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God Hears Our Prayers 

December 3, 2017 

By Pastor John Wells 

   
Genesis 21:8-21 - Hagar and Ishmael Sent Away 
 8The child grew, and was weaned; and Abraham made a great feast on the 
day that Isaac was weaned. 9But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, 
whom she had borne to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac. 10So she said to 
Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave 
woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.” 11The matter was very 
distressing to Abraham on account of his son. 12But God said to Abraham, 
“Do not be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; 
whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for it is through Isaac that 
offspring shall be named for you. 13As for the son of the slave woman, I will 
make a nation of him also, because he is your offspring.” 14So 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 about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba. 
 15When the water in the skin was gone, she cast the child under one of the 
bushes. 16Then she went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the 
distance of a bowshot; for she said, “Do not let me look on the death of the 
child.” And as she sat opposite him, she lifted up her voice and wept. 17And 
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? Do not be afraid; for God 
has heard the voice of the boy where he is. 18Come, lift up the boy and hold 
him fast with your hand, for I will make a great nation of him.” 19Then God 
opened her eyes and she saw a well of water. She went, and filled the skin 
with water, and gave the boy a drink. 
 20God was with the boy, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness, and 
became an expert with the bow. 21He lived in the wilderness of Paran; and his 
mother got a wife for him from the land of Egypt. 
 
  I want to begin this morning’s conversation with a video piece that I 

had thought about using as part of our stewardship conversations and 

decided not to BUT it seems to work as a lead in to the conversation that I 

want to have this morning. It has been suggested that this video piece is a bit 

“dark” BUT I wouldn’t use that term. I might call it DEEP which means that 



 

2 

you need to pay attention to what is being said. It is conversation about 

letting Jesus touch your heart. The video is entitled “Lean In.” 

Video: “Lean In” 

  In the story of Abraham, his wife Sarah tends to linger in the 

background most of the time BUT as we know, she plays a critical role in the 

working out of God’s plan because she was the one who was going to give 

birth to the heir. There was no way for Abraham to do this on his own. 

  But having acknowledged the important role that Sarah played in the 

history of God’s people, I have always had this uncomfortable sense that 

when we began to talk about Sara’s personal faith that for the most part she 

was just “along for the ride.” This is not meant to be a criticism. Sarah was in 

a rather difficult spot. Abraham was the one who was called and he was 

making all of the decisions about when they would travel and where they 

would live. He was the one who was having these heart to heart 

conversations with God and even though Sarah was an important part of the 

promises that God had been making to Abraham she was just expected to 

follow along. 

  And because of this, I have never really been certain that Sarah 

embraced a relationship with the living God in the same way that Abraham 

did and we see that spiritual distance in a number of different parts of the 

story. 

  Two weeks ago we talked briefly about the Lord’s visit to Abraham at 

his tent by the Oaks of Mamre (which is about 2 miles north of Hebron in 

Judea). During this visit the Lord had reiterated that Sarah was going to give 

birth to a child in her old age and it says (in the story) that when Sarah 

heard about her coming pregnancy and delivery she laughed because she 

thought the whole idea was ridiculous. She was after all an old woman. 
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  But this encounter might suggest that Sarah wasn’t yet “leaning in” to 

this new faith. Her life was really being driven by her doubts. 

  We see this same kind of thing in the text for today.  

  As you might remember, Sarah had previously tried to take control of 

this whole situation by suggesting that Abraham have a child with her maid, 

Hagar. This was not as unusual a suggestion as it might seem to us. The way 

this would “legally” work was that even though Hagar would be the birth 

mother, Sarah would be considered the legal mother. Sarah was trying to do 

for God what she thought God was incapable of doing. 

  Now obviously Abraham was willing to go along with this misguided 

plan and Hagar did gave birth to a son whom they named “Ishmael” which 

means, “God has heard.” The name that they gave to this boy would also 

suggest that they thought they had done for God something that God was 

either reluctant or incapable of doing. They had taken God’s place in this 

plan. 

  But then, even after Isaac was born, we still see in Sarah a reluctance 

to trust God to do what he promised. She became jealous of Hagar and 

Ishmael and she forced Abraham to send them both away with the strong 

possibility that both mother and child would die in the wilderness. 

