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Genesis 16 and 17 
May 16, 2021 

 
1) Introduction to Chapter 16 

 
a) Chapter 16 tells the story of the birth of Ishmael, which is a part of the saga 

of Genesis 12-50, telling of God’s choice of Abraham and Sarah to be the 
mediators of God’s blessing for all humankind. The chapter can be divided 
into 3 sections: (1) Verses 1-6 describe a plan initiated by Sarah for 
Abraham to take a 2nd wife, Hagar, so that he might have a son and heir. 
Sarah then changes her mind, feeling that Hagar has supplanted her, and the 
slave girl runs away. (2) Verses 7-12 tell of a meeting between an angel and 
Hagar where the divine messenger comforts and blesses Hagar and directs 
her to return to Sarah. (3) Verses 13-16 announced the birth of Ishmael. 
 

b) Chapter 16 is just the beginning of the Ishmael story in Genesis. The account 
of his life will be expanded in chapters 17, 21, and 25. But in this brief 
chapter many crucial themes are addressed: polygamy, the role of women, 
the issue of slavery, the barrenness of Sarah, the role of aliens in Hebrew 
history, tension of older and younger brothers, and justice for the 
disadvantaged. 
 

2) Genesis 16:1-6 – Sarah and Hagar 
 
a) Sarah, who is barren, has a slave girl from Egypt. According to legend 

Pharaoh offered Sarah any slave she wanted and she chose Hagar. One could 
assume Hagar was beautiful, congenial, and able. Wanting Abraham to have 
a son, Sarah chooses Hagar to be her surrogate. As a result, Hagar gives 
birth to a child that Abraham can call his own.  
 

b) Barrenness in Near Eastern culture was viewed in a negative light, being 
interpreted as a sign of divine displeasure and the cause of human scorn. 
Particularly in view of the divine promise made to Abraham and Sarah, 
being childless meant the bankruptcy of God’s blessing. Walter 
Brueggemann states that the major tension in chapter 16 is the delay in 
God’s promised son for Abraham and Sarah on the one hand and on the 
other hand Abraham and Sarah’s insistence on getting a son according to 
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their own plans. Calvin calls the faith of Abraham and Sarah “defective” and 
so it seems to be. Faith is not easy and often it is a real struggle. 
 

c) Abraham may be a decisive man of faith and action in other instances but 
when it comes to issues of procreation he simply does what he is told. So, 
Hagar is taken as a concubine. Then, as one might expect, that plan has a 
definite downside. Having provided an heir, the slave girl sees herself as a 
co-equal wife and looks upon Sarah with contempt. The Babylonian Code of 
Hammurabi rules that a concubine who provides a son is relegated to slave 
status if she claims equality with her mistress. That is exactly what Sarah 
wishes to happen. 
 

d) In verse 5 Sarah blames Abraham for “the wrong done to me.” In verse 6 
Abraham responds by telling Sarah she can do as she pleases with Hagar. 
Then we are told that Sarah “dealt harshly with her, and she ran away.” In 
the telling of the story, it seems as if the writers favor the character of Hagar, 
while the characters of Abraham and Sarah remain questionable. 
 

3) Genesis 16:7-12 – Hagar and the Angel 
 
a) While running away Hagar stops by a spring and there she encounters “the 

angel of the Lord.” The divine messenger demonstrates God’s special care 
for the dispossessed and afflicted. Brueggemann notes, “Abraham, Sarah, 
Hagar, Ishmael would have left well enough alone. All parties except God! 
It is God who reopens the issue.” The angel directs Hagar to make the 
difficult decision to submit herself once again to her mistress, but in doing 
so the angel provides a blessing and a prophecy. 1st, her descendants like 
Abraham’s will be so numerous they cannot be counted. 2nd, her son will 
grow to be “a wild ass of a man.” Sibley Towner takes this to mean, not a 
word of derision, but a statement that he will be a tough and combative guy. 
 

b) The angel also instructs Hagar to name the child Ishmael, meaning “God 
hears,” because God heard and gave heed to her afflicted condition. It is 
important to understand this crucial announcement – God hears the plight of 
the aliens. Abraham may be the father of the chosen people but that does not 
mean that everyone else is discarded. God is the father and the sustainer of 
both Sarah and Hagar. Both are deserving of God’s love. 
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4) Genesis 16:13-15 – Ishmael Is Born 
 
a) The story of the angel’s visit concludes by giving the details of the place and 

time as well as providing Hagar’s name for God, “El-roi,” meaning a God 
who sees. This name seems to emphasize the caring nature of God who sees 
the plight of the outcast. It is possible that the Kadesh mentioned in verse 14 
is the same as a Kadesh located about 70 miles south of Hebron where 
Abraham was living. All of this happened when Abraham was 86 years old. 
 

b) The story ends with the birth of Ishmael and the assurance that Ishmael will 
not live outside of the boundaries of God’s love. Ishmael can also claim to 
be a child of God as well as the firstborn of Abraham. He may not be the 
favored son, but he nonetheless can claim God’s providential care. 
 

