Genesis 16
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Our previous study in Chapter 15 could have been titled “believe.” Chapter 16 could be titled “unbelief.”
Ge 16:1 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. Where did Hagar come from? They brought her out of Egypt (the world). It can’t be good. What a contrast is presented in our present chapter from Chapter 15. In Genesis 15 Abram is seen as the man of faith, in chapter 16 as the man of unbelief. In Genesis 15 he “believed in the Lord,” in Genesis 16 he “hearkened to the voice of Sarai.” There he walks after the Spirit, here he acts in the energy of the flesh. What does this inconsistency tell us? Don’t we have the same tendencies; one minute believe and the next doubt.

Here we have another testing of Abram. Again and again, he was tried, but not at every point. First, his faith had to overcome the ties of nature: God’s call was for him to leave his country and his kindred. Then, shortly after he had actually arrived in Canaan, his faith was tried by the stress of the circumstances that there was a famine in the land. Next, he had a trial respecting a brother, Lo. Abram feared that the friction between his herdsmen and the herdsmen of his nephew might lead to “strife” between brethren. Later, there was a testing of Abram’s courage, as well as his love for his nephew. Lot had been captured, but Abram rescues and delivers him. Subsequently, there was a testing of greed which he passed. The King of Sodom offered to “reward” him for overcoming Chedorlaomer. And now he is tested by the suggestion from his wife. He took matters out of the hand of God and acted in the flesh with reference to obtaining a son and heir. There are six different points that the character of Abram was tested. There was the trying of the dedication of his faith. Did he love God more than home and kindred. 

There was the trying of the sufficiency of his faith. Was he looking to the living God to supply all his need, or was he depending on favorable circumstances? There was the trying of the humility of his faith; would he assert his “rights,” or yield to Lot? There was the trying of the boldness of his faith; would he dare attempt the rescue of his nephew from the hands of powerful warriors? There was the trying of the dignity of his faith; would he himself accept honors from the King of Sodom? There was the trying of the patience of his faith; would he wait for God to fulfill His word in His own good time and way, or would he take matters into his own hand? It seems to be a general principle in the ways of God. It seems He first blesses and enriches and then He tests the receiver. Remember Elisha desired to receive Elijah’s mantle when He was taken to heaven. His wish was granted; and the next thing we read of Elisha is the facing of the Jordan. The mantle had to be used at once! Then there was Solomon who prayed for wisdom, and his prayer was heard, and at once his gift was called into exercise by the case of the two mothers each claiming the living child as hers. Solomon had to make the choice. 1 Kings 3:16–28 recounts that two mothers living in the same house, each the mother of an infant son, came to Solomon. One of the babies had been smothered, and each claimed the remaining boy as her own. Calling for a sword, Solomon declared his judgment: the baby would be cut in two, each woman to receive half.


Page 2
It was the same with our blessed Lord; no sooner had the Holy Spirit descended upon Him in the form of a dove than we read, And immediately the Spirit driveth Him into the wilderness. (Mark 1:12) where He was tempted of the devil. We must take the lesson to heart. It is when we have received something special of the Lord’s favor, or immediately after we have enjoyed a season of communion with Him, that we need to be on our guard for the enemy will come to try us. In our chapter, we have several new characters which have spiritual value. The Apostle Paul informs us that Hagar represents the covenant of law, even as Sarah represents the covenant of grace. Galatians 4:25, 26 For this Hagar is mount Sinai in Arabia and answers to Jerusalem, which now is and is in bondage with her children: but Jerusalem which is above is free, which is the mother of us all. Hagar was an Egyptian which Abram brought up out of Egypt after his sojourn there. The children of Israel were delivered out of the land of Egypt. God undertook for them upon the ground of absolute grace. Ex. 3:25 He remembered His covenant to Abram, Isaac, and Jacob and that of promise. He appeared to Moses in the wilderness in recognition of that covenant of grace and said, I have surely seen the afflictions of My people that are in Egypt ... and I am come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians. Ex. 4:7, 8. Then, after the victory of the Red Sea, they saw God’s mighty out-stretched Arm in their defense. After that, they had eaten manna which had come down from heaven; 

After that, they had drunk water gushing from the rock at His command; after all this grace, they virtually asked for the law, that they might do the will of God. They were still ignorant of their own weakness. Instead of falling back upon that wonderful covenant of the promise to Abram, pleading His grace alone, they boldly said to Moses, All that God hath spoken, we will do. They failed to hear His tender words of love; You have seen what I did to the Egyptians and how I bare you on eagle’s wings and brought you unto myself. Ex.19:4, 8. This was all in grace. They insisted that they would do their part. They brought Hagar, the covenant of law, up out of Egypt with them. God let them have the law because they would not accept His grace. When they refused to accept His doing for them, He allowed them to do for themselves. They took their place under the dark, sinister shadow of Mt. Sinai, (the picture of law) They desired to try to gain God’s favor, to earn salvation and be fruitful by their own works and they were given that opportunity. Be careful what you wish for!

