Questions God Asks #3

“On The Run”

Genesis 16:1-16
Running is a popular exercise, from the casual jogger to the marathon runner. There’s not a lot of equipment to buy and it can be done almost anywhere. Physical benefits to running include better cardio health, better sleep, improved knee and back health, fewer colds, stronger muscles, and better weight maintenance. In addition to these, the mental benefits of running include improved memory, better mood and energy levels, and lower stress.

Figuratively speaking, though, running is not often the best choice. The Bible is filled with people who tried to run ahead or run away, and rarely is such running successful. In our text this morning we will find examples of both running ahead and running away as we consider questions God asks when we find ourselves on the run.

Genesis 16 tells the story. The main characters are husband and wife Abram and Sarai (this is before God changed their names to Abraham and Sarah) and Sarai’s slave Hagar. God had promised Abram a son through whom a nation would be established, one that would bless the whole world. The problem was Abram was now in his mid-eighties and Sarai was in her mid-seventies, and they had not produced a child. Ten years had passed since God made the promise. They became desperate, as verses 1-2 indicate:

Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. But she had an Egyptian maidservant named Hagar; so she said to Abram, “The Lord has kept me from having children. Go, sleep with my maidservant; perhaps I can build a family through her.” Abram agreed to what Sarai said. 

This passage is all about running. The first instance is Abram and Sarai running ahead of God.
 There was a custom in that day that if a wife could not bear a child, she could select a servant girl for her husband to marry who would serve as a surrogate mother. The child born to the servant would legally belong to the first wife.

But just because something is legal or socially acceptable doesn’t make it part of God’s plan. In this case, God has given no directive at all. Sarai simply speaks to Abram, and Abram agrees. Done deal. But no one asks God’s opinion. No one seeks the Lord’s counsel in any part of chapter 16. This lack of prayer looms large in what transpires.

Scottish novelist George MacDonald was right when he said, “In whatever man does without God, he must fail miserably, or succeed more miserably.”
 Verses 3-4 show that Sarai’s plan was initially successful, as Abram slept with Hagar and became pregnant.
At this point everything changes for Hagar. With her pregnancy Hagar’s attitude toward Sarai changed and she “began to despise her mistress.” The word “despised” suggests Hagar felt contempt. All those years of childlessness clearly were not due to Abram’s sterility. Sarai was “less of a woman” than her slave was!
 Hagar was unable to resist the temptation to look down on her less accomplished mistress.

When Hagar failed to disguise her feelings, Sarai became angry and complained to her husband in verse 5. In verse 6 Abram simply reminded Sarai of her legal rights: “Your servant is in your hands,” he said. “Do with her whatever you think best.” And what Sarai thought best was to make Hagar pay for her disrespect! In fact, Sarai treated Hagar so harshly that her slave finally ran away.

In verses 7-8 we see the questions God asks: 

The angel of the Lord found Hagar near a spring in the desert; it was the spring that is beside the road to Shur. And he said, “Hagar, servant of Sarai, where have you come from, and where are you going?” 

Two basic questions arise from this text.

Before we get into the questions, though, allow me to briefly address the issue of “the angel of the Lord” who asks these questions. Many believe “the angel of the Lord” in the Old Testament was no less than a pre-incarnate appearance of God the Son, the second person of the Trinity. I’m no so sure. I have a problem identifying the eternal God the Son as a created being such as an angel. I prefer Larry Richards’ understanding of it:

In Genesis 16 we meet a being who is identified as the Angel of the Lord—a being from the same spiritual realm as that of Satan, but who is “of the Lord,” an angel who does not act independently, but who acts in complete harmony with the will of God. Satan is Scripture’s premier “bad” angel. We can best understand the Angel of the Lord by viewing him as Scripture’s premier “good” angel.

“But Hagar identified the angel as the Lord!” you may object. This is true, and others who encountered the angel of the Lord thought they had seen God Himself. But that doesn’t mean they were necessarily right. Scripture records their reactions accurately and correctly, but that doesn’t insure that their reactions were either accurate or correct.

The angel asks two questions in verse 8: “Hagar, servant of Sarai, where have you come from, and where are you going?” Taken at face value, these are two of the basic questions in life: my origin and my destiny. We should seriously consider both of these subjects from time to time. 

I think, however, that these questions were more specific to Hagar’s immediate situation. I have reworded the questions to ask, “What are you running from?” and “Where are you running to?”

“What Are You Running From?” 

The first question is, “What are you running from?” To her credit, Hagar gave an honest answer: “I’m running away from my mistress Sarai.” Hagar was running from a situation so terrible she would rather be anywhere else.

At first glance we may feel sympathetic toward Hagar, since Sarai treated her very harshly. The Bible does not tell us if this treatment included verbal, emotional, or physical abuse. Sadly, any or all of these are not outside the realm of possibility.

We cannot ignore the fact, however, that Hagar’s attitudes and actions brought on this mistreatment. I don’t say this to excuse or legitimize Sarai’s mistreatment of Hagar—it was wrong—but it was neither random nor arbitrary. Remember in verse 5, Hagar “began to despise her mistress.” She became haughty and contentious toward Sarah.

People in the ancient Near East thought of barren women as worthless to society. By their reckoning, childless women consumed valuable resources and contributed nothing to justify their existence. So according to ancient standards, Hagar was worthy of a higher social class than Sarai since she would bear Abram a son.
 She did not hesitate to rub Sarai’s nose into this humiliation. Had Hagar maintained the attitude of a servant, things might have been different.
Hagar’s solution was to run away from the problem, a tactic we all learned from Adam and Eve. However, she would soon discover that you can’t solve problems by running away.

