Genesis 15 sermon
Sunday, February 8, 2015
“Beware of Shortcuts”
Genesis 16
Introduction = [BLANK1]
How many of you like waiting?  Most people will do almost anything to avoid waiting.  Waiting is…boring…a waste of time.  Keeping people waiting is a social no-no.   Keeping customers waiting is…courting disaster.  So in response to our increasing demands to eliminate waiting, the marketplace has become flooded with technological solutions: 
· faster and more powerful computers & devices that “boot up” in seconds, 
· Nexus cards to bypass long lineups at the border
· Instant foods (that allow us to eat on the run).  The trend seems irreversible. 
Yet one of the ironies of modern life is that the faster we go, we still find ourselves force to wait in “technologically resistant zones”:
· long express check-out lines at the grocery store, 
· traffic jams on freeways, 
· web sites and networks that crash (Thanks Craig!)
So try as we might, we cannot seem to eliminate waiting, which makes me wonder whether it would be a good thing if we could?

Biblical Contact
[bookmark: _GoBack]Now don’t get me wrong, I can be as impatient as anyone, but I ask the question because when I open the pages of the Bible I am immediately confronted with story after story in which God himself seems to have made waiting…an essential part of people’s lives (e.g. Noah, Joseph, Israel in Egypt, etc.), so it should come as no surprise that God’s pioneers of the faith, Abram & Sarai, should find themselves waiting…a long time!  Read Gen. 16 [SLIDES]
· Recall the previous “waiting” story (Gen. 1210-20), today’s story is a role reversal
The introduction to this episode is brief, yet it quickly introduces the main character and gets us to the missing piece that has her deciding that [SLIDE], A) We’ve Waited Long Enough (161-6)
We are immediately told three things about Sarai, the first two we already know: (1) that she is “Abram’s wife” and, (2) that “she had borne him no children”.  This last piece of information is new and will feature prominently in the story: (3) Sarai has an Egyptian slave named Hagar.  
1) Sarai’s Pregnancy Concerns – We quickly discover that Sarai is experiencing major pregnancy concerns [SLIDE].  The ten yearsv.3 of waiting has tried their patience and suggests the reason both for Sarai’s proposed solution and Abram’s readiness to go along with it.  Each passing year seems to have diminished her hopes of becoming a mother and giving Abram his promised son.  For Sarai the problem has become very personal and painful[footnoteRef:1] (“has kept me from…” vs. “us”).  The word God gave to Abram in 154 had confirmed him as the source of fertility (“a son who is your own flesh and blood”).[footnoteRef:2]  But her?  She saw no answer to her prayers.  The LORD must be against her, she must be the problem.  It’s easy to see & hear how Sarai feels responsible for it, which is why she comes up with a plan to try & fix it (through an ancient form of surrogate motherhood).[footnoteRef:3]   [1:  “The more clearly God’s promises were spelt out to Abram, the more clearly Sarai saw herself as the failure….[And] keenly felt the humiliation of her barrenness.” Joyce Baldwin, The Message of Genesis 12-50, p. 57.]  [2:  Literally = “one who shall come forth from your own inward parts” (here & 2523 = procreative organs).]  [3:  This practice of surrogate motherhood, though rare, was an acceptable social practice attested in the Hammurapi Laws, and in a single instance from Nuzi and Nimrud. See Bruce Waltke—class notes.] 

2) Abram’s Passive Response – Rather than questioning Sarai’s perception or plan, Abram passively goes along with it.[footnoteRef:4]  [SLIDE]  We are not told the reason for his passive response and no clues seem to be given.  We know from the preceding episodes that he is very capable of being proactive and decisive at other moments (though not always successfully—ch.12).  But in this very personal family matter, Abram takes no initiative to help unpack the problem or propose an alternate solution.  He leaves both to Sarai.  (comment…) [4:  As Bruce Waltke notes, “The Hebrew here [“agreed to what…said’] occurs only in Gen. 3:17.” (class notes)] 

