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Genesis 21:1-21
The Fulfillment of a Promise: The Birth of Isaac

Genesis 21:1-21
1 The LORD visited Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did to Sarah as he had promised.
2 And Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age at the time of which God
had spoken to him.
3 Abraham called the name of his son who was born to him, whom Sarah bore him,
Isaac. 4 And Abraham circumcised his son Isaac when he was eight days old,
as God had commanded him.
5 Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him.
6 And Sarah said, “God has
made laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh over me.”
7 And she said, “Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children? Yet I
have borne him a son in his old age.”
8 And the child grew and was weaned. And Abraham made a great feast on the day
that Isaac was weaned.
9 But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham,
laughing. 10 So she said to Abraham,  Cast out this slave woman with her son,
for the son of this slave woman shall not be heir with my son Isaac.”
11 And the thing was very displeasing to Abraham on account of his son.
12 But God said to Abraham, “Be not displeased because of the boy
and because of your slave woman. Whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for
through Isaac shall your offspring be named.
13 And I will make a nation of the son of the slave woman also, because he is your
offspring.”
14 So Abraham rose early in the morning and took bread
and a skin of water and gave it to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with the
child, and sent her away. And she departed and wandered in the wilderness of
Beersheba.
15 When the water in the skin was gone, she put the child under one of the bushes.
16 Then she went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the distance of a
bowshot, for she said, “Let me not look on the death of the child.” And as she sat
opposite him, she lifted up her voice and wept.
17 And God heard the voice of the boy,
and the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven and said to her, “What troubles you,
Hagar? Fear not, for God has heard the voice of the boy where he is.
18 Up! Lift up the boy, and hold him fast with your hand, for I will make him into a great
nation.”
19 Then God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water. And she went and filled the
skin with water and gave the boy a drink.
20 And God was with the boy, and he grew up. He lived in the wilderness
and became an expert with the bow.
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21 He lived in the wilderness of Paran, and his mother took a wife for him from the land of
Egypt.
The first theme in today’s message is “laughter.” It is not just glee, laughter when we
accomplish something, laughter when we overcome our enemies, or laughter when we
snicker at someone in contempt. This laughter was backed up by the Lord's work of
grace.

The promise of a child was given to Abraham when he was 75 years old, and when
Sarah was 65. Twenty-five years later, Abraham was 100 years old, and Sarah was 90.
Now and in the past, this is a very unusual promise that an elderly couple will have a
child. The Lord dared to give a promise that seemed impossible to human beings.  Why
did He make such an impossible promise possible?
　

It was to let us know that the birth of Isaac was an event that was completely in the
Lord's hands, and to show us what kind of faith a Christian should undertake.

21:1-6. 1 The LORD visited Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did to Sarah
as he had promised. 2 And Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age
at the time of which God had spoken to him.
3 Abraham called the name of his son who was born to him, whom Sarah bore him,
Isaac. 4 And Abraham circumcised his son Isaac when he was eight days old,
as God had commanded him. 5 Abraham was a hundred years old when his son
Isaac was born to him. 6 And Sarah said, “God has made laughter for me;
everyone who hears will laugh over me.”

In the house of Abraham, the true firstborn son, Isaac, was born to him by Sarah. The
Bible tells us about the family immediately after the birth of the child, focusing on Sarah
as the mother.
　

If there is one word to describe the state of the people around Sarah and Abraham, it is,
of course, "filled with laughter.” “Laughter" was the word from which the name Isaac was
derived, and it also symbolized the full realization of the Lord's work.

What was the "laughter" that was given to Abraham and Sarah? The birth of Isaac was a
miracle in itself, an event beyond the reach of human effort or thought, an event where
grace reigned. This "laughter" was not the result of effort or reward, but the fulfillment of
the Lord's plan and a gift.
　

From the Creator's perspective in the first chapter of Genesis, when the work of creation
was completed, God saw everything and was satisfied.  The fulfillment of the promise
given to Abraham and Sarah was a laugh backed by such satisfaction. God's saving
work is through Christ's redemption on the cross, but the fulfillment of the promise to
Abraham is like a sign to believers living on earth of how they should live out their lives in
Christ.
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Romans gives us the most concise explanation of this event realized for Abraham and
Sarah.

Romans 4:19. He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which
was as good as dead (since he was about a hundred years old), or when he
considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb.  No unbelief made him waver
concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to
God, fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised.

Sarah's laughter is similar to the sense of accomplishment of having completed
something.  Yet, it was very different from the joy that comes from the reward of hard
work.

Jesus tells us this in reference to His resurrection.

John 16:21.  “When a woman is giving birth, she has sorrow because her hour has
come, but when she has delivered the baby, she no longer remembers the anguish,
for joy that a human being has been born into the world.”

Therefore, [Jesus] accepted "laughter" itself as a gift from God, just as Isaac did. It was
not the kind of laughter of being victorious over someone, nor of taking something by
force.