5) Genesis 17 – Introduction 
 
a) This chapter is written from the perspective of the Priestly (P) writers and as 

a result it focuses on the institution of circumcision which the priests regard 
as the hallmark of Israel. The chapter also focuses on the “everlasting 
covenant” established between God and Abraham. The promise of a son and 
heir is repeated by God; again, Abraham refuses to believe such a thing is 
possible. The terminology for God, El Shaddai (God Almighty), is used in 
chapter 17 and is typical of the P writers. 
 

b) In verse 2 the main theme of the chapter is announced by God: “I will make 
my covenant between me and you.” Unlike the previous covenant formed by 
God with Abraham, this time it is a bilateral agreement. Abraham “shall be 
the ancestor of a multitude of nations” but Abraham will signify his side of 
the covenant by assuring that “every male among you shall be circumcised.”  
 

6) Genesis 17:1-2 – The Lord Appears to Abraham 
 
a) Verse 1 tells us that when Abraham was 99 years old “the Lord appeared” to 

him. Instead of appearing to Abraham at a sanctuary, as God appeared to 
Isaiah, there is no mention here of a holy place or sanctuary. The P writers 
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were living at the time of the Babylonian exile when the Israelites were 
scattered and no safe sanctuary existed for the Jewish people. Abraham 
experienced God’s presence in similar circumstances.  
 

b) God appears to Abraham as “God Almighty” or El Shaddai. This title for 
God is typically used by the P writers and is perhaps derived from the name 
of an earlier Amorite deity. The Priestly authors were not hesitant to use 
these remnants of Canaanite religion. 
 

7) Genesis 17:3-8 – An Everlasting Covenant 
 
a) In verse 4 God announces, “You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of 

nations.” This explains the name change. Abram literally translated means 
exalted father. That now becomes Abraham meaning father of a multitude. 
Sibley Towner points out, “the very fact that God can change a person’s 
name bespeaks God’s superiority and authority over that person.” Towner 
goes on to point out that no significance is attributed to Sarah’s change of 
name in verse 15. 
 

b) In verse 7 it is made clear that the covenant extends far beyond Abraham’s 
life span “to you and your offspring after you throughout their generations, 
for an everlasting covenant.” This is typical of the P writers and 
understandably so. As explained by Sibley Towner, “the priestly writers 
probably were operating during or shortly after the time of the Babylonian 
exile, a period during which the certainty that the covenant was really 
everlasting must’ve been profoundly shaken.” The longevity of the covenant 
needed to be emphasized especially for the readers of the original P 
document who were facing persecution, defeat, and exile. 
 

c) The promise of land in verse 8 is more limited than in Genesis 15:17-21. The 
reference here is only to the land of Canaan. But the promise is not time-
limited; it is seen as “a perpetual holding.” That promise continues to have 
political implications to our own day as seen in this week’s warfare between 
Israeli and Palestinian forces. These words also had a dramatic impact on the 
immediate audience of the P writers. Their generation had lost the land in a 
crushing military defeat. Imagine what it was like for those persons to hear 
of God’s eternal promise of the land. 
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8) Genesis 17:9-14 – The Institution of Circumcision 

 
a) Unlike the unilateral covenant announced by God in Genesis 12:1-3, the 

covenant of Genesis 17 was bilateral with definite responsibilities for 
Abraham and his descendants. Verses 10-14 announced the priestly 
regulations instituting circumcision for all male Jews. It is to be performed 
on the 8th day following birth. Not only male children, but also household 
slaves are to be circumcised. In fact, any uncircumcised males in the 
community are to be expelled. 
 

b) One searches in vain for the precise source of this practice. It can be found 
in earlier Near Eastern cultures, so it was not unique to the Israelites. 
Egyptians and many of their neighbors practiced circumcision but it was 
explicitly not practiced among the Philistines and other Canaanite tribes. 
Many commentators suggest that the practice of circumcision was a later 
priestly development. Sibley Towner concludes, “In this text we see the 
Priestly writers projecting back into deep antiquity the origins of an 
institution that had become important in their own time.” As we saw 
previously, it was during the time of the exile when circumcision became the 
hallmark of the Israelite community along with keeping the Sabbath and 
maintaining a scheduled prayer life. 
 

c) Regardless of the physical marks of circumcision, this religious rite 
emphasizes the relationship between obedience and covenant, between a 
physical act and a pious profession. That is not completely absent in our own 
Christian experience. It is not baptism an outward sign of an inner 
commitment? A covenant relationship with God is never to be confused with 
cheap grace where one receives a divine blessing without a changed life. 
John Calvin in his Genesis commentary comments on verse 13 by saying 
that covenants were usually recorded in public documents or engraved 
publicly in stone or brass: “so in the present instance, God inscribes his 
covenant in the flesh of Abraham.” In this way every male Hebrew becomes 
a walking testimony to an enduring relationship with God. 
 

