
 

HAGAR: THE GOD WHO SEES AND HEARS 

Genesis 16, 21, Psalm 4 

An earthquake has demolished a building, leaving an unknown number of people trapped inside. 

The rescuers work quickly and determinedly, knowing that there are probably people still alive under 

the rubble – people who may be injured in need of urgent medical assistance. The rubble is hard to 

move and requires noisy machinery to remove materials and brace up the fragile ruins. The site is a 

hive of noisy but purposeful activity. Every so often, however, the cry goes up for silence. Someone 

thinks they have heard a cry for help. They are not sure where it is coming from and they need to 

hear better. All activity stops and people almost hold their breath as they listen. Then a shout goes 

up – the cry has been heard again! They dig frantically to create a passage. Bright lights are 

brought in to probe the cracks in the rubble. Something moves in the shadows. A live person has 

been found! Paramedics rush to them and look, ask questions and evaluate the situation. The more 

they can see of the person, the better understanding they have of their injuries and immediate 

needs. They can alleviate pain and begin to treat the injuries. Even if all they can do is talk to the 

person, it assures them that help is on its way. Now that the person has been heard and seen, the 

rescuers know what they have to do to free them. They can be careful not to cause more injury. 

They can all work together to bring the person out alive with the best possible chance for recovery. 

There is hope. 

We all love a good rescue story! Remember back in 2018 when a young soccer team became 

trapped in the cave in Thailand? It seemed like the whole world held its breath as they searched for 

them through the extensive cave system. A sigh of relief went up when the boys were found. But 

then it took another week to work out how to get them out of the cave and Aussies Richard Harris 

and Craig Challen were key in that. Cheers went up around the world as the boys emerged from the 

caves.  

Our story today is a rescue story. Not primarily from physical 

danger, although there were moments of that. However, this 

story is primarily about the rescue of a family in an 

impossible situation and God’s care for all those involved – 

even though some of their problems were their own fault! I 

originally intended to talk about Abraham and Sarah this 

morning. But as I studied their story, I was drawn to the 

parallel story of Hagar. She was caught up in God’s plans for 

Abraham and Sarah and the nation He would build from their 

family. But her encounter with this chosen family became a 



mess and caused much heartache for all involved. And yet, even in this mess, we can see God 

revealing more about who He is and how He works.  

When Hagar’s story starts, it has been about 15 years since God first appeared to Abraham and 

made a covenant with him to give him a son and make his heirs a great nation. However, Sarah still 

has not become pregnant and the normal time for women to be able to have children has long 

passed. Sarah is tired of waiting and so she does something which was not uncommon in those 

days – she gives her Egyptian servant, Hagar, to Abraham in the hope that Abraham will be able to 

conceive a child with her. It was an ancient form of surrogacy and when born, Sarah would claim 

the child as her own. As a slave, Hagar had no choice in the matter and as we read about it today 

we cringe at the violation of Hagar. A side not here - just because something is done by people in 

the Bible does not mean that God thought it was OK! They were influenced by the society around 

them as we are today. It is important for us to be constantly coming back to God and seeking his 

guidance instead of just doing what everyone else is doing around us. 

But Hagar was no down-trodden innocent. When she became pregnant, she took advantage of her 

new position to torment Sarah and belittle her because she couldn’t have children. Sarah fights 

back by treating her unjustly. Basically, Abraham throws up his hands in despair at their bickering 

and refuses to get involved  In rebellion, Hagar runs away to the desert. As I said, it was a messy 

situation! 

In the desert, Hagar has an encounter with God. We are told that an “angel (or messenger) of the 

Lord” appears to her. Generally, when this happens in the Old Testament, it is believed that this is 

what is called an “theophany” which comes from the Greek, meaning “an appearance of God”. As 

Jesus is the member of the Trinity who appears as a man, this then is an appearance of Jesus, 

before he comes to live on earth in the Gospels.  

From what we know of the story so far, God doesn’t come to Hagar because she deserves His 

attention. However, God still sees Hagar and understands her situation and, in grace, chooses to 

intervene. God doesn’t excuse her behaviour. He tells her to go back to Sarah and be a respectful, 

obedient servant. BUT He also gives her hope that this situation will not last forever. He tells her 

that her son will have a future – albeit a contentious one. He has seen her situation and will help 

her. 

Hagar goes back to Abraham and Sarah and give birth to Ishmael. Contrary to the original plan, we 

have no indication that Sarah claims Ishmael as her son. I think the contention which arose between 

Hagar and Sarah made that very difficult. However, we do see that Abraham comes to love Ishmael 

very much. Thirteen years later, God sends his messengers – again, this is probably a theophany - 

to re-iterate that Sarah herself will become pregnant. Abraham’s first response is, ““Oh that Ishmael 

might live before you!”. (Genesis 17:18) He wants the promised son to be Ishmael but God doesn’t 

not agree. Only the child of Abraham and Sarah will be the child of the promise. 

And then the miracle happens, Sarah becomes pregnant, and Isaac is born! God’s promise is finally 

fulfilled. But where does that leave Hagar and Ishmael? We get a hint that the feud between Sarah 

and Hagar has continued as it bubbles to the surface again, this time between their sons as Ishmael 

torments Isaac. The mess has spread to the next generation.  

Sarah complains to Abraham about Hagar and Ishmael. Abraham’s response is translated tamely 

when it says, “this upset Abraham very much”. (Genesis 21:11) The Hebrew actually means that he 

“exploded in anger”. He’s had enough! 

