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Jan. 1, 2005 
Some losses are necessary 
Blessed be this year in the name of Jesus! Today I’d like to speak from the book of Genesis, so let's look at  Genesis 21:8-21 “And the child grew, and was weaned: and Abraham made a great feast the [same] day that Isaac was weaned. 9 And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, which she had born unto Abraham, mocking. 10 Wherefore she said unto Abraham, Cast out this bondwoman and her son: for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, [even] with Isaac. 11 And the thing was very grievous in Abraham's sight because of his son. 12 And God said unto Abraham, Let it not be grievous in thy sight because of the lad, and because of thy bondwoman; in all that Sarah hath said unto thee, hearken unto her voice; for in Isaac shall thy seed be called. 13 And also of the son of the bondwoman will I make a nation, because he [is] thy seed. 14 And Abraham rose up early in the morning, and took bread, and a bottle of water, and gave [it] unto Hagar, putting [it] on her shoulder, and the child, and sent her away: and she departed, and wandered in the wilderness of Beersheba. 15 And the water was spent in the bottle, and she cast the child under one of the shrubs. 16 And she went, and sat her down over against [him] a good way off, as it were a bowshot: for she said, Let me not see the death of the child. And she sat over against [him], and lift up her voice, and wept. 17 And God heard the voice of the lad; and the angel of God called to Hagar out of heaven, and said unto her, What aileth thee, Hagar? fear not; for God hath heard the voice of the lad where he [is]. 18 Arise, lift up the lad, and hold him in thine hand; for I will make him a great nation. 19 And God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water; and she went, and filled the bottle with water, and gave the lad drink. 20 And God was with the lad; and he grew, and dwelt in the wilderness, and became an archer. 21 And he dwelt in the wilderness of Paran: and his mother took him a wife out of the land of Egypt.” 
At times it is easy to forget that the Bible was written to instruct and encourage us. Paul tells us that the accounts in the Old Testament were recorded so that we could learn from those who have gone before us. I had to remind myself of this fact this week as I worked in Genesis 21:8-21. 
Today we are going to take a rather awkward look at this text. It may seem awkward because we are going to examine it from two different directions. At first we will draw lessons from the historical record. Secondly we will look at some of the spiritual truths from the text, which Paul has brought to our attention in the Galatians 4:1-7 “Now I say, [That] the heir, as long as he is a child, differeth nothing from a servant, though he be lord of all; 2 But is under tutors and governors until the time appointed of the father. 3 Even so we, when we were children, were in bondage under the elements of the world: 4 But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, 5 To redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons. 6 And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father. 7 Wherefore thou art no more a servant, but a son; and if a son, then an heir of God through Christ.” 
So let’s start off with the historical part first. 
We are told that Abraham hosted a gathering in celebration of the weaning of his son, Isaac. 21:8 “And the child grew, and was weaned: and Abraham made a great feast the [same] day that Isaac was weaned.” We don't see anywhere that this is a common practice. So, this was a special celebration. It may have been that Isaac was two or three years old at this time. In Genesis 17:25& 26 “And Ishmael his son [was] thirteen years old, when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. 26 In the selfsame day was Abraham circumcised, and Ishmael his son.” As you can see Ishmael was 13 when he was circumcised. Abraham was 99 at this time and also got circumcised. Anyway Abraham was 100 and Ishmael would have been 14 when Isaac was born. So, at the time of this "weaning party" Ishmael was 16 or 17 years old. 
During the party Ishmael began mocking Isaac. Any of us who have children don't find this hard to believe. But it upset Sarah. For all we know there had been a rising tension ever since Isaac was born. Maybe she felt a divided loyalty in Abraham's heart. Perhaps she thought he loved Ishmael more than Isaac which ever it was we shall never know. All we do know is Sarah made a very straight forward request of Abraham in verse 21:10  “Wherefore she said unto Abraham, Cast out this bondwoman and her son: for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, [even] with Isaac..." 
Sarah put Abraham in a dreadful situation. The wife he loves is asking him to send one of his sons, who’s almost grown, away for good. No matter how special Isaac was to him, Ishmael still held a special place in Abraham’s heart. Abraham is in a very awkward position. 
So we see that even way back then that life can sometimes be Hard. 
This brings us to our first lesson: Life is sometimes hard. Life is often filled with painful situations, such as strained relationships or difficult choices. 
Sometimes the difficulty is brought on by our own behavior. All of us that have read Genesis know that having a son by Hagar was really Sarah's idea! This was a situation of her own making. She was the one who suggested that Abraham father a child through her slave, Hagar. Abraham and Hagar became willing participants in this attempt to "help God" fulfill His promise. It was a sinful thing to do and now they all are facing the consequences, even Ishmael who had no say in the matter. 
We know that Hagar did not help things either. From the moment she knew she was pregnant we read that she "detested" Sarah. She took every opportunity to rub Sarah's nose in the fact that she had given Abraham what Sarah could not. So, there is a sense that Hagar is being made to accept some of what she had been dishing out. 
It is made known here with a painful truth that there are penalty to our sins. We know that Abraham's household faced turmoil from the very moment Hagar became pregnant. I suspect problems began from the very first night Abraham stayed in Hagar's tent. Know this that Sin brings consequences. 
Now, I believe God had forgiven Abraham. He had even promised to bless Ishmael when Sarah wanted them to leave once before. But, the negative consequences remain. This is a fact that we have to face. When we sin and confess that sin, we are forgiven however the consequences of those choices often carry on. 
The person who engages in sinful sex acts may face consequences of life long diseases, pregnancy, broken relationship or even death.

