:6,9 which along with Hagar’s words of despair underline that Hagar had given up hope).  
· cf. Dorothy Ross…“appendix” comment at Thursday’s meeting triggered a story of one of her students going to get his appendix out…full of cancer…at death’s door…Reminded that the death of a child is a great sorrow…How many children do you have?...

But God sees and hears her & her son’s plight and intervenes once again to: calm her fears, to provide water to refresh them, and to give words of comfort and promise to restore their hope and change their destiny too (all of which is sketched in brief fashion in vv. 20-21).   
Faith lessons (e.g. Husbands, listen to your wife?  I’ll let you discuss that later) [SLIDE11]
1) God is as Present in times of Desolation as Celebration (through it all…)
2) Lean on God & Lean into the Pain [SLIDE12] (e.g. Necessary Endings)  [SLIDE13]
3) God Sees & Hears (sees Hagar16:13 & hears her son Ishmael/God Hears21:17; cf. Ps.14518 “The LORD is near to all who call on him, who call on him in truth.”)

C) Peacemaking & Praise – vv.22-27 [SLIDE14] vv.28-34 [SLIDE15]  
[SLIDE16]   Here we find a move from family matters to international affairs, with a shift in focus from God’s faithfulness regarding is promise of a son to God’s faithfulness regarding his promise of the land.  In this scene king Abimelech (who we met in last week’s story), and his army chief, Phicol, make a diplomatic journey hoping to sign a non-aggression pact with Abraham.  What I find intriguing, as I’m sure Abraham did, are their opening words (“God is with you in everything you do”) and their proposition (“now swear to me here before God that you will not deal falsely with me or my children or my descendants…”).  Abimelech wants to have a positive relationship with the people where God is at work.  Though in principle Abraham is “a foreigner”, his place in the land is secured through a binding intergenerational treaty (cf. Prov. 167 “When the LORD…).  Abraham takes the opportunity to mention an outstanding grievance that had arisen over a particular important item—the possession of a well (explain the difficulty of digging a very deep well[footnoteRef:5] and why a well was vital for sustainable living in the land).   [5:  “Beer-sheba, and a very deep and ancient well can be seen today in the excavation of a site close to modern Beersheba, just outside the city wall.  Though the evidence that this may be the well of Abraham falls short of proof…the well is a symbol reminiscent of this story.”  Joyce Baldwin, Genesis 12-50, p. 88.] 

This is the second story we have about Abraham’s dealing with conflict in the workplace (cf. the staff conflict in ch.13), and once again we see Abraham stepping up to address it.  Abraham is prepared to take firm and decisive action to establish justice (what is right) when someone else has been improperly treated (Gen. 14).  When his own interests are involved, he is also decisive and talks straight, but his primary goal in each case is not securing his business profits, but securing peace.  Thus, even though he was the aggrieved party, Abraham picked up the tab, provided the animals for the covenant ceremony and sent Abimelech off with a gift of seven ewe lambs as a reminder of their agreement (Beer-sheba = “well of seven” or “the well of the oath”).  
As Abraham watched Abimelech and his army commander disappear on the horizon, Abraham may well have breathed a sigh of relief, but the writer of Genesis tells us he did much more than that.  He praised God for making what had just happened possible, and he marked the occasion so everyone in his business would remember it.  On other such occasions he has built an altar, but on this occasion he planted a tree.  Why a tree?  We can’t be sure but there are a few good possible reasons.  One was a tree-mendous experience in his past.  After all, the first place that God had appeared to him was the oak at Moreh.12:6  
A tamarisk tree was also practical (a bushy tree at home in the dry climate of the Beersheba area).  I can see his workers in later years enjoying its shade in the heat, while they take turns watering the animals.  And one of the young workers will take a break under the shade of this bushy tree and say, “Aren’t we lucky to have a tree right when & where we need it!”  And one of the older workers will smile and say “lucky son?  Let me tell you what we’re blessed to have it here.”
Lessons
1) God is Lord of the Marketplace – he isn’t just interested in what we do when we are the church gathered on Sundays, but what we do when we are the church scattered during the week.  Most of the Bible’s greatest spiritual leaders were people who put their faith to work in the marketplace (Noah = a conservationist, Abraham = a businessman, Jospeh = a minister of finance, Tabitha = a seamstressActs9, Lydia = a businesswomanActs17, Pricilla & Acquila were tentmakersActs18).
2) A Lesson in Peacemaking & Peacekeeping – 
3) Leaving a Legacy of Faith

Concluding Summary
1) God Hears our Celebration & Praise – sustained waiting births sustained wonder
2) God Hears our Distress and Our Tears – don’t avoid conflict, lean into it
3) God Hears our Promises and Worship – don’t just be a peace lover, be a peacekeeper.
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