Once again, God intervenes in the situation. This time, God tells Abraham that it is time for Hagar 

and Ishmael to leave. But he also makes a promise to Abraham. Though Isaac would be the child of 

the promise, Ishmael would also have a future and his descendants would also become a mighty 

nation. Ishmael’s line is found today in the Arabs. It is interesting to see that, not only does 



Ishmael’s line have a prominent position in today’s world, but they also produced one of the major 

religions in the world, Islam. As we are reminded almost daily, the contention between Sarah and 

Hagar continues to this day through the on-going animosity of their descendants! 

Abraham shows the regret he feels as he gives Hagar food and water for the journey as he sends 

she and Ishmael away. However, as they wander the desert, their supplies run out, and Ishmael is 

close to death. Here we have the heart-wrenching scene which so many have depicted in painting 

and sculpture over the years. Ishmael is dying and Hagar moves away so she doesn’t have to 

watch his pain. Hagar is in tears, as is Ishmael. And once again God hears them and sees them 

and intervenes. He says, “Do not be afraid! God has heard the boy crying as he lies there. Go to 

him and comfort him, for I will make a great nation from his descendants.” (Genesis 21:17) Then 

God shows Hagar a well and she gives Ishmael a drink and they are saved.  

Abraham, Sarah, Hagar, Ishmael, Isaac – it is about as messy a family situation as you can get! 

Really, no-one comes out of it without hurting and being hurt. No one is completely innocent. BUT 

God doesn’t walk away from them. He chooses instead to intervene in their situation and rescue 

them from their own sinfulness and its consequences. 

So, what can we learn about God from how He intervenes in this situation? Firstly, we once again 

discover a God who sees and hears and plumbs the depths of the situation. It was interesting as I 

read several different commentaries about this situation, I discovered that they blame different 

people for the situation. Some say that Abraham was at fault because he wasn’t a man enough to 

keep his women in line. Some blame Sarah for not trusting God to give her a son and involving 

Abraham and Hagar in a sinful relationship. Many blame Hagar and even Ishmael, saying they 

didn’t show the proper submissive attitude and were ungrateful upstarts. As I look at it, I feel that 

none of those involved come out of this episode looking very godly, but also that all those involved 

were hurt by the others and had legitimate grievances. It was indeed a mess and only God took the 

time to really see each person. To listen to their cry and rescue them. It is easy to cast blame, to 

make quick judgements. But God never does that. God sees us and understands the complexities 

of our lives. God knows the whole story, the details no one else knows. God really sees us. 

We also discover a God who promises us a future and keeps that promise. God had promised 

Abraham that his descendants would become a nation. Even though Ishmael was not THE child of 

the promise – that was Isaac – Ishmael was still Abraham’s descendant and as such God honoured 

his promise and made of him a great nation as well. And God met with Hagar twice to make sure 

she knew that she was included in the promise and that she had a future in God’s plan. Even 

though Ishmael was not what God had planned, he was not outside of God’s providential care. 

And God doesn’t just make promises about our future. He also cares for our very mundane needs 

today. When water was needed, He gave Hagar water. Though their lives were in tatters, God gave 

them hope. When they were all alone, we are told that “God was with the boy as he grew up in the 

wilderness, He became a skilful archer and settled in the wilderness of Paran.” (Genesis 21:20,21) 

God was with Hagar and Ishmael and gave them skills they needed to establish themselves in a 

difficult environment. He was faithful to them even though He didn’t have to be that way. 

So, thousands of years later, what can we apply from this picture of walking with God? Because 

God never changes, we can know that God sees us, too. All the good and all the bad. Nothing we 

do surprises Him or causes Him to turn away from us. He understands the complexities of our lives. 

Because of the brokenness, the sinfulness of our world, all of our lives are messy at times. But God 

sees us and knows the real story – he sees through the complexities and understands us at our 

very core. Just like a rescuer needs to see the trapped person and understand the situation before 

he can safely rescue them, so God sees us and knows exactly how to rescue us. 



A couple of weeks ago we studied God’s appointing of David as king and were reminded that God is 

not fooled by outward appearances. He sees our hearts. He sees us and hears our cries for help 

and He is there for us. We read Psalm 4 as part of our Bible readings this morning. This is a Psalm 

which David wrote when he was running for his life because his son wanted to kill him. That was 

another messy family situation! People were saying bad things about David and seeking to 

overthrow him, but God knew the real situation. In his fear and pain, David calls out to God and God 

hears him and rescues him – just as he rescued Hagar – just as He will rescue us. Not because we 

are sinless, but because God is merciful. The Psalm finishes with a beautiful statement of trust 

when he says, “In peace I will lie down and sleep, for you alone, O LORD, will keep me safe.” (Psalm 

4:8) I have quoted that to myself more than once when I have gone to bed with much on my mind. 

There is something else that I think is important to take away from this story. As God’s people, sent 

as His ambassadors into this world, we need to be people who see. How often do we quickly judge 

people without taking the time to get to know them and appreciate the complexities of their lives 

which cause them to act the way they do? How often do we assume we know who is right and who 

is wrong in a situation when in all honesty, most of us are a mix of good and bad most of the time? 

We need ask God to give us eyes to see people as He sees them.  

And we need to hear people’s cries for help. God has put us in this church to be His hands and feet 

in this community. We are surrounded by people who need God. How can we bring God to them? 

How can we meet them in their need, give them a cup of cold water in His name and show them the 

way to the God who loves them?  How can we share the hope we have found? 

As things start to open up again, let’s ask God to open our eyes and hearts to those around us and 

to give us ears to hear their needs. Let us seek God’s guidance as to how we can help. If we are 

open to His leading, I am sure He has work for us to do! 


