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Genesis Part 5 - The Ancestral History “Hagar and Ishmael: The God Who Sees” 
 
Affirmation: “Today, I commit myself to love God with my MIND. I set my intention to ask 
generative questions, not demand clear answers. And, I welcome the Holy Spirit to guide me 
into all truth – which is not a destination, but a journey.” 
 
Summative statement: In Genesis 16–21, Hagar—an enslaved Egyptian woman—suffers sexual 
exploitation, forced surrogacy, abuse, and eventual expulsion at the hands of Sarah and 
Abraham; after bearing Ishmael, she is harshly mistreated and driven into the wilderness with 
her child, where divine intervention alone preserves their lives. Her story exposes the brutal 
underside of patriarchal systems that treat marginalized women’s bodies as instruments. Read 
through a womanist (Black women scholars) lens, Hagar’s experience centers the survival, 
suffering, and spiritual agency of Black and oppressed women, highlighting how God sees, 
hears, and responds to those cast aside by dominant power structures—thus cautioning 
readers against romanticizing patriarchy and inviting solidarity with those it harms. Hagar’s 
story acts a protest within a promise.  
 
Text: (NRSVUE) Genesis 16:1-2 Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, bore him no children. She had an 
Egyptian slave whose name was Hagar, 2 and Sarai said to Abram, “You see that the Lord has 
prevented me from bearing children; go in to my slave; it may be that I shall obtain children by 
her.” And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. 
 
(KJV) Genesis 16:1-2 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… 
 
I. Naming the Dehumanization 
A- NRSV(UE) – “slave” / (N)KJV – “maidservant” or “handmaid.”  
1. Let’s find an intertextual correlation (OT-NT parallel/comparison):  
a. NRSVUE Luke 15:22- But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe… 
b. KJV Luke 15:22 But the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe… 
c. The KJV (1611) was produced in England before the height of the British transatlantic slave 
trade. Translators often preferred less harsh-sounding terms. Is this totally linguistic 
preference? Diplomacy? An erasure of Abram’s and Sarai’s oppressive behavior? An attempt to 
preserve Abram’s and Sarai’s moral, ethical image?  
d. NRSVUE I Kings 9:21 “…these Solomon conscripted for slave labor, and so they are to this 
day.” 
e. KJV I Kings 9:21 “…upon those did Solomon levy a tribute of bondservice unto this day.” 
f. NKJV I Kings 9:21 “…from these Solomon raised forced labor, as it is to this day.” 
 
B- Neither Sarai nor Abram call Hagar by her name (only “slave”). Notice, only the narrator calls 
her by name, “Hagar.”  
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(NRSVUE) Genesis 16:3-4, 6-9  3 So, after Abram had lived ten years in the land of Canaan, Sarai, 
Abram’s wife, took Hagar the Egyptian, her slave, and gave her to her husband Abram as a 
wife. 4 He went in to Hagar, and she conceived, and when she saw that she had conceived, she 
looked with contempt on her mistress. 
 
6 But Abram said to Sarai, “Your slave is in your power; do to her as you please.” Then Sarai 
dealt harshly with her, and she ran away from her. 7 The angel of the Lord found her by a spring 
of water in the wilderness, the spring on the way to Shur. 8 And he said, “Hagar, slave of Sarai, 
where have you come from and where are you going?” She said, “I am running away from my 
mistress Sarai.” 9 The angel of the Lord said to her, “Return to your mistress, and submit to 
her.” 
 
II. Naming the Tension 
A. We have an account of angelic/divine interaction, but not the desired intervention.  
1. The angel is aware of the slavery.  
2. The text is not explicit about the angel’s awareness of the harsh conditions.  
3. Yet, the angel’s word directs Hagar to return to enslavement, and be submissive.  
 
(NRSVUE) Genesis 16:10-14 10 The angel of the Lord also said to her, “I will so greatly multiply 
your offspring that they cannot be counted for multitude.” 11 And the angel of the Lord said to 
her, “Now you have conceived and shall bear a son; you shall call him Ishmael, for the Lord has 
given heed to your affliction. 12 He shall be a wild ass of a man, with his hand against 
everyone, and everyone’s hand against him, and he shall live at odds with all his kin.” 13 So she 
named the Lord who spoke to her, “You are El-roi,” for she said, “Have I really seen God and 
remained alive after seeing him?” 14 Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-roi; it lies between 
Kadesh and Bered. 
 
III. The Importance of Names 
A. Ishmael – “God hears”  
B. El-roi – “God who sees”  
C. Beer-lahai-roi – “well of the living one who sees me.”  
 
(NRSVUE) Genesis 17:7-8, 10, 12-13, 18–19 
7 I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you throughout 
their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after 
you.8 And I will give to you and to your offspring after you the land where you are now an alien, 
all the land of Canaan, for a perpetual holding, and I will be their God.” (Notice, the entry of 
land claims).  
 
10 This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your offspring after you: 
Every male among you shall be circumcised. 
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12 Throughout your generations every male among you shall be circumcised when he is eight 
days old, including the slave born in your house and the one bought with your money from 
any foreigner who is not of your offspring. 13 Both the slave born in your house and the one 
bought with your money must be circumcised. So shall my covenant be in your flesh an 
everlasting covenant.  
 