A person who lies whether big or small has to try and rebuild the trust that was destroyed by it.

The one who habitually abuses a substance has to face the consequences of the effect that substance has on their bodies and their relationships.

The person who has (or had) abusive patterns with their family will find it difficult to establish any kind of relationship with those they have abused.

The person who has a desire for material things may end up losing everything that ever meant anything to them.

I pray, you get the idea. Sin has consequences. Sometimes they are painful. 
Then again sometimes-difficult times are not a result of our own actions. I mean in the beginning Hagar was only being an obedient servant. She was told to try to have a child with Abraham and she did what she was told. And what about Ishmael? He certainly didn't ask to be born into this situation. Was it his fault that he was born? Sure he was mocking Isaac, but isn't that normal to some degree. Wasn't he just parroting the behavior he had certainly seen in his mother? Sometimes we are innocent players in a tough circumstance. 
Consider some examples of those who are in situations they had little if anything to do with, 
Those who suffer from a devastating illness or injury that they had nothing to do with, or children raised in homes where there is substance abuse then again there are those who are in mentally or physically abusive situations such as children in a divorce situation. Or maybe those who have genetic disorders to name just a few

There are a host of things that happen in life that we do not ask for. Sometimes the difficulties of life come upon us and we don't know why. Difficult times happen to everyone. 
Yet we must remember that God is close to the broken-hearted. 
Abraham was caught in a difficult situation. He asked God for help and God told Abraham to "send Hagar and her son away." The word for "send away" may have been the word that meant, "give a divorce to". God seemed to be telling Abraham to sever his ties with Hagar and with his firstborn son. Why would God command such an action? 
I must admit that I know not but, God may have known that there would always be conflict between them. He may have seen that Isaac would not be able to serve, as he needed to if Ishmael was around. Maybe God saw that Abraham's heart was divided. However that is all conjecture. The only way out of this bad situation was to make a clean break. And that is sometimes what needs to happen in our lives as well. Nevertheless it isn't easy. 
We read "early the next morning, Abraham took some food and a skin of water and gave them to Hagar. He sent her off with the boy. I can only imagine that Abraham's heart broke as he watched them move into the dessert. Anyone that ever had a child would know how horrible it must have been to see His son walk out of his life. And think about it from Ishmael's perspective. This is not some unknowing infant. He knows very well that His Father is sending him away. There must have been many tears. But for whatever reason, it was necessary, and Abraham trusted God, as we must always do. 
Hagar and Ishmael went on their way and wandered in the dessert of Beersheba. What probably happened was that Abraham gave ample provisions for Hagar to get to the next town. Due to spoilage Easterners seldom carried more than they needed for their journey. On the journey Hagar and Ishmael made a wrong turn and got lost. The provisions ran out and Ishmael (who would burn calories and sweat more than his mom because of his age), felt the effects of the heat first. Hagar, who was probably already quite distraught at having been sent away, feels she cannot bear any more. While Ishmael lies in the shade Hagar sobs. 
There is nothing in the text that implies that either Hagar or Ishmael was praying. Nothing that says they asked for God's help. But God, because of the fact that Ishmael was Abraham's son, sends the angel of the Lord to Hagar. He reiterates the promise that God had made regarding Ishmael and then we are told that God "opened her eyes and she saw a well of water." 
God did not make a well appear. He took the blindness from Hagar. Apparently the well had been there all along. Hagar in her distraught state didn't see it! God watches over even this one who had been born contrary to God's will. And we read that God continued to be with the boy. 
What a great comfort to those who feel like they are throw aways. What a wonderful message to those who feel that they have been in situations that are less than ideal. Perhaps you were born out of wedlock, or are from a broken home. Perhaps you have been helpless players in a bad situation. The message here is simple but important, (God sees you and cares about you.) 
Let’s look at David’s words in Psalm 34:18 “The LORD [is] nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a contrite spirit.”  Now we look at Psalm 56:8 “Thou tellest my wanderings: put thou my tears into thy bottle: [are they] not in thy book?” 
David says God keeps a list of our tears. He knows what is going on. He cares. And then there are these words from Isaiah, which were claimed by our Lord as His mission in life. Now let’s look at Isaiah 61:1-3 “The Spirit of the Lord GOD [is] upon me; because the LORD hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek; he hath sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to [them that are] bound; 2 To proclaim the acceptable year of the LORD, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all that mourn; 3 To appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, to give unto them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness; that they might be called trees of righteousness, the planting of the LORD, that he might be glorified.” 
God may have told Abraham to send Hagar and Ishmael away but He did not abandon them. They may not have understood why things happened the way they did, but they were not alone. God not only provided for the needs of Hagar and Ishmael at the time but He helped them build a new life together. Ishmael became an archer and as we have seen before, his descendants became the Arab nations of today. 
This text screams that there is hope for all of you who have a scared past. You may sympathize with Hagar more than you sympathize with Sarah. You may feel more like Ishmael than you do Isaac in terms of your situation. But God has not forgotten you. You may need to make a clean break with your past and it will be hard. Yet you won't be alone. So I say turn to Him. He has resources to help you. He alone will see you through. 
  
