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 “Right Motive – Wrong Method” (Genesis 16:1-16) 

Abraham had now received God’s affirmation of his righteousness. We would imagine that this 
hero of the faith would not go on to greater exploits in grace. Indeed, we may think that he will 
never distrust God again. However, the life of self has not been completely obliterated in this 
walk of faith. Even great men and women of faith have their moments of faithlessness.  

In Genesis 15 Abraham is seen as the man of faith who “believed in the Lord,” whereas in 
chapter 16 as the man of unbelief who “hearkened to the voice of Sarai.” This proves, if we needed 
reminding, how weak and pitiful we are as creatures and how deep and wonderful grace is. Only 
Christ could claim “I do always these things that please Him” (John 8:29). As Meyer aptly comments,  
 

The difficulties of the separated life arise, not from any arbitrary appointments of Divine 
Providence, but from the persistent manifestation of the self-life in its many Protean 
forms. It is absurd to say that it dies once for all in some early stage of the Christian life; 
and it is perilous to lead men to think so… We might have expected that by this time it 
had been extinguished: the long waiting of ten slow-moving years: the repeated promises 
of God: the habit of contact with God Himself - all this had surely been enough to 
eradicate and burn out all confidence in the flesh; all trust in the activities of the self-life; 
all desire to help himself to the realisation of the promises of God. Surely, now, this 
much-tried man will wait until, in His own time and way, God shall do as He has said. 

 
Now Sarai  Abram’s  wi f e  bare  h im no ch i ldren :  and she  had an handmaid ,  an Egypt ian ,  whose  name was 

Hagar .  And Sarai  sa id  unto  Abram, Beho ld  now,  the  LORD hath re s t ra ined me f rom bear ing :  I  pray  thee ,  

go  in  unto  my maid ;  i t  may be  that  I  may obta in  ch i ldren by  her .  And Abram hearkened to  the  vo i c e  o f  

Sara i .  (v1-2)  

 

In Genesis 12:2 the Lord had said to Abraham, “I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee 
and make thy name great.” God had promised to provide the offspring so Abraham should wait on 
Him to fulfill His promises. However, patience is a quality that is hard for us. We have a 
tendency to live by sight and not by faith. It is “through faith and patience” that we “inherit the 
promises” (Heb. 6:12). 

Ten years had passed since the first of these promises yet Abraham and Sarah were still 
childless. Abraham now is about 85 years old and Sarah is 75. The desire for an heir was a godly 
one for Abraham and Sarah. The problem occurred when their desire conflicted with God’s 
sovereign timing. God wanted Abraham and Sarah to be physically “as good as dead” (Heb. 11:12) 
before He magnified His glory in sending a miracle baby. Despite his faith in this promise in the 
previous chapter, we find, just as he did previously in moving to Egypt, Abraham turns to the 
natural wisdom of the flesh, as we read, “And Abram hearkened to the voice of Sarai.”  

We find in the fresh test of the faith of Abraham a temptation through his beloved wife, 
Sarah. She wanted a son so badly that she was willing to employ an unbiblical yet an accepted 
remedy of her culture for a maid to bear a son on her behalf in a “surrogate mother” 
arrangement. It is also clear that God had promised Abraham should have a biological son from 
his “own bowels” (Gen. 15:4), but it was not explicitly stated that Sarah would be the biological 
mother. Without consulting the Lord, it would seem that Abraham convinced himself that God 
meant that the child should be born from another woman.  
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Abraham must have felt the weight of this temptation as it came from a suggestion from 
Sarah. Often the most powerful temptations come from those who are nearest and dearest to us. 
Adam fell first by hearkening to the voice of his spouse and we see the same failure here in his 
offspring. Furthermore, Sarah used correct theological reasoning in her analysis of their present 
predicament, “Behold now, the LORD hath restrained me from bearing.” It was God who sovereignly 
opens and shuts wombs. Sarah’s spiritual analysis would have resonated with her believing 
husband. It would have made his especially vulnerable to her next statement. Sarah then switches 
to her own wisdom, independent of God, when she suggested, “I pray thee, go in unto my maid; it 
may be that I may obtain children by her.” We are told that Hagar was an Egyptian so Abraham likely 
picked her up when he sojourned there in Genesis 12. This motive “that I may obtain children by 
her” should have alerted Abraham that her motive was founded on self-interest and not the glory 
of God.  
 