3) Control Issues – Sarai certainly thought she had major pregnancy concerns before her and Abram implemented their plan, but those worries paled in comparison to the problems that erupted after her planned shortcut was put into motion.  Up until this point in the story Sarai has been in total control, the action of every verb (“she said…[you] go…perhaps I can…Sarai his wife took her…slave…and gave her to her husband).  And when we read that “He slept with Hagar, and she conceived” everything seemed to be going according to plan, her plan (like it had been for Abram in Egypt).  But what Sarai hadn’t counted on was the emotional upheaval and control issues [SLIDE] that followed.  The formerly subservient Hagar now tasted the power and position that came with the fruit of her womb and took full advantage of it to the point where “she began to despise[footnoteRef:5] her mistress” (lit. = “looked down on”).  Fireworks erupted from Hagar giving and Sarai getting “that look” to the point where, without divine intervention, it would have become a total meltdown (as in 1216). [5:  The Hebrew word translated as “despise” by the NIV has a primary meaning of “look down on” or “make light of” with a wide range of possible intensity (treating someone with less weight or treating them as worthless or vile) that is usually filled in by the context.  Theological Wordbook of the OT, 2028.] 

My original working title for this story was actually “How to Make a Mess of Your Family” and one of my points on how to do this was going to be shift the blame like Sarai doesv.7.  Another way to mess up your family is to blow up.  I’ve personally found that blowing up and blaming work very naturally together.  Sarai’s anger comes through not only in blaming her present troubles on Abram, but in calling Hagar’s new-found pride not merely “wrong” (as the NIV has it), but “violence”hamas (a term used elsewhere in Genesis to describe the sins of oppression that prompted the flood6:11,13).  By the way, exaggeration[footnoteRef:6]  is another active ingredient for making a great mess.  Hagar is clearly pushing the limits culturally (status), and emotionally—especially of Sarai[footnoteRef:7], and Sarai is desperately pushing back with both hands while desperately calling on Abram to step in settle the matter (i.e. as judge between them).  If he doesn’t the ultimate judge will (cf. Gen. 3153; Ex. 521; 1Sam. 2412,15)!      [6:  “This is the one OT instance where hamas is done by a woman.”  Victor Hamilton, Genesis 1-17, p. 447 n.22.]  [7:  “Under three things the earth trembles,  under four it cannot bear up…a servant who displaces her mistress.” (Prov. 3021,23)] 

Abram tries to reassure his wife Sarai by reaffirming her authority over Hagar (remember he now has two wives and has obligations to both).  It looks as though Abram hoped his soft answer (“Do with her whatever you think best”) would turn away Sarai’s wrath.  But it clearly didn’t work for “Sarai mistreated Hagar”.  It’s actually same word used in the previous chapter15:13 and in Exodus 112 to describe the oppression that Abram & Sarai’s descendants will experience in Egypt.  So intolerable was Hagar’s suffering that she “fled”barach (another word used of the Israelites fleeing Egypt—Ex. 145 and very frequently used of people escaping from attempts to kill them—2743; 351; Ex. 215; 1 Sam. 1912,18).  This difficult scene in the life of God’s chosen family ends in agony for everyone.
The narrative portrays all of the characters as victim and aggressor….[several] move from oppressed to oppressor, then back again to oppressed…The drama closes with an angry wife, a runaway pregnant servant-wife, and a bewildered (?) husband.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Eugene Roop, Genesis, pp. 118-119.] 


Author C.S. Lewis once wrote to a troubled parent that the “only ‘ordinary’ homes seem to be the ones we don’t know much about, just as the only blue mountains are those ten miles away.”[footnoteRef:9]   [9:  Quoted by Eugene Peterson, Growing Up With Your Teenager, p.9.] 

In hindsight, it was obvious that this “helpful” shortcut to fulfilling God’s plan for their family, was: (a) not helpful, and (b) not God’s plan.

B) Almost Down And Out (167-16)
The spotlight now falls on Hagar the refugee, who is almost down and out.  [SLIDE]  She is many days into a long, hot and lonely journey to Egypt.  As she stops “near a spring in the desert” in desperate need of refreshment, she must have wonder how her momentary glory had faded so fast.  She was parched in her whole being.  It was here at the well that “the angel of the Lord found her” and began a conversation that, for experienced Bible readers, looks and sounds a lot like one that Jesus would have thousands of years later another woman at a well [SLIDE], also running from her past (Jn. 4). 
1) The Woman at the Well
Yet this lonely woman is not alone.  Hagar might well have wondered at the identity of the stranger at the well, for we need to keep in mind that whenever the “angel of the Lord” appears in Genesis it is always the LORD cloaked in human form, not visibly distinct from the average person.  His question was one any fellow traveller might ask (“where have you come from, and where are you going”), but it is a very personal address for he calls her my name (“Hagar”) and further identifies her as the “slave of Sarai”.  