What does this tell us personally? Sarai, is the principle of grace. She is joined to faith, (Abraham). That is the very essence of fruitfulness in a believers life; but strange to say, Sarai is barren. It surely is a problem, that the very principle which assures fertility in life and walk, should fail of the power to conceive. The explanation of Abram’s inability to produce a son by Sarai is found in Romans seven. The struggle depicted there is not a striving after the forgiveness of sins and peace, but a struggle after a holy life. It is not seeking deliverance from the guilt of sins, but from the power of sin. We have been saved from the wrath of sin, but today there is still power in sin. These are two vastly different stages of experience. We can never fully understand being saved from the wrath of sin until we begin to understand being saved from the power of sin. It is only a believer, who longs to be fruitful in holiness. But we must learn by repeated failures that we are just as unable in ourself to attain unto sanctification, as we were to obtain justification. It is Sarai’s barrenness that is puzzling to us. And it is she that finally persuades Abram to leave her and seek fruit through her handmaid. She expects to claim this fruit for herself. Abram hearkens to the voice of Sarai. 
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He takes Hagar (who represents the law) that he may be fruitful. Even in this present day, believers take up the law, not as a means of justification, but rather as the means of sanctification. Paul said. Acts 21:20. They know that they are saved by grace; but they cannot grasp the vastness of the salvation to which they are heir. Grace is basis for it. Taking Hagar appears to be all that can be desired; fruit is in evidence. It is only after God speaks and rejects the son of Hagar that there is any question. Note this, Sarai (grace) is made dependent upon the bond-maid Hagar (law) for fruit; and immediately Hagar is elated. We read, When she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was despised in her eyes. This is always the way. When once we admit the principle of law in the very least measure, as relating to salvation, grace must take a back seat. If it is by grace, then it is no more of works. Rom. 11:6. That is, salvation, in its entirety, complete and eternal, is either all of grace or all of works. You cannot mix them in the least measure. They are separate and distinct, even as Sarai and Hagar were two different personalities and could not be mistaken the one for the other. Faith (Abram) may try to be fruitful by Hagar and yet at the same time cling to Sarai and claim her as his very own; but the principles are totally different. In fact, they are absolutely opposed to each other. They cannot live together.

Ge 16:3 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. 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. ***Ten years had passed since the first of these promises and still Abram was childless. When the Lord repeated His promise “Abram believed in the Lord” (Genesis 15:6), and now he was left to wait for the fulfillment of it. But waiting is just what the natural heart finds so hard to endure. Rather than wait, man prefers to take and manage his affairs in his own hands and use human conveniences to help the Divine promise to come forth. It was the same with Moses; God had declared that the descendants of Abram should be afflicted for 400 years in a strange country, but 360 years had passed when Moses saw an Egyptian smiting a Hebrew, and taking matters into his own hands he smote and slew the Egyptian. It is one thing to “commit’’ our way unto the Lord, but it is quite another to trust only in Him,” and wait till He brings it to pass.

In V3; The father of mankind (Adam) sinned by hearkening to his wife, and here the father of the faithful (Abram) follows his example. These things are recorded for our learning. How often it is that a man’s foes are those of his own household! How often those who are nearest to us by nature are snares and hindrances in the spiritual life! It is deeply important to heed the Divine warning and “Be not unequally yoked together.” Ge 16:4 And he went in unto Hagar, and she conceived: and when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was despised in her eyes. In refusing to wait upon the Lord, and in taking this Egyptian maid to try to fulfill the Divine promise, Abram took a step which only “brought bondage,” just as now the believer does, if having begun in the Spirit he seeks to be made perfect by the flesh. Ge 16:5 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. Now, when it is too late, Sarai repents and complains to her husband.
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How true to fallen human nature to throw the blame of wrong-doing upon another! Man, ever seeks to shove his responsibility and charge either God, Satan, or some other person with what he terms his misfortunes. Ge 16:6 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. ***Abram refuses to accept the responsibility of Sarai’s “wrong” and leaves her to deal with the evil which was the fruit of her own sowing. But observe how one evil leads to another; in blaming his wife. Abram surrenders to her, his position as head of the household. And when Sarai dealt hardly with her, she fled from her face. Hagar, too, had to learn that the way of the transgressor is hard. Ge 16:7 And the angel of the LORD found her (Hagar) 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. Ge 16:9 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. ***Angel of the Lord” (mentioned here for the first time) was God Himself. The place where He found this poor Egyptian maid attracts our attention. It was “by a fountain of water in the wilderness,” termed in verse 14 “the well.” This is the first time we read of the “well” in Scripture. Note other passages in the Old Testament where the “well” is mentioned. They point to the One Who giveth the living water, “that water of which those who drink shall never thirst” and which is in them a well of water springing up into “everlasting life” (John 4). There are three things in Genesis 16 to be observed concerning this “well. ”First, it was located in the “wilderness.” Second, the well itself was “by the fountain.” Note the repetition of these words in verse 7. Third, it was at this well that God revealed Himself to Hagar. Note, it is not in the luxuries of the world that Christ is to be found. It is not while the soul is enjoying “the pleasures of sin for a season” that the Savior is met. It is in the wilderness, that is, it is as we withdraw from the attractions of the world; the “wilderness” that the Lord meets with the sinner, and where is it that the needy one finds the Savior? Where, but “by the fountain of water.” It is a type of the written Word! 