And Sarai  Abram’s  wi f e  took Hagar her  maid the  Egypt ian ,  a f t e r  Abram had dwe l t  t en  years  in  the  land o f  

Canaan,  and gave  her  to  her  husband Abram to  be  h i s  wi f e .  And he  went  in  unto  Hagar ,  and she  conce iv ed :  

and when she  saw that  she  had conce ived ,  her  mis t r e s s  was desp i s ed  in  her  ey es .  (v3 -4)  

 

This failure of the patience of Abraham’s faith and his omission in seeking God directly on this 
matter was to have a sad ending. Sarah planned the wedding and honeymoon and Abraham 
passively does what he was told. He marries without the consent of the Lord. Abraham is more 
of a pushover than a patriarch in this incident. The man who fearlessly fought five kings in the 
previous chapter is reduced to this state of weakness. Now it was not wrong for a husband to 
listen to his wife’s counsel. But it is wrong to simply listen and follow it without weighing it in 
light of the Scriptures as the God-ordained head of the home (cf. Deut. 13:6-8). Sarah’s advice 
may have been legal by the standards of that society but it was not moral according to the 
standards of Scripture.  

Now Abraham and Sarah may have had the right motives in this but they adopted the 
wrong method. The end does not justify the means for a believer. God does not approve of 
pragmatism or situational ethics. Now, they obtained the result they had hoped – a male child. 
But they will discover it will not bring the happiness they had hoped. Disobeying God’s perfect 
will never does. Pressure from others is a poor reason for overturning the explicit teachings of 
Scripture on monogamy. Furthermore, God does not need our help when He has promised to 
take on the responsibility of doing something. He has His own timetable to deliver what He has 
covenanted to do. Bob Deffinbaugh notes, 

 
Faith, I believe we can see, is trusting in the promises of God despite the problems, and 
knowing that with God all things are possible. Unbelief focuses upon the problems and 
supposes that if God does not act within our time frame and within our expectations, we 
must give Him a hand. Faith believes not only that God will give us what He has 
promised, but that He will provide us the means to do so, and if not, that He alone will 
do it. 
 

 This polygamous marriage with a subsequent conception immediately bears the evil fruit 
of strife in the home, “when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was despised in her eyes.” The 
conception drove a wedge between Abraham and Sarah, rather than drawing them together. 
Sarah’s pride was hurt and she felt estranged from her husband. Abraham was not an immature 
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man. He should have been able to foresee these consequences of taking a younger second wife 
from a background like Egypt.  

Now Hagar was wrong in her attitude, as she had forgotten that it was God who had 
shut Sarah’s womb and opened her womb. She had no right to despise a person or glory in her 
position because of what God had sovereignly decided for each life. Hagar has a false pride and 
Sarah has a wounded pride. But things are about to get even worse. 
 

And Sarai  sa id  unto  Abram, My wrong be  upon thee :  I  have  g iv en my maid in to  thy  bosom; and when she  

saw that  she  had conce iv ed ,  I  was desp i s ed  in  her  ey e s :  the  LORD judge  be tween me and thee .  But  Abram 

sa id  unto  Sara i ,  Beho ld ,  thy  maid i s  in  th ine  hand;  do  to  her  as  i t  p l ease th  thee .  And when Sara i  dea l t  

hard ly  wi th  her ,  she  f l ed  f rom her  fa c e .  (v5-6)  

 
A web of sin had now spun around the house as the downward spiral of bad choices accelerated. 
Doubtless, Abraham is in an emotional turmoil with a divided home. He is caught between two 
warring wives - a place no man wants to be. The tension must have been palpable. Sin had not 
brought the satisfaction and joy to his home that he envisaged. The world’s wisdom produces 
the world’s woes.  

Abraham’s passivity in spiritual leadership by listening to his wife’s counsel had got them 
all into trouble. Sarah now even blamed him for listening to her suggestion, “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.” There is no expression of repentance by Sarah for reaping 
what she had sowed but just bitter recriminations to her husband. You would think by her 
attitude that this was all Abraham’s idea! 