Now for the spiritual lessons 
As we will soon see there are also spiritual lessons in this story. We must shift gears here though because in Galatians 4: 21-31 Paul uses this text as an illustration of his teaching about salvation. So let’s take a look Galatians 4:21-31 “Tell me, ye that desire to be under the law, do ye not hear the law? 22 For it is written, that Abraham had two sons, the one by a bondmaid, the other by a freewoman. 23 But he [who was] of the bondwoman was born after the flesh; but he of the freewoman [was] by promise. 24 Which things are an allegory: for these are the two covenants; the one from the mount Sinai, which gendereth to bondage, which is Agar. 25 For this Agar is mount Sinai in Arabia, and answereth to Jerusalem which now is, and is in bondage with her children. 26 But Jerusalem which is above is free, which is the mother of us all. 27 For it is written, Rejoice, [thou] barren that bearest not; break forth and cry, thou that travailest not: for the desolate hath many more children than she which hath an husband. 28 Now we, brethren, as Isaac was, are the children of promise. 29 But as then he that was born after the flesh persecuted him [that was born] after the Spirit, even so [it is] now. 30 Nevertheless what saith the scripture? Cast out the bondwoman and her son: for the son of the bondwoman shall not be heir with the son of the freewoman. 31 So then, brethren, we are not children of the bondwoman, but of the free.” 
GRACE VS. WORKS 
Paul tells us that Isaac and Ishmael signify two different ways of trying to get to Heaven. Ishmael represents those who try to get to Heaven through their own cleverness and devices. If you remember, Ishmael was born because of the schemes of men. Abraham, Sarah and Hagar decided that they could "help God". And there are many today who teach that we are saved by our own efforts. They would have us believe that we cannot get to heaven unless we 
Give God money or do certain things. Then again still others would have you believe that you must have a certain experience or practice certain disciplines Which is not true yet there are many who teach the way of Ishmael today.

Paul says that Isaac, on the other hand, represents those who believe salvation is the result of God's work alone. Isaac was born a result of God's promise and not human effort. Abraham and Sarah were dead as far as being able to have a child. They could not bring Isaac into the world unless God did something supernatural in them. Isaac was born of grace through the faith of his parents. Abraham and Sarah believed that God would fulfill the incredible promise he made to them. 
This contrasts two ways of salvation: trying to earn heaven and receiving heaven as a gift. The one is the way of Ishmael the other is the way of Isaac. 
Paul tells us that we need to get rid of the slave woman. Just as sometimes we have to make a break with our past in order to find health and joy in our lives, so we need to banish any notion that salvation has come as a result of our efforts. God alone is to get the credit for eternal life. 
Those who place their faith in human effort or goodness have misunderstood the gospel. Those who add anything to God's grace, diminish God's glory. Now here is why that is important, 
There are many who feel they cannot get into heaven because they are not good enough. You've heard them: "If I could only clean up my life first" The Bible declares Romans 3 NO ONE is good enough. Romans 3:20-25 “Therefore by the deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in his sight: for by the law [is] the knowledge of sin. 21 But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested, being witnessed by the law and the prophets; 22 Even the righteousness of God [which is] by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe: for there is no difference: 23 For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; 24 Being justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus: 25 Whom God hath set forth [to be] a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God;” Yet, God in His gracious mercy extends salvation to ANY who would believe. That's why the church is made up of people from all kinds of backgrounds. Executives and criminals all get to Heaven the same way. Which is by grace through faith.

Many are living in fear that they will somehow lose their salvation. They believe this because somehow they have come to believe that salvation is contingent on their performance. Salvation is based on what God has done for us in Christ! Salvation is ours because of His promise, and not by our deeds.

Many seek to obey God for the wrong reasons. It's like children, much of the time they obey because they hope to avoid a punishment or maybe to gain a reward. However, it is a new and better relationship when the child obeys and serves because they have seen the wisdom of the guidelines and they seek to act out of of love for the family.

Some people write off some people regarding the gospel because of their past or their present. We look at the lives of some people and we conclude that they could never be saved. That is arrogance on our part. We are basing our evaluation on the things those people are doing. And the implication is that we are doing better there fore we are qualified for Heaven. This thinking only goes to show that we don't know the horror of sin. We don't understand how offensive sin is to God. We are denying our own sin, which makes us totally dependent on grace.

Salvation comes because of God's promise and not our effort! Sure, we seek to follow God. Yes, we want to obey Him but not because we think it will get us to Heaven. We do so because we have been changed by God's Spirit which He gave us when He made us His own. We obey out of gratitude and love. 
This may seem like theological hair-splitting to you but it is not. Let me state it again: I am not going to heaven because I am a Reverend. I'm not going to Heaven because I have studied and tried my best. I'm certainly not going to heaven because I'm so good. The truth is, I don't have enough good in me apart from Christ to earn one minute of Heaven. I am going to Heaven because Christ rescued me. I am able to go to Heaven because God caused his spirit to bring me to life and He led me to faith therefore I am saved. The implications of this teaching are many: Galatians 2:16 “Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified.” 
There is no reason for boasting. My salvation does not say anything good about me yet the glory and the praise goes to the Lord.

There is every reason for hope and joy in living. I don't have to keep looking over my shoulder. I can now let God's Spirit begin to renew and change me. I can live confidently not because of my performance but because of His mercy. Amen.

I can face death unafraid. It's not a matter of having enough time to confess all my sins before I die. I am confident of my eternal destination because of Jesus, and not because of me.

I can proclaim good news to everyone. There is no better news than salvation through Jesus Christ our Lord. Many people we meet daily feel they have no hope. The news I spread is simple. Everyone can have hope in Christ's death, for His blood can wipe any slate clean. His Spirit can renew ANY heart. It doesn't matter where you are starting. It doesn't matter what baggage you carry His grace can make you clean.

I can stop feeling inferior to those around me. My background may be different. My spiritual ability may not be as sharp. I may have trouble finding a verse in my Bible. But I have gained entrance into Heaven in the same way as everyone else. Which is as a gracious and loving gift from God.

So you see, the story of Hagar and Sarah is a story that illustrates the most essential elements of faith. 
So, I ask you which part of the message does God want you to hear today? Are you one of those who feels tossed aside, rejected, unloved? Do you feel that you have been dismissed without ever being given a chance? Are you a victim in a bad situation? If so I ask you to hear the words of comfort in this passage. Friend, God cares about you. It doesn't matter how or why you are where you are He sees you. He loves you. And He wants to comfort you and care for you. Turn to Him today. 
Then again maybe you are one who is trying to live in both worlds. Maybe you, like Abraham, are being told to make a break with your past. Maybe today is the day when you have to send the Hagar's of your life away. Those things that keep you from living in the promise may need to be disposed of. Those things that weigh you down may need to be set aside. I know it can be hard, but it may be necessary. Let them go and entrust them to God. 
Maybe you needed to hear the clear teaching about the gospel of grace. Perhaps you have been uncertain of your standing before God. Maybe you have been working hard but feel you are still very far away. Friend, please hear the message that the work has already been done for you. Christ has done what was necessary so your job is to receive it. You don't have to become something, you don't have to change anything first, your job is to take Him at His Word and let Him begin the process of transformation in your life. 
Are you willing to do that this morning? Are you willing, in a simple act of faith, to trust God rather than your own abilities? Are you willing to place your hope and confidence in the work of Jesus rather than the work of your hands? If so, declare that faith to God today. The Bible is clear, "If you believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, you will be saved." 
Who would have thought that this story in Genesis could lead us to such a life-changing conclusion? God cares and He has sent Christ to do for us what we could not do for ourselves. That's why we spend the rest of our lives living with a sense of gratitude and wonder. 
Let’s pray, 
Dear Heavenly Father, 
Again we thank You for You words and for Your Son, Jesus Christ. We know that we could never carry all the burden Your Son did and we Thank You for Your great gift of grace and love. May we all accept Your Son Jesus Christ into our hearts today and continue to spread Your wonder saving words. In Jesus’ name we pray. 
Amen