This is not found in man; turn away from man, and “search the Scriptures,” for they are they which testify of The Lord Jesus Christ. Finally, note that it was here at the “well” that God was revealed. She called the name of the Lord that spoke unto her. Ge 16:13 And she called the name of the LORD that spake unto her, Thou God seest me: for she said, Have I also here looked after him that seeth me? 14 Wherefore the well was called Beerlahairoi; behold, it is between Kadesh and Bered. So Christ, of whom the “well” speaks; “He that hath seen Me hath seen the Father.” It is in Him that God is fully revealed. The “well” is the place where the sheep were watered and refreshed. Not only does our Lord give life, His own life, but He refreshes our parched souls day by day. Kadesh refers to a Holy or a sacred place. It is a location in the desert where the Israelites camped during their wandering, while "Bered" is a lesser-known place. Between Kadesh and Bered means strew; scatter; sprinkle; hail; seeding; it indicates a specific area in the desert where Hagar encountered an angel at a well called Beer-lahai-roi. Ge 16:9 And the angel of the LORD said unto her, Return to thy mistress, and submit thyself under her hands. 
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10 And the angel of the LORD said unto her, I will multiply thy seed exceedingly, that it shall not be numbered for multitude. He informs her that she shall bear a son, and He names the baby. He shall be called Ishmael (wild ass man). His hand was to be against every man and every man’s hand against him. Ishmael shows us the character of that which is born of the flesh, selfish, self-willed. He cannot be controlled, even though it is under law. It can only bring forth fruit of the flesh, never the fruit of the Spirit. So, Israel under the covenant of law, only gave full proof that they were flesh, even though morally religious. Hagar returns to Sarai and must allow her to be mistress in Abram’s house. The lesson which Israel must yet learn is that the law came upon the scene in their history years after faith (Abraham) and grace (Sarah) had been joined as the way of fruitfulness. It was they themselves who first pursued Hagar. God took her and used her for His own purpose to educate and tutor them. Gal. 3:25. He finds her by the fountain of water, which is convenient to the spiritual truth of which the fountain is the symbol, and He thus joins them together; Note that it is to Hagar and not to Abram that God appears in this connection. In fact, we read of no further communication between God and Abraham for thirteen years! (13=rebellion)

Summarizing the typical teaching that we learn: First, the “well” is to be found “by the fountain of water,” this signifies, that Christ is to be found in the written Word. Second, it is at the well God revealed Himself, just as in Christ God is now fully told out. Third, it was not until God opened the eyes of Hagar, that she “saw” the well. So, not until the eyes of our heart are opened by the Holy Spirit can we see Christ as the One we need. He is the Fairest among ten thousand. Fourth, it is at the well the “sheep” are “watered.” So, it is in communion with Christ that our souls are refreshed. Fifth, the well was the place where Israel gathered together by the Word of God through Moses. So, Christ is the appointed Gathering-Center where we come together for worship. Sixth, unto the well Israel was to “sing.” So throughout time and eternity our adorable Lord will be the Object and Subject of our praises. Seventh, the well was the place where Jonathan and his servant found protection from their enemies. So, in Christ we find shelter from every enemy and refuge from every storm.

Note two things in connection with Hagar. First, the angel of the Lord addresses her as “Sarai’s maid,” therefore banning her marriage with Abram; and second, she is told to “return” to her mistress. The day would come when God Himself would open the door, and send Hagar out of Abram’s house (Genesis 21:12-14), but till then she must “submit” herself to the authority of Sarai. For another thirteen years she must patiently endure her portion and perform her duty. In the meantime, the Lord cheers Hagar’s heart with a promise.  (Ge 16:10  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”
This prophecy has reference to his upcoming generations rather than to Ishmael himself. It has been fulfilled in the Arabs who, in all ages, have been a wild and warlike people. V13 And she called the name of the Lord that spake unto her, Thou God seest me; for she said, Have I also here looked after Him that seeth me. 14 Wherefore, the well was called, The well of Him that liveth and seeth me. May the Lord Himself find us at the “well” of His word, and may it be ours as it was hers to hear and see Him.