The reality, however, was that Abraham had married Hagar and now he should lead the 
home in this crisis. At this point he should have repented and sought God’s counsel into how to 
handle this family problem. He had conceived the child with Hagar so he should take 
responsibility for her welfare and the unborn. Sadly, instead of biblically and honourably dealing 
with the consequences, he abdicates his spiritual headship and hands the matter to Sarah to deal 
with, “Behold, thy maid is in thine hand; do to her as it pleaseth thee.” Abraham should have learned by 
this stage that Sarah was not the most reliable person to make family decisions! Certainly he 
should have at least told Sarah to deal with Hagar as it pleased the Lord! Instead he merely tells 
her to deal with Hagar “as it pleaseth thee.” 

This unbiblical abdication did not attract God’s blessing as we read, “And when Sarai dealt 
hardly with her, she fled from her face.” The slighted Sarah reacts harshly to her former maid and now 
rival. This ends in disaster. Hagar does what a lot of people do in a troubled home – they run 
away. But God never approves of running away from family responsibilities.  

All three behaved wrongly at this crisis point – Sarah blamed her husband and treated 
harshly her servant, Abraham washed his hands of further responsibility and spiritual headship, 
and Hagar boasted in her conception and then ran away. It is not much of a picture of a 
believing home! 
 
And the  ange l  o f  the  LORD found her  by  a  founta in  o f  water  in  the  wi lderness ,  by  the  founta in  in  the  way to  

Shur .  And he  sa id ,  Hagar ,  Sara i ' s  maid ,  whence  cames t  thou? and whi ther  wi l t  thou go?  And she  sa id ,  I  f l e e  

f rom the  fa c e  o f  my mis t r e s s  Sara i .  And the  ange l  o f  the  LORD said  unto  her ,  Return to  thy  mis t r e s s ,  and 

submit  thyse l f  under  her  hands .  And the  ange l  o f  the  LORD said  unto  her ,  I  wi l l  mul t ip ly  thy  s e ed  

exceed ing ly ,  that  i t  sha l l  no t  be  numbered  for  mul t i tude .  And the  ange l  o f  the  LORD said  unto  her ,  Beho ld ,  
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thou ar t  wi th  ch i ld  and sha l t  bear  a  son ,  and sha l t  ca l l  h i s  name Ishmae l ;  be cause  the  LORD hath heard thy  

a f f l i c t ion .  And he  wi l l  be  a  wi ld  man;  h i s  hand wi l l  be  aga ins t  every  man,  and every  man’s  hand aga ins t  h im;  

and he  sha l l  dwe l l  in  the  presence  o f  a l l  h i s  bre thren .  (v7-12) 

 

The wilderness was a dangerous place for an expecting mother to be alone in. Doubtless, Hagar 
was in emotional pain after the clash with Sarah. Now alone and likely hungry, she may even 
have wondered about their testimony about Jehovah in light of recent events. She may have felt 
that everyone had abandoned her. But God had not forgotten her, “the LORD hath heard thy 
affliction.” Hagar could flee from the presence of her harsh mistress, but she could not flee from 
the presence of the Lord. He knew and He cared about the frightened servant girl.  

 The angel of the Lord questions her, “Hagar, Sarai’s maid, whence camest thou? and 
whither wilt thou go?” This was not because the angel lacked information, but it was to bring Hagar 
to a place of realisation concerning her impulsive actions. This method works as Hagar admits, 
“I flee from the face of my mistress Sarai.” She recognised her action and her place in the home as 
subordinate to Sarah (cf. 1 Peter 2:18-20). Running away from God-ordained responsibilities is 
never the solution. Abraham could have told her of the bitter consequences of that when he ran 
away to Egypt in the famine. Meyer notes,  

 
We are all prone to act as Hagar did. If our lot is hard, and our cross is heavy, we start 
off in a fit of impatience and wounded pride. We shirk the discipline; we evade the yoke; 
we make our own way out of the difficulty. 

 
 Although Abraham’s home had not been a pleasant place for Hagar in recent times, it 
was still the best place for her. Abraham was a spiritual man and it would be a better 
environment for Hagar and her child to live than the pagan environment of Canaan or Egypt. 
The Lord reveals that she is carrying a son and prophetically gives an insight into his future, 
“And he will be a wild man; his hand will be against every man, and every man’s hand against him; and he shall 
dwell in the presence of all his brethren.” That prediction has come true down through the centuries 
until the very present day. For 4,000 years the descendants of Ishmael have contended with the 
descendants of Isaac. Her son would be called Ishmael, which means “God hears.” So every time 
Hagar calls his name, she will be reminded of God’s faithfulness to her.  
 