  Once again, Sarah seemed reluctant to “lean in” to this relationship 

with God and she allowed herself to be controlled by her fear and her 

jealousy. 

  Part of what we see in this story of God’s first family is the kind of 

frailty that we all live with every day. Sarah had experienced the miraculous 

power of God. She had been blessed to give birth to a son long after she would 

normally have been physically able to have this happen. God had continually 

promised them that Abraham and Sarah would be parents to a great nation 
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and it would be through their own son and no one else. It appears that Sarah 

just couldn’t seem to fully trust God. She consistently tried to take control 

and she regularly ended up living out of her insecurities. 

  Just as a side note, Ishmael wasn’t really a central part of God’s plan 

for Abraham. He was brought into the story because of the weakness of the 

people involved. BUT once he was there, God promised to Abraham that he 

would care for this child as well. So, as we continue on through this story in 

Genesis it identifies Ishmael as the “father” of twelve sons. Each of Ishmael’s 

sons became the founder of a nation of people that ended up settling in the 

Middle East. They are generally referred to as “Ishmaelites” and are thought 

to be the ancestors of the Arab nations. 

  So, in that sense, Abraham was the father of many great nations. 

  What Sarah was struggling with shouldn’t be that foreign to us (and in 

that sense we should all be somewhat sympathetic to her struggle); we can 

also listen but not hear. We can also understand the words that are spoken 

but never be willing to “lean in” to a relationship with the living God. 

  For example, one of the things that we often misunderstand is that the 

season of Advent (which begins today) is not Christmas. We generally begin 

to sing Christmas hymns because there are so many beloved songs attached 

to the Christmas season that if we didn’t start now we wouldn’t be able to 

sing all of the songs we love the most. 

  But the reality is that Advent is not supposed to be about the birth of 

Jesus. Advent is supposed to be about us preparing our hearts for the birth of 

Jesus. Historically Advent was a time set aside for repentance, penance and 

introspection. We are supposed to spend this time getting ready to “lean in” 

to the message of Christmas. The problem we have in our culture is that we 

have learned how to skip over the really meaningful things about the season 
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and go right to the celebrating. This means that for many of us Christmas is 

all about the trees and the lights and the presents. We have all kinds of 

heartwarming memories of family gatherings and Christmas dinners but we 

have missed the real reason for this season.  

  At Christmas time we are surrounded by lots of people who know some 

of the rudimentary pieces of the story but have never embraced this Jesus 

who stepped into our world and into our lives in order to heal us and save us 

from our sin. There are thousands (maybe millions) of people who gather in 

Christian churches all over the world who see the trees and the lights and 

they hear the beautiful music. They know about the manger and the 

shepherds and the angel choir and the visitation of the magi but they don’t 

understand that all of those things are really not that important. 

  In fact, the celebration of Christmas came later in our history 

BECAUSE the earliest believers were focused on Easter and the resurrection. 

It wasn’t until later that they decided that the birth of our savior should be 

noted as well AND when they made that decision they used it as a way of 

reaching out to pagans in order to invite them to meet Jesus. This is why 

there are so many non-Christian elements in our celebration. They were 

Christianized by the church as a way of doing evangelism; as a way of 

making disciples. 

  What the early believers wanted everyone else to do was to “lean in” to 

the risen Jesus BECAUSE they understood that once we “lean in” and open 

our hearts and let Jesus touch us at the very core of our being that he will 

change us. 

  So what I want to say to you this morning is … 

“Don’t be distracted by your own frailty.” 
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  God is able to do in you and do through you amazing things BUT it will 

never be because we are somehow good enough or smart enough. God is able 

to change us and change the world through us BUT the praise will always 

belong to God. 

“Don’t be distracted by what we’ve always done” 

  At some point we have to climb out of our box and let Jesus teach us 

about who we are and what he has done to save us from our brokenness to 

sin. 

“Don’t be distracted by the bright lights and the pretty music.” 

  We aren’t ready to party just yet. First, we need to learn to surrender to 

God’s control (his Lordship) over our lives. 

  We are (all of us) on the verge of new life in Christ BUT it will only be 

real if we are willing to “lean in” toward Jesus. Once we learn to listen and 

trust and take a step closer to our savior it will transform our lives, our 

families, our church and the entire world.  

  This is how we get ready for Christmas. 