What makes us focus on Sarah's laughter?  Why does the Bible seem to focus on Sarah's
laughter?  Before Isaac was born, before Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed, the
angels appeared and announced the coming birth of Isaac.  Abraham laughed, and
Sarah laughed, but her "laughter" was the kind of scornful laughter that one might
expect from a joke.  The angel at this time was also focused on Sarah's laughter, not
Abraham's.

Genesis 18:14-15.  Is anything too hard for the Lord? At the appointed time I will
return to you, about this time next year, and Sarah shall have a son.  But Sarah
denied it, saying, “I did not laugh,” for she was afraid.  He said, “No, but you did
laugh.”

The reason the Bible draws attention to whether Sarah laughed or not must be because
she was the first to inherit Abraham's faith. The Lord's blessing goes to all spiritual
descendants of  Abraham, to all nations.

In other words, Sarah should be remembered not because she was a virtuous or
accomplished woman, but because she understood Abraham's faith and accepted its
meaning by faith.
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Genesis 21:6,7.  And Sarah said, “God has made laughter for me; everyone who
hears will laugh over me.” And she said, “Who would have said to Abraham that
Sarah would nurse children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age.”

Sarah said, "Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children?”  In the
English version, the word "children" (plural) is used rather than “child” to distinguish it from
the last sentence in which the phrase "borne him a son" is used. In the original text, the
first part (the question) uses the plural form of ben, which is “benim,” while the last
sentence uses the singular form, ben.

In other words, Sarah accepted the promise that her husband Abraham had received
from the Lord that the children he would bear would eventually be as numerous as the
stars and the sand of the sea.

The Apostle Peter says the following about Sarah.

1 Peter 3:5,6.  For this is how the holy women who hoped in God used to adorn
themselves, by submitting to their own husbands, as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling
him lord. And you are her children, if you do good and do not fear anything that is
frightening.

Sarah understood the meaning of the Lord's promise given to Abraham, and she
accepted, in faith, the promise that Isaac would be the father of many nations.

Jesus also promised His disciples that the grace He would give to all Christians would be
laughter, not the laughter offered by the world, but laughter as a blessing from heaven.
Although it is not written in the Bible, Jesus must have had many occasions on earth
where he laughed and interacted with his disciples.

As for Jesus’ life on earth, he is described in Isaiah 55 as "a man of sorrows.” Jesus' work
was to carry our sins and suffer.  He suffered on the cross and was resurrected to
achieve, dare I say it, true “laughter” for us.

Luke 6:21. “. . . Blessed are you who weep now, for you shall laugh.”

Laughter itself is not the goal of the Christian life, but the Lord has promised us hearty
laughter as one of His blessings, and because of his resurrection, he surely surrounds all
who believe in Him with laughter.

As in a play, the scene suddenly switches here, and the previously fine weather became
stormy for Abraham and Sarah's family.
　

The storm was between Sarah and Hagar, Sarah’s slave, whom Sarah had given to
Abraham to bear a son for him.  The result was the birth of Ishmael.
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Genesis 21:8-10. And the child grew and was weaned.  And Abraham made a
great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the
Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, laughing. So she said to Abraham,
“Cast out this slave woman with her son, for the son of this slave woman shall not be
heir with my son Isaac.”

The Japanese custom of Shichi-go-san (Seven-Five-Three) is a time to give thanks to the
gods of Shintoism for our children. Abraham's celebration of Isaac's weaning was similar,
only it was a celebration of thanks to God Almighty. When Isaac finished nursing and
was about to be weaned, Abraham threw a big party, as was the custom at the time. At
the party, Sarah saw Ishmael, son of Hagar, making fun of Isaac. Perhaps it was just a
"joke," but from Sarah's point of view, it did not seem that way.

I wonder why Hagar did not stop her son's behavior. Perhaps she was not there. Ishmael's
behavior may have been within the bounds of a child's mischief, but there seemed to
be a certain "thorn" in his side. Sarah told Abraham to send away Hagar and her son
Ishmael. This was not the first time Hagar had been kicked out.  According to Genesis 16,
when Abraham's child was in her womb, Hagar had shown contempt to Sarah and had
been kicked out of her home and forced to wander in the desert. The Lord then told
Hagar that she was to be the mother of Abraham's child.  At that time, the Lord said to
Hagar, "Return to your master.” She gave birth to Ishmael, the son of Abraham.

Ishmael's mother, Hagar, was ostensibly obedient as Sarah's maid, but there may have
been some arrogance or rebellion lurking in her heart. Ishmael was about 14 years old at
this time and he may have grown up sensing his mother's hidden rebellion in her heart.　
　

The time of weaning was slightly different from the custom in Japan; in Israel, it was
considered to be after the age of three.  When Ishmael was born, Abraham was 86
years old, so Ishmael was over 15 years old. Since Ishmael's body had grown, it is possible
that Sarah saw his teasing of a "newly weaned child" as excessive, to the extent that it
appeared to her that Ishmael was bullying Isaac.
　