2) A Transforming Conversation – So begins what will become a [SLIDE] transforming conversation.  Hagar responds to the question with a refreshingly honest and straight forward answer.  “I’m running away from my mistress Sarai”.  She admits that she’s a runaway slave, and her chosen verb “run away” implies she has good reason for doing so.Wenham, p.10  
This must have made the stranger’s response all the more striking and revealing—“Go back to your mistress and submit to her.”v.9  “Go back!”  It was a hard thing to go back, to face her problems and humble herself before Sarai.  That simple word “Go back”, “turn around” is the same basic word used throughout the Old Testament for repentance.  It’s not an easy move by any stretch of the imagination, but an absolutely essential move for Hagar and the only way [SLIDE] to get in sync with God’s plan for her life. 
· N.B. This is a specific word for Hagar in her unique situation.  She will go back into a difficult setting, but one in which the closing verse suggest, she and her child are cared for.[footnoteRef:10]  There will come a day (ch. 21) when conflict will erupt again and Hagar and Ishmael will have to leave for good.   [10:  See Gordon Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 11.] 

· N.B. There are other stories where it is clearly God’s will for people suffering oppression and abuse is to flee (e.g. David in 1 Sam. 19). Violence against women and children is a pervasive problem worldwide.[footnoteRef:11]  Let us not forget, the home is no place for abuse.  Neither let us forget, the church is no place for silence.      [11:  See especially chapter one in No Place For Abuse,  by Catherine Clark Kroeger & Nancy Nason-Clark.] 


3) Get In Sync With God’s Plan
God’s plan for Hagar, in this season of her life, was to go back to her mistress and submit to her.  Why?  Because God’s plan was to “increase [her] descendents so much that they will be too numerous to count”.  Hagar the slave-woman and refugee heard words which must have reminded her of words she had heard from Abram’s lips as he shared stories of his encounters with God.  Her child too was a son of Abram, a son of Yishma’el (the God who hears).  So although Hagar was not promised relief from oppression, she was reassured that her suffering had been, and would be, taken note of by God.  Her child would be a wild donkey of a man—not a derogatory comment, but a way of speaking about a person with an individualistic lifestyle that is unrestrained by ordinary social conventions[footnoteRef:12] (think “Survivor Man” [SLIDE]).  With these words God was both reassuring Hagar that her son would be a strong survivor, and God was preparing her for a future separation from Abram and Isaac.ch.21  [12:  See Gordon Wenham, Genesis 16-50, p. 11.  See also Jer. 224; Hos. 89.] 

The scene comes to an dramatic climax with Hagar’s ahha moment.  “You are [El Roi] the God who sees me!” (cf. the story of Jesus & the widow in Lk. 711-17)  Last month, when Ian Schroeder led communion, he reminded us that in Scripture “When God remembers, he moves—always.  He acts to restore whatever was lost, and He provides for the well-being of His people.”[footnoteRef:13]  It is also true, as OT professor Gordon Wenham says, that “In Scripture when God sees, he cares (cf. 2932; Ex. 37).”p.11  In appearing to Hagar, the LORD show he cares for her, a most unlikely candidate in a most unlikely situation and setting.  A nobody at a no-name brand place is transformed into a person and a place with a name and a story that no one will ever forget all because when God saw, he cared.   [13:  Larry Crabb, Fully Alive: A Biblical Vision of Gender That Frees Men & Women To Live…, p. 76.] 

Application – Friends, we’ve all done things in life we regret, things that made a huge mess (e.g. humpty dumpty).  But there is a God who sees and cares and invites us to turn from our way to follow Him and his plan for your life.  Maybe it’s “Go back” to face up to your past, or “keep going, don’t quit”.  Surrender to Him. 
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