d) Throughout Jewish history the practice of circumcision not only served as its 
hallmark it also resisted any effort to eradicate Jewish identity. During the 
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Babylonian exile, Walter Brueggemann insisted that it was circumcision that 
“marks the faith of the outsiders in Babylon,” and provided an identity that 
could not be erased. 1st Maccabees 1 tells of the 1st attempt to eradicate the 
Jewish people when the Hellenistic tyrant Antiochus IV of Syria (175-163 
BC) decreed that his soldiers “put to death the women who had their 
children circumcised.” The Jewish families continued to circumcise their 
male children. Even the death chambers of Nazi Germany, as cruel as they 
were, could not stop this subversive practice. Sibley Towner concludes, 
“Circumcision is one of the reasons that the Jewish community exists 
today.”  
 

9) Genesis 17:15-22 – God’s Renewed Promise and Abraham’s Response 
 
a) The focus now shifts to 90-year-old Sarah as God promises that she will be 

the mother of kings and great nations. Recognizing her exalted role, she is 
also given a new name. Sarah’s new name, unlike Abraham’s, has no 
discernible meaning. 
 

b) As he did before, Abraham doubts God’s ability to make parents out of the 
aged couple. More than doubting, verse 17 tells us that “Abraham fell on his 
face and laughed” as if mocking God. Abraham asked, “Can a child be born 
to a man who is 100 years old? Can Sarah, who is 90 years old, bear a 
child?” Abraham then mentions Ishmael as his only heir, as if to say, surely 
nothing more is possible. Brueggemann states it beautifully when he says, 
“The power of God will give a child of promise. But Abraham clings to a 
son of the flesh.” Abraham seems to be willing to stake his entire future on 
Ishmael. Responding to Abraham’s doubts, God does not rebuke him but 
reiterates the divine promise of a son who will be named Isaac (meaning: he 
laughed) and who will be born within a year. Moreover, God extends his 
everlasting covenant to include Isaac and all his offspring. 
 

c) Ishmael is also blessed but in a different way, this time not using the 
verbiage of “an everlasting covenant.” Verse 20 specifies that the 
descendants of Ishmael will be numerous (not countless) and will include 12 
princes (not kings) of a great nation (not nations). 
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d) At the conclusion of God’s conversation with Abraham, verse 22 tells us that 
“God went up from Abraham.” Unlike other divine human conversations in 
the Old Testament the P writers are not worried about what seems to be a 
face-to-face meeting of God and humans. God came down to speak to 
Abraham and now God is going back up to God’s heavenly home. It is 
interesting that even in the 21st century when we speak of heaven we look or 
gesture to the sky above us. 
 

10) Genesis 17:23-27 – The Administering of Circumcision 
 
a) The chapter comes to a close with the administration of circumcision on 

“every male among the men of Abraham’s house.” Obviously, the priestly 
rule that circumcision be performed the 8th day after birth could not be 
followed when it was 1st administered. Abraham was 99 and Ishmael was 
13. The reference to Abraham’s house was not to newborn babies. 
 

b) It is not easy to speak of circumcision and to talk of its theological 
importance. However, the practice illustrates in important ways some 
important religious truths. 
 
i) As stated by Brueggemann, “What is said and thought must be done.… 

Biblical faith is never cerebral. It is always lived and acted.… 
Circumcision announces that Israelites belong only to this community 
and only to this God.” 
 

ii) Circumcision functions as a metaphor for a serious faith commitment. In 
several places and especially in Jeremiah the Old Testament speaks of the 
circumcision of the heart. It is a physical sign of a spiritual truth: I belong 
to God and I belong with God’s people. 
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Questions for Reflection 
 

1. In the story of Hagar and Ishmael, how do you evaluate the role of Abraham 
and Sarah? Who is the hero of this story? Is it Hagar? Do you agree with 
Calvin that the faith of Abraham is deficient?  
 

2. What does it mean that the angel provided care, guidance, and blessing to 
Hagar? Does that have ethical implications for us today? 
 

3. Do you have a positive view of the character of Ishmael from Genesis 16? 
Traditionally he is seen as the ancestor of Arab people. If that is true, then 
the Islamic, Jewish, and Christian communities are closely related. How can 
we do a better job demonstrating that kinship? 
 

4. Open warfare has broken out this week between Israeli and Palestinian 
forces. Extremists in both groups are eager to use guns and rockets to punish 
their religious enemies. What can informed Christians do to influence this 
frightful situation?  
 

5. Circumcision is a strange topic for discussion. Do you agree with Walter 
Brueggemann that there are important theological truths that can be seen in 
this strange ritual? What are those theological truths? Do you ever wonder if 
God might have chosen a better sign for his eternal covenant with Israel? 
 

6. Sibley Towner considers circumcision to be a priestly rite that appeared later 
in the development of the Jewish faith and was then read back into Jewish 
history at the time of Abraham. Do you agree with that? 