Despite experiencing the results of the blessing, Abraham was now distressed because
of his own child, whom he had borne to Hagar!

Genesis 21:11-14 11 And the thing was very displeasing to Abraham on account of his
son. 12 But God said to Abraham, “Be not displeased because of the boy
and because of your slave woman. Whatever Sarah says to you,
do as she tells you, for through Isaac shall your offspring be named. 13 And I will make
a nation of the son of the slave woman also, because he is your offspring.
14 So Abraham rose early in the morning and took bread and a skin of
water and gave it to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with the
child, and sent her away.
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After a time as favorable as the autumn sky, Abraham and Sarah's family would soon
experience a terrible ordeal that would be covered by a black cloud and become a
downpour of rain.
　

I don't see Sarah's words and actions as backed by faith, but rather as bullying the weak.
The Bible does not affirm or approve of the strong bullying the weak. Such action is a
response born out of sin, to try to blot out what is wrong with us.

Why are these bare facts recorded? Humanly speaking, this would be an event that we
would not want recorded.  Rather, we would want to keep it hidden. However, the Bible
does not embellish the events as they unfold, but records the troubles that took place in
this household. One of the implications is that the blessings Abraham received were not
based on some kind of exchange.  The promise of the Lord would never change, even
though the influence of sin seemed to be relentless in his life. And perhaps God is
teaching us the hope that He will eventually lead us to be surrounded by blessings, not
calamities, as we see in the lives of Hagar and Ishmael.

Whatever unbelief is present, as well as disasters brought about by unbelief, one fact
remains the same: Abraham and Sarah were sinful, sinners forgiven by grace, and yet,
despite all their sins, the Lord's promise never changed.

Abraham sent away Hagar and Ishmael, not of his own volition, but in response to the
Lord's speaking to him, because he heard the promise of blessing for Ishmael's
descendants.

Genesis 21:14-19. 14 So Abraham rose early in the morning and took bread and a
skin of water and gave it to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with the
child, and sent her away. And she departed and wandered in the wilderness of
Beersheba. 15 When the water in the skin was gone, she put the child under one of
the bushes. 16 Then she went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the
distance of a bowshot, for she said, “Let me not look on the death of the child.” And
as she sat opposite him, she lifted up her voice and wept.
17 And God heard the voice of the boy,
and the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven and said to her, “What
troubles you, Hagar? Fear not, for God has heard the voice of the boy where he is.
18 Up! Lift up the boy, and hold him fast with your hand, for I will make him into a great
nation.” 19 Then God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water. And she went
and filled the skin with water and gave the boy a drink.

From Hagar's perspective, the heartache of not only being cast out again into the harsh
environment of the wilderness, but also being accompanied by her own son, Ishmael, is
beyond anything we can imagine. Cast out into the wilderness with only a little water, no
place to rest, and no food to eat, Hagar must have been prepared for the death of her
son and herself.
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Hagar wept at a distance, not wanting to see her child die. The Lord's heart was moved
at the sound of Hagar's cry. But as verse 17 says, the Lord also heard "the voice of
Ishmael.”

God’s heart was moved at the misery of the mother and child, who could only cope by
crying.  It may seem that the loudness or severity of the cries moved the Lord's heart.
However, the greater fact of the matter is that the Lord was determined to bless
Ishmael's offspring.

Sarah's malicious expulsion of Hagar and Ishmael ended not in disaster for them, but
rather it was the beginning of a blessing for them.

We should not see "evil" as an excuse, or as being used to bring about good things.
Rather, evil is being directed in such a way that glory and praise go to the Lord alone,
without giving glory to any person, even to calamities that appear to have been caused
primarily by sin. If we commit sin, knowing it to be sin, and thinking that we can get what
we want out of it, we must suffer the wages of sin.

Even if one has accepted Christ and is a member of a congregation, the consequences
of sin and transgression are inevitable. But, if we have to go through the valley of tears,
sometimes because of events that clearly resulted from sin, and sometimes when the
causal link to sin is unknown, the Creator will turn it into a place of grace. David tells us
this.

Psalm 84:5-7. Blessed are those whose strength is in you, in whose heart are the
highways to Zion. As they go through the Valley of Baca they make it a place of
springs; the early rain also covers it with pools. They go from strength to strength;
each one appears before God in Zion.

The descendants of Ishmael are today's Aramaic people, the majority of whom believe
in Islam. Nevertheless, the hope given to them, the descendants of Abraham, must
mean that one day a time will be given when the majority will be able to accept and
believe in Christ.

The majority of Japanese people today—more than 99 percent—do not believe in Christ
either. However, if Ishmael's descendants will eventually be made the Lord's people, is
this not a hope given to the Japanese as well?

The Apostle Paul puts it this way:

Romans 4:16. That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on
grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring—not only to the adherent of the law
but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all,. . . .
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The blessings bestowed on Ishmael's descendants are also a hope for the Japanese.
Though not direct descendants of Abraham, we are descendants of Adam.

8