And she  ca l l ed  the  name o f  the  LORD that  spake unto  her ,  Thou God see s t  me :  fo r  she  sa id ,  Have I  a l so  

here  looked a f t e r  h im that  s e e th  me? Where for e  the  we l l  was ca l l ed  Beer lahairo i ;  beho ld ,  i t  i s  be tween Kadesh 

and Bered .  And Hagar bare  Abram a son :  and Abram ca l l ed  h i s  son ’ s  name,  which  Hagar bare ,  I shmae l .  

And Abram was fours core  and s ix years  o ld ,  when Hagar bare  I shmae l  to  Abram. (v13-16) 

 

Hagar reacted well to the counsel of the Lord. It would not be easy to go back to the troubled 
home of Abraham and especially to submit to the harsh Sarah. There would always be tension in 
that home. Hagar not only publicly testifies of His grace by the naming of the well, but then also 
goes back to the divided home of Abraham. She now knows God not only sees but He sees her 
personally, “Thou God seest me.” This knowledge of the personal attention of a sovereign and 
loving God would, doubtless, sustain her in the difficult days ahead. Hagar is convinced that she 
can trust God in spite of her circumstances. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
We do not read that God rebuked Abraham directly for this foolish decision. In fact we do not 
read of God talking to Abraham again for another 13 years after the birth of Ishmael. We can 
only but imagine how painful must have been those silent years. However, sometimes a silent 
providence lets us understand the displeasure of God through the circumstances that result. That 
speaks to us loudly and clearly.  

This act of self-wisdom led to disastrous and painful consequences on the relationship 
between Abraham and Sarah. It also ended with a final separation from the son of this union, 
which we are told was “grievous” to Abraham. We also see the happy equilibrium of the home 
broken up as once Hagar knew that she was with child, her relationship with Sarah changed 
dramatically into discord. The ensuing conflict led to Hagar running away and again only the 
Lord intervening directly saved the situation. Despite the temporary reuniting of the family, 
eventually it resulted in a permanent separation that ruined the lives of Hagar, who no longer 
could have the domestic life with the husband of her son and her child left in the wilderness to 
grow up in a single family.  

There are good applications for us to learn from this incident. It warns us how quickly 
the best of God’s servants can fall. Abraham and Sarah thought God’s methods were “not 
working” so they could help God out and improve their marriage by acting in their own wisdom. 
All their problems occurred because of they couldn’ t  and wouldn’t  wait for God. They came to 
the wrong conclusions because they did not assess their options in light of the promises and 
power of God. It proved a costly mistake. Deffingbaugh points out,  
 

Dress it up all you can, this text reveals that Abram’s home was beset by the same 
difficulties we face today. May God help us not to be presumptuous. May God help 
wives not to pressure their husbands into doing what seems right. May God help those 
of us who are husbands not to relinquish our responsibility, but to lead in our homes. 
Passivity is not piety, and neither is presumption. May God enable us to walk that fine 
line between both. 

 
Impatience with God’s delays is a test for believers in all generations. God’s delays are 

not from inability but always for a reason. We may not understand exactly why but we must 
believe that, “To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven” including “A 
time to be born” (Eccl. 3:1-2a). We need to hold on to the promise that “He hath made every thing 
beautiful in His time” (Eccl. 3:11). Sometimes the best decision is no decision as we wait on God. 
Those who wait on God will never be disappointed. If we rush ahead impatiently, we will get 
into trouble. Moses had to spend 40 years in the “backside of the desert” (Exod. 3:1) because he 
tried to “help God out” by killing an Egyptian. Bad decisions bring bad consequences. It hurts 
relationships and divides homes. Just ask Abraham and Sarah.  
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 

1. Is it wrong for a husband to listen to his wife’s counsel? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
2. Why are so many Christian husbands passive in leading their homes?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. Why do we try to shortcut God’s perfect will by our own wisdom?  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 