18 And Abraham said to God, “O that Ishmael might live in your sight!” 19 God said, “No, but your 
wife Sarah shall bear you a son, and you shall name him Isaac. I will establish my covenant with 
him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring after him. 
 
IV. Questioning the Covenant 
A. Which offspring are part of the covenant? 
1. If Abraham circumcises Ishmael – does this include him in the covenant? 
2. If every male, those born from slaves and/or bought from foreigners, must be circumcised, 
and circumcision is the sign of the covenant – why are they not included in the covenant?  
B. This is the danger of bloodline theology.  
1. A child is born without consent – from a mother who was taken into forced surrogacy 
without consent. 
2. The mother flees her slave master because of the harsh conditions – is told by an angel to 
return and be submissive. 
3. Her son, the son of Abraham, is circumcised as a sign of the covenant, yet denied the right to 
be part of the covenant.  
4. Hagar and Ishmael are victims of a larger narrative that relates the Lord's promises to 
bloodlines and specifically to the descendants of Abram and Sarai.  
 
(NRSVUE) Genesis 20:1-3 From there Abraham journeyed toward the region of the Negeb and 
settled between Kadesh and Shur. While residing in Gerar as an alien,2 Abraham said of his wife 
Sarah, “She is my sister.” And King Abimelech of Gerar sent and took Sarah. 3 But God came to 
Abimelech in a dream by night and said to him, “You are about to die because of the woman 
whom you have taken, for she is a married woman.” 
 
V. Does God show Partiality?  
A. God is going to kill Abimelech because he has “taken” Sarah.  
1. Hagar, like Sarah, was taken. 
2. Hagar was forced into surrogacy, mistreated, and then forced out of Abraham’s house.  
3. Why would God kill Abimelech if Sarah is mistreated, yet allow Hagar to be oppressed? 
4. Is this God? Or is this the picture a narrator wants us to have about their tribal, cultural 
image of God?  
5. Biblical narratives often place “others” outside of God’s inclusivity. But, counter-narratives 
repeatedly affirm God’s justice toward outsiders (e.g., Rahab, Ruth, Nineveh, Hagar). These 
tensions are not accidental—they create interpretive space for ethical reflection. 
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6. This biblical story invites us to identify with Hagar rather than Sarah when confronting racial 
injustice. 
 
(NRSVUE) Genesis 21:9-10 
9 But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, playing with 
her son Isaac. 10 So she said to Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son, for the son 
of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.”  
 
Notice, Sarah still refuses to humanize Hagar and Ishmael (e.g., “slave woman and her son”).  
 
VI. The World BEHIND the Text. 
A. In ANE comparanda, “womb slavery” was a legalized but coercive system, law codes where 
barren wives could give slave women to husbands to bear heirs:  
1. Code of Hammurabi (Babylon, c. 1754 BCE) If a wife gives her husband a slave woman who 
bears children, the slave cannot later claim equality with the wife. If the slave becomes 
arrogant, the wife may reduce her back to slave status. The slave’s status remains subordinate.  
2. Nuzi Tablets (c. 1500 century BCE)  If the wife is barren, she must provide a slave woman.  
3. Middle Assyrian Laws (c. 1400–1100 BCE) A husband may take a concubine if the wife is 
barren. The primary wife retains authority. The concubine remains socially inferior. These laws 
reinforce structured hierarchy and reproductive strategy.  
4. Mari Texts (18th century BCE) Elite families using secondary wives or slaves for fertility 
purposes. 
 
VII. The World OF the Text.   
A. Parallels in Hagar’s narrative.  
1- Hagar is property. A slave. Hagar has no say in the sexual encounter(s). She is unwillingly an 
instrument of reproductive strategy / fertility purposes. Hagar is forced into surrogacy.  
2- Hagar cannot better her status in relation to Sarai.  
3- Hagar becomes “arrogant” and Sarai deals with her harshly.  
4- Sarai is barren, “gives” her slave to Abram to bear an heir (although Sarai disallows Ishmael 
to become an heir).  
 
VIII. The World IN FRONT OF the Text.  
A. Redeeming God and the divine nature.  
1- Hagar is the first person to name God.  
a. In Hagar’s naming of God we discover a redemptive hope.  
b. El Roi – “The God Who Sees.” God sees the oppression. God hears the cries of the 
oppression. And, God delivers Hagar and Ishmael from the oppression.  
c. Abraham and Sarah – kick Hagar and Ishmael out of their house. 
d. God provides water and a promise for them.  
2. Hagar is not named by Abraham or Sarah. Hagar is named by God. 
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a. Your oppression doesn’t get to name you. Your betrayers don’t name you. Your pain doesn’t 
name you. God hears it. God sees it. God names it. God names you. And, God will deliver!  
b. Sarai reduces Hagar’s status “slave-girl”. But, the divine restores her personal identity. 
 
Hagar is every woman who has ever been exploited and cast aside. Hagar’s story forces us to 
confront the pain women inflict on one another within patriarchy. Hagar’s survival is not 
accidental; it is testimony. The slave woman, Hagar, is the first person in Scripture to name 
God. Thus, the slave becomes a theologian (inspired by Phyllis Trible, Renita Weems).  
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