“Where Are You Running To?”

The second question was, “Where are you running to?” Geographically speaking, Hagar was heading for her native Egypt (the wilderness of Shur was on its northeast frontier), and had possibly traveled some days to have reached the vicinity of Kadesh.
 Naturally Hagar was heading home.

Yet she did not answer the second question directly. She was fleeing from her problem without heading toward any particular destination. How like Hagar we often are!
 We run away from our situation with little or no thought as to where we are headed. We may run toward the familiar, as Hagar was, or we may just run in the opposite direction of where we should be going, as Jonah did when he left for Tarshish (west) instead of Nineveh (east).

Hagar did not have a plan, even though she was heading toward her native land. She had not thought through how she would raise this child on her own—she hadn’t really thought about how she would survive the trip across the desert! This often happens when we run away from our problems. Sure, things may be difficult where we were, but are things going to be better where we are heading, if we make it there at all?

Perhaps you understand what it means to run for your life. In those moments, remember, no matter where you run or why you’re running, you will never get out of the sight of God. He will be there for you and will be with you as you recover.
 That is the encouragement we take from this account in Hagar’s life. We can run from our problems but we can’t run from God.

In verse 9 the angel of the Lord told Hagar, “Go back to your mistress and submit to her.” In essence, Hagar is told to “go back and stick it out.”
 This is so unlike what we would expect someone in Hagar’s situation to be told! But as a legally indentured servant, she had no right to run away, and she needed to go back and be humbly obedient.
 Don’t forget that Hagar’s attitudes and actions of contempt toward Sarai had prompted the problems she was trying to escape. Again, this does not excuse Sarai’s actions toward Hagar, but it does show that Hagar was responsible for her behavior.

Let me be clear: I am not advocating that abused spouses or children should be forced to return to their abuser. This is a specific situation where God is at work bringing about His plan. He has lessons for Abram and Sarai that required Hagar’s return. Hagar and her son would be better cared for back at Abram’s than on her own, even in her native land. That is not always the case for the abused today. Hagar had to learn that as children of a sovereign God, we are never victims of our circumstances. God does not want us to run away from our problems, but to face them with His help.

The angel of the Lord did not only command that Hagar return to Sarai, though. He also gave Hagar a promise concerning her child in verses 10-12,

The angel added, “I will so increase your descendants that they will be too numerous to count.” The angel of the Lord also said to her: “You are now with child and you will have a son. You shall name him Ishmael, for the Lord has heard of your misery. He will be a wild donkey of a man; his hand will be against everyone and everyone’s hand against him, and he will live in hostility toward all his brothers.”

Ishmael would become the father of the Arab nations, and the fulfillment of this promise can be seen right down to the present day.

Hagar does not argue with the angel or continue to run away. Instead, she admits that she has encountered the Lord and submits to His command in verse 13-16, 

She gave this name to the Lord who spoke to her: “You are the God who sees me,” for she said, “I have now seen the One who sees me.” That is why the well was called Beer Lahai Roi; it is still there, between Kadesh and Bered. So Hagar bore Abram a son, and Abram gave the name Ishmael to the son she had borne. Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore him Ishmael.

Hagar did return and submit herself to Sarah. I’m sure she apologized for being arrogant, for despising her mistress, and for running away. She trusted God to protect her and her son and to care for them in the years to come. We never solve life’s problems by running away. Submit to God and trust Him to work things out for your good and His glory.

Here we see the messes the people of God make.
 Abram and Sarai were guilty of running ahead of God and Hagar was guilty of running away from her problems. Thankfully we serve a God whom we cannot run from and does not give up on us. As Jesus said in Luke 19:10, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” As His parables of the lost coin, the lost sheep, and the lost (prodigal) son demonstrate, God takes the initiative in seeking us.

Many years ago in England, there lived a man named Francis Thompson. Despite having studied for the priesthood and then the medical field, he found himself living out on the streets in London. He became addicted to opium and lived out of garbage cans. Today we would call him “homeless.” But beneath the skin of this vagabond beat a heart that God was searching after. Thompson later related his experience of being pursued by God through beautiful poetry in an eloquent ode titled “The Hound of Heaven.”

This is what distinguishes Christianity from every other religion on earth: God pursues us! Every other religion depicts humanity’s pursuit of a god who sometimes hides from the poor mortals. The truth is, human beings have been running and hiding from God ever since Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden. And God has been hunting us down ever since.

Throughout this series we have seen grace in the questions God asks. This text is no different. Abram and Sarai’s scheme ran ahead of God’s plan. Though it was legal, the idea revealed a lack of faith in God. Though Hagar had no say in the implementation of the plot, her subsequent attitude and actions toward Sarai were clearly out of line. Yet God intervened and gave everyone a second chance.

We have all been guilty of running ahead or running away from God. Satan wants us to think that our “disobedience detours” must become the permanent road for the rest of our lives; but this is a lie. Like Abraham and Sarah, we can confess our sins, accept God’s cleansing, and then learn to live with our mistakes. Yes, there will be pain and regret; but God’s grace will overcome in the end. George Morrison is worth quoting here: “The victorious Christian life is a series of new beginnings.”

Are you on the run? Can you hear God’s voice asking, “What are you running from? Where are you running to?” The only direction we should run is into our Father’s arms. He is always there waiting